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Foreword

It would be commonplace to say that tradition, both good and bad, i
being swept away by the onslaught of technology and modernism. We need
not concern ourselves here with the reasons except to inquire: is this
because of a hatred for the impoverished conditions of yesteryear’s living,
or because of an eagerness to embrace new Western ways, or because of an
inherent weakness of the traditions themselves—or possibly a combination
of the three? What is definite is that the third world, with the exception of
miraculous Japan (these monks that brew modern electronics) and to a
certain extent India, is giving up its traditions.

I am certain that if students of anthropology had turned to Ta‘ziyeh
forty-eight years ago when it was banned by the Iranian Government for
sociopolitical reasons, a major share of the Iranian National Theatre today
would be plays (with or without religious subject-matter) directly derived
from Ta‘ziyeh: but much to our regret, this was not the case. Ta‘ziyeh had
almost been isolated in certain distant villages when individual Iranian
scholars such as Bahram Baizai (1965), Mayel Baktash and myself (1971)
began to turn their attention to it.

In the autumn of 1959 a Ta‘ziyeh fragment was included in Parviz
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Cultural Dimensions of Performance
Conventions in Iranian Ta‘ziyeh

WiLLiAM O. BEEMAN

INTRODUCTION !

Past research on Ta‘ziyeh has emphasized literary and‘historical as-
pects of this performance tradition.2 In these studies Fhe Ta'ziyeh has bf:en
the object of investigation, and knowledge about literary and hlston‘cal
traditions surrounding it have been used to elucidate it. Another dimension
which has been less explored, and which will be treated hefe concerns
investigation of Ta‘ziyeh as an aspect of cultural performance in Iran and
the wider Shi‘a Islamic world.

From literature on the anthropology of performance 3 we understand
that the shapes and conventions of performance traditions are not univer-
sal, but are inextricably bound up in more complex patterns of cultural
symbolism, logic, and presentational conventions. Further, performance
traditions are among the most dynamic and powerful components of a
given culture. They bear a strong relationship to ritual, as Richard Sc.hech-
ner has pointed out on numerous occasions,® in that thf:y. consist Qf
symbolic elements made manifest through the offices of specialized practi-
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tioners whose purpose is to transform the spectators at the performance in
some preconceived manner: to make them laugh, persuade them, create in
them a sense of heightened reality, elevate their sensibilities, or in the case
of Ta‘ziyeh, to create a powerful catharsis of emotion.

Performance traditions also bear a resemblance to many aspects of
everyday life. As Victor Turner has pointed out, such public events as
elections, demonstrations, and public meetings have their performative and
ritualistic aspects.> These “social dramas” likewise aim to achieve a change
in a state of affairs through specific performance. Following this line of
reasoning, we see that events like the Ta‘ziyeh hold a place somewhere
between the sacred and the secular in all cultures. They are “liminal” events
in Turner’s sense of the word.6 Thus, through the study of the Ta‘ziyeh as
performance, rather than strictly as literature or history, we are in a position
to turn the tables on the focal concerns of earlier studies 7 and use analysis

of the Ta'ziyeh as a tool for investigation of both the sacred and secular
worlds within which it is contained.

TA‘ZIYEH AS A PERFORMANCE GENRE

Although virtually every commentator on the Ta‘ziyeh has identified it
as theatre, there is good reason to consider it in other terms, Lassy points
out that in Soviet Azerbaijan a strict distinction is made between Ta‘ziyeh
and other dramatic forms:

A point to be noticed is that the Tartars themselves expressly deny
that the passion play is a drama proper. It is a Shabih, that is an
“imitation,” or a ta‘ziyeh-ye shabih, a “consoling imitation,” nothing
more. To a Tartar there exists no sort of tragedy in the form of a
drama, comedy being considered by him to be the only form of
dramatic art. Therefore when the speeches and songs of the passion
play are written, no attempt is made to create impressive roles or
situations, the sole purpose being to compose more-or-less lengthy
monologues in the same fragmentary, crabbed, plaintive and senti-
mental style as that of the elegies.®

Itis my contention that it is a great disservice to Ta‘ziyeh to consider it
a variety of theatre in Western terms. The purpose of Ta‘ziyeh perfor-
mances, the dramatic conventions thus employed, and the unique con-
figuration of techniques of symbolic representation in the Ta‘ziyeh serves to
identify it as a unique Iranian performance genre which, although it bears
superficial resemblance to Western theatre (especially when viewed through
Western and Western-trained eyes), should not be robbed of its special
status among the unique dramatic traditions of the world.

First, it cannot be emphasized enough (especially to the lay public)

25
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that Ta‘ziyeh is not one drama (i.e., “the Persian Passion Play”) or even a
definitive set of dramas, but is a performance tradition which has an
organic existence of own. It is changing, modifiable, and enormously
flexible in its realization.

Secondary, although Ta‘ziyeh performances are scripted, to identify
the written script with the Ta‘ziyeh proper is to entertain only a limited
view of the tradition as a whole. In point of fact, the tradition allows for
extraordinary flexibility in the realization of script material. It is doubtful
whether any of the scripts which have been collected were ever conceived as
permanent by their authors. In present-day settings, scripts are continually
modified, rewritten, amended, lengthened and combined with other scripts
both before a given performance, and from the takiyeh itself during
performance. The series of episodes presented as a cohesive unit can
likewise be numerous (Pelly ® records fifty-two) or few. Furthermore, until
recent times, the performance material was being rapidly expanded into a
series of nearly secular themes which were not necessarily presented during
the month of Muharram at all.10

Thirdly, perhaps almost self-evidently, we see the Ta‘ziyeh perfor-
mance consisting almost entirely of verse—most often couplets. This is in
sharp contrast to almost all Western theatrical tradition.

Finally, and most importantly, the relationship between audience and
performer in Ta‘ziyeh is unique among performance traditions of the
world. It is this one feature that most completely accounts for the particular
representational forms that are embodied within Ta‘ziyeh performance. It
is therefore to this topic that I turn my attention next.

REPRESENTATION IN TA‘ZIYEH

The very special relationship of the Ta‘ziyeh audience to the perfor-
mance has been noted by virtually all commentators writing on the tradi-
tion. It stands out particularly against Western theatrical tradition because
the spectators are clearly both inside and outside of the drama. They are
both on the plains of Kerbela, symbolically representing the forces sur-
rounding Hussein and his followers, and simultaneously in the present-day
world mourning because of the event.

The actors in the drama express their sorrow and grief through the
verbal text of the performance, but it is the people in the audience who
provide the explicit, forceful, and sometimes violent expression of grief and
mourning which is absent from the performance representation. Thus they
complete a portion of the dramatic action which is otherwise lacking.

The explicit expressions of grief produced by the spectators, however,
are prompted by their own life experiences, and only triggered by the
presentation of the events they witness in the takiyeh. Indeed, the audience
is exhorted to weep for their own sins, their own troubles, remembering
how much greater was the suffering of Hussein and his followers.

26

As Chel.kowski 11 has suggested, this has great import for all who are
concerned with the nature and purpose of dramatic expression in the West
The so-called “audience” problem has been one that has been confronte&
continually in Western theatre. The last twenty years have seen a par-
ticularly active experimentation in trying to break down the audience-
perforrpf:r “barrier” and actively engage spectators in the dramatic action
The Living Theatre, the Open Theatre, and Richard Schechner’s Perfor-'
mance Group are only a few of the groups who have tried to devise new
performance methodologies to deal with this problem.,

_For the structure of representation within Ta‘ziyeh the centrality of the
aud}ence-performer tradition becomes crucial. The liminal status of the
audience as performer-spectator, existing both within the present and in the
past as pgrt of the dramatic action, and being situated both within its own
community and on the plains of Kerbela forms the central axis around
which principles of representation are ordered.

In order to encompass the situation of the audience within the time

frame of the drama at least three modes of temporal representation are
necessary. The first is “literal time,” €.g., the actual time it takes for a
dialogue to take place from beginning to end. “Representational time” is
truncated, elongated, or distorted time: most of the battles are represented
in this way, taking less time than they might otherwise. Mourning se-
quences, or the famous “lion” sequence, do not represent literal time
Finally, “non-time” is a kind of dimension which allows the co-occurrence.
of all sorts of characters and events which could not possibly have existed
together at thg same time. Even the known dead, such as the body of
Qasem after his martyrdom, are able to take part in the stage dialogue
Further, it should be noted that these three time dimensions totally ing}er-'
penetrate each other with no indication of shift through theatrical devices
sucltn as lighting, scene change, etc., as must occur in Western theatre for
audiences to understand what is going on. The audience views literal time
and r'epresen.tational time in the performance; but it is the dimension of
non-time which encompasses the audience along with the action and allows
the Specl.aths to be at once in the present and in the past.

/,\, similar practice exists with the representation of space. “Literal
space su.rrounds most encounters between characters, and events, such as
the wedding of Qasem. “Representational space” compresses or e’lon ates
actual space. In mobile action such as walking or riding the diﬂ"ergence
between representational and literal space is marked in that the former
nvolves moving in an arc, and the latter moving in a straight line
Representgtnonal space involves also such areas as the battlefield. This arez;
also contains the viewers in their representational roles as the forces
surrounding Hussein and his followers. Finally “non-space” creates the co-
occurrence of personages far removed from each other spatially as well as

temp orally, allowing figures such as Yazid, or Za* i :
. , a‘far, king of th
address Hussein as the drama unfolds. 8 ¢ Jina, to
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The spectators are placed in a liminal position not only in terms of
time and space, but in their dramatic role within the performance as well.
As participants in the drama they represent not only the mourners of
Hussein but also his murderers. Thus the distinction between those who are
on the side of Hussein and those who are his enemies becomes crucial in
the dramatic representation. There are, to be sure, many ways that one can
tell the sympathetic from the unsympathetic characters. In classical tradi-
tion the sympathetic characters wear either green or white; the unsym-
pathetic characters, red. Chelkowski notes that the adherents of Yazid
might wear sun glasses to mark them as bad characters.12 Most importantly,
however, good characters chant their lines, and bad characters declaim, or
shout them. When a bad character converts and becomes a good character
he changes his mode of line delivery.

There is very little else in the representation of the drama which needs
be fixed. Costumes need adhere to no particular historic period. All sorts of
historic characters may be brought into the course of the drama. The
production can be upgraded through the use of more realistic props,
costumes, or live animals, but these are not necessary components. Neither
is the language of the Ta‘ziyeh fixed. Performances are given in Turkish,
Arabic, mixed Persian-Turkish, Urdu, and most probably other languages
as well.

The flexibility of representation in Ta‘ziyeh through costumes, props,
and language serves to reinforce the connections between the action and
the everyday lives of spectators. Nonetheless, the actors must costume
themselves in a way that is different from the normal dress of the audience.
In a performance I witnessed in Fars this was accomplished by draping the
actors in simple red, green, or white tunics which covered their normal

dress.

THE MEANING OF REPRESENTATIONAL CONVENTIONS IN TA‘ZIYEH

In order to understand something about the meaning of the represen-
tational conventions in Ta‘ziyeh it will be useful to compare them with
some of the conventions that obtain for other dramatic traditions through-
out the world.

Indonesian wayang kulit is one species of the tradition of leather
shadow-puppet drama found throughout most of Asia. This dramatic
tradition involves the presentation of stories which are both entertaining
and of a sacred nature. The “high” characters in the Balinese form of this
drama—royal persons, major demons and gods—speak entirely in an an-
cient liturgical language which no one in the audience understands at all.
The “low” characters—servants for the most part—speak in the vernacular
of the spectators, and interpret the action while making broad jokes and

humorous remarks.
Indian dance-drama traditions, notably the Kathakali tradition of

28

(]i(oeﬁa::,sglex;cl)(h;i a sitmiltarbset of conventions. The actor-dancers in Kathakali
€Ir text, but indicate the plot of th
¢ drama through th
of gestures, called mudras. The i eric, and
. res, . gesture language is somewhat i
singers in the background narrate th ors i song
i : € story for the s i
simultaneously with the dance presentation. N peciators in song
o In Wes?tern “naturalistic” theatre actors draw their stage movement
theire:g;essm?ns fronla the stuff of “real life,” and are encouraged to research
at great length through observin i
. . g and attempting to create in
z}}:zrrr;s;]vesththe feeling and emotions of the real-life protc%types of the
chara ers Ey are to portray. In their training they are encouraged to draw
y on their own feellngs and self-knowledge for the expression of

in infinite variation,

W . .

o i;t:r:ugrama 15 successful when it produces a catharsis: when it

! Ience 1in some way. Making the vi ‘

oves. g viewers laugh, cry, feel

emO%ionr;t, ;rﬁnobled, or angry are all ways that Western theatre !OUC?CS the

exprCSSio;l o us f;\mradoxncally, by using the commonplace as a basis for

pertormance, Western theatre aj i
o g o per aims at removing the spectators
onplace and transporting th i

. ! : ng them to an emotional plane

ed only occasionally In everyday life. The Asian traditions menti[:med

when it i .

worll(li 1tt;1s ?ble to create in the audience a sense that there is order in the

ex"cn,]es a ;ven‘ts. are as they should be; that despite adversity and
In the vicissitudes of events, proper morality is reasserted
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Given these parameters, it should not be difficult to see th'a.t Ta :1};[1
as a performance tradition falls between the. two Asian tradlt_ll(.)'ns men-
tioned and Western naturalistic theatre. Ta‘zxyeh presents far:\ll iar mate.
rials to the audience in an unnaturalistic fashion. Howgver., the mct)mion
linguistic expression is not esoteric, and does not require mte}:pre a S.
Although the mode of performance does not replicate .rl;:lal llfC; ht e suediengC é

i to be comprehensible to the a
rops and costumes are designed . diense
Evilli)out special previous knowledge. Most importantly, how(;evoek; the
Ta‘ziyeh performance is designed to reassert moral and religious i e' thg cal
order for the audience, and to accomplish this by producing catha
reactions. . N '

Those in the audience in Ta‘ziyeh are placed in the pqsmo;x OI; ([:Elrr:lg-

both the symbolic murderers of Hussein in Ke.rbcla% a}:'d be;rflogr Itn :nce ey
i i t the conclusion of the pe
ers of Hussein after his death. A : ormance they
i ewed, through their profou p
must end up being converted, or ren s . o of lovaity
i i in’ d through their demonstratio
sion of grief at Hussein’s death, an : nstrations o loyalty
i i Hussein represents. There
to the ideological order that ] [ are namerous
i itself— rtisans of Hussein—who underg
characters in the drama itself—nonpa . 7ho undergo he
ion: I of Ibn Ziyad; the foreign am :
same transformation: Hurr, genera n Ziyad; pacor:
Za'far, king of the Jinn; and others. The implication presefnted l:;re(;z;end
i ; in’ i igners, and Jinn weep for, a .
if even Hussein’s enemies, foreign IS, . ; onc
Hussein, how can the spectators refrain from demonstrating their emot
in this matter? ‘ i
Thus Ta‘ziyeh performance offers the opportun(;t)./dforl th.za?poerc(;izoof
i ir i t to a religious and ideologi
ritually to renew their commitmen iou _ °
whichythey are already an integral part. This ldftoli)gclical ordgitciicc;els annd
imit i i igi imensions but includes a p
limit itself strictly to religious dimen . b | and
nationalistic dimension as well. The saga of thi)fellmxlydog(ﬁlfxalstovc:;ye nuch
from Kerbela an
the saga of Great Iran—those areas . o the Cau
i i d Northern India—overrun ag
casus, Central Asia, Afghanistan, an . ‘ overrun again and

i i ssing an inner spiritua y
again by conquering hordes, but posse n <
h:g;s sustZlinedqthe thread of a unique cultural tradition dO\.’vn t(})lthe pr:e::m_

Lassy 13 identifies the complex of practices SUl'I"OUIldlf‘lg'I € com nem
oration of the death of Hussein in yet other hlstoncal-relxg.lous terrsnin.l“alr

: re
‘ziyeh and other Muharram practices a
astutely notes that the Ta‘ziye . ‘ . P o are simlar
i i Christ, Dionesius, Osiris, an y
to rituals marking the death of . ne A pany othe?
i Semitic tradition. The theme
figures in Indo-European and ’ ' b i the messae
in ri ice is virtually universal, carrying wi
renewal in ritual practice is vir 1, i the message
ili d productivity of the worl
of the renewal of the fertility an ] \ and
fauna, as well as the beginning of a new cycle in tl};e trarllsge(:ifgilz::z:)f o
is o ical i ion, it seems, cannot be exclu -
This cosmological interpretation, i o 2 one of he
i ‘zi e. Thus through participa
ritual roots of Ta'ziyeh performaqc . on in the
Ta‘ziyeh, the audience is also taking part in the modern version
ancient tradition of cosmic renewal and rebirth.
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CoNcLusioN

I have attempted to describ
historical product, but as a pe
representational features which

¢ Ta‘ziyeh in Iran not as a literary or
rformance tradition. Ta‘ziyeh embodies
make it unique among the performance

not only emotionally satisfying, but serves also as a reinforcement to the
religious, ideological and cosmic order of the Shi‘a world.
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