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Extended abstract

Ta’ziyeh (Shabihkhani) is a ritualistic, traditional, narrative, poetic, and
musical performance that originated from the mourning rituals of Iranian
Shiites for their third Imam. Centred around the events of Ashura, this form
of theatre relies on symbols, signs, and fixed conventions in its text and
performance.

The central theme of Ta’ziyeh (Shabihkhani) in its texts and performances
is the confrontation between two forces: good and evil, virtue and vice,
light and darkness. Thus, Ta’ziyeh, as a religious and ritual art, possesses
the fixed narrative structure characteristic of traditional religious and ritual
arts—a combination visible in all religions and forms of religious art. In
Ta’ziyeh, this confrontation is portrayed as a clash between the righteous
(Auliya) and the wicked (Ashqiya), an archetypal pattern reminiscent of the
cosmic battle between Ahura and Ahriman in ancient Iranian cosmology.
Moreover, the intellectual motivation behind the creation of Ta’ziyeh can
be traced to the development and expansion of Shi’a Islam as one of the
branches of the Islamic faith. Additionally, it should be noted that in the
East, alongside the system of political power, there has always existed
an ancient system of popular power, which is the primary reason for the
persistence of civilizations and cultural production. In the Islamic world,
Shi’a was the only sect that rejected political governance and emphasized
that the rightful leader embodies truth.

Thus, in Ta’ziyeh, religious beliefs intertwine with social realities, making
it one of the rarest forms of art. It is a performance where aesthetic values
are perfectly aligned with its social and philosophical insights, attracting
the attention of many researchers and Western Orientalists alike.

Due to these characteristics, mainly its ritualistic function, some scholars
have classified it as a “holy performance,” while others have questioned
this designation.

1. Associate Professor, Department of Teather, Faculty of Arts, Soore University, Tehran, Iran.
m.naserbakht@art.ac.ir



&$ Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar
(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom and Art)
Vol. 3, No. 2 (5), Autumn 2024 & Winter 2025

According to Dr. Hossein Nasr, who bases his perspective on the skepticism
of some traditional Shiite scholars toward this performance, the arts
associated with Ta’ziyeh, Roozeh Khani (lamentation), and Sineh Zani
(chest-beating) related to the tragedy of Karbala and its events are forms of
popular culture. He argues that, while these forms have undoubtedly always
conveyed the most profound religious meanings, they should be regarded
as traditional arts inclined toward holy art rather than purely holy art. This
doubt was the primary motivation for writing the present article, which
explores the origins and identity of this traditional Iranian performance
from the perspective of traditionalists and

This research recognizes the importance of understanding Iran’s dramatic
heritage. It draws on the perspectives of traditionalists, notably Titus
Burckhardt and other theorists in the field. It addresses the question: Can
Ta’ziyeh (Shabihkhani) be considered a holy art and a holy performance? If
so, why, and if not, why?

In discussing sacred art, a key concept in this study is that traditionalists
view it as a subset of ritual arts within traditional art. This term refers to a
category of works that, besides their inseparable connection between form
and content with mythological or religious beliefs and cosmology, also
serve ritualistic and ceremonial purposes.

These theorists further argue that sacred art originates from a celestial
source, with its rules and forms reflecting a transcendent reality. Holy art
relies heavily on signs, particularly symbols, just as all phenomena across
the universe serve as symbols and signs meant to guide humans toward the
transcendent origin of their existence.

Ta’ziyeh (Shabihkhani) is Iran’s most distinctive religious performance
and is unique in the Islamic world. It is rooted in the rituals and mourning
ceremonies of Shiites to commemorate the martyrs of the Ashura epic, and
it incorporates many of the features mentioned above associated with holy
art.

This article is based on this through a descriptive-analytical approach
and examines various aspects of Ta’ziyeh performances. The study has
concluded that, at least in its entirely ritualistic and commemorative
gatherings, Ta’ziyeh can be considered holy art and holy performance. As
a traditional performance, it connects with eternal truth, serves a ritualistic
function, and mediates between the participants (audience and performers)
and the eternal truth. Ta’ziyeh manifests religious and mythological beliefs
by embodying the defining traits of holy and traditional art.

The theatrical techniques and staging in Ta’ziyeh are rooted in these very
beliefs, employing several key strategies, which can be summarized as
follows:

1. Avoidance of realism in all elements and components of the performance,
which has roots in Iranian wisdom. This philosophy sees human life in this
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world as just a stage, a passage preparing one for a higher realm and the
beginning of true life. Therefore, emphasizing realism is deemed futile,
offering no more than an illusory value;

2. Utilizing symbols and signs to guide the audience (spectators, members
of the gathering) toward a concept so vast that it goes beyond depiction.
Ritual art, by its very nature, is celestial and heavenly;

3. The performance of Ta’ziyeh as a ritual is regarded as a form of worship,
its enactment causing tears from the believers and humiliation for evil,
which gives it a sacred purpose. Ta’ziyeh thus becomes one of the methods
of combating Satan, or the ritual of the battle against Ahriman, giving it a
highly esteemed position;

4. Conciseness and simplification of details in stage design, costumes, and
the use of prominent symbols, even when a realistic depiction of particular
objects might be necessary;

5. Creation of a sacred atmosphere around the performance.

6. The effort to organize a grand, beautiful, and magnificent gathering due
to the sacredness of Ta’ziyeh’s performance;

7. Adherence to agreements about the placement of props, actors, stage
design, and costumes, also present in other rituals and traditional ceremonies;
8. Emergence of a sanctity aura around specific props and the figures of the
saints;

9. Symbolic use of colours;

10. Staging and imagery through words, where the words are articulated in
time and not in space, are free from decay and corruption;

11. The importance of the audience: The audience is one of the fundamental
pillars of a Ta’ziyeh performance, a point tied to the ritualistic roots of the
ceremony and its role as a devotional ceremony.

Keywords: Ta’ziyeh, Traditional art, Holy art, Holy performance, Titus
Burckhardt
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