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Abstract

Ta’zieh is considered the only authentic form of ritual performance in Iran. In this article,
Ta’zieh is understood as a ritualistic performance composed of national, religious, epic, and
mythical elements, which is performed annually on specific days and with special ceremonies
in Iran and some Shi’a-populated regions of the world to commemorate significant events
in early Islamic history, such as the event of Ashura. From this perspective, Iranian
Ta’zieh is a ritualistic performance whose form and content are deeply rooted in religious
traditions. This type of performance has emerged throughout history and over time in
various dramatic forms from rituals and traditional Muharram mourning ceremonies. This
performance genre possesses a set of techniques, characteristics, and executive conventions
that have been passed down orally and hereditarily from one generation to the next. It
has undergone fluctuations, transformations, and changes according to the time and the
political, cultural, and social characteristics of each era. Therefore, the ritual performance of
Ta’zieh is based on conventions, and the role and importance of theatrical conventions and
executive methods in the different forms of this performance are undeniable. Consequently,
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clarifying the principles and rules of theatrical conventions in the formation of the Ta’zieh
ritual performance, based on modern theatrical achievements and methods, is one of the
necessities of our contemporary theatre. The main objective of this research is to clarify
the conventions of the Ta’zieh ritual performance and to study the methods, techniques,
and executive indicators in the production process of this type of ritual performance. This
research has been compiled using a descriptive-analytical method, and library and internet
resources have been used to complete the foundational information. The central hypothesis
of this research is that examining the methods and conventions of Ta’zieh ritual performance
can enhance the awareness, understanding, and knowledge of actors, performers, and
demonstrators regarding the performative capacities of this tradition. The study also aims
to address the following questions: What is the meaning of theatrical conventions? What
are the key elements and indicators of the conventions in Ta’zieh ritual performance? And
through what processes does Ta’zieh employ these theatrical conventions?

In conclusion, this study defines theatrical conventions and explores their characteristics,
methods, and various types, with particular attention to their manifestation in Ta’zieh ritual
performance. It argues that familiarity with and mastery of these conventions—including
those related to plot and narrative structure, sequencing of events, acting, temporality,
objects, space and stage design, costume and color, as well as music and singing—together
with the performers’ active engagement and reciprocal interaction with the audience, can
enhance performers’ understanding of the performative capacities of theatrical conventions
within the diverse forms of Ta’zieh.

Keywords: Theatrical Conventions, Iranian Performance, Ta’zieh, Ta’zieh Executive
Conventions.

Introduction

Ta’zieh, the only form of ritual theater in Iran, reflects aspects of Shiite history and
dramatizes real-historical events in the lives of Shiite saints (Shahidi & Blookbashi, 2001:
28). Nevertheless, this performance tradition is not confined to Iran; it is also practiced in
other countries, though in varied forms and appearances (Pahlevan, 2018). While Ta’zieh
is Islamic in content, it is profoundly Iranian in character, drawing its essence from the
nation’s distinct political and cultural heritage (Chelkowski et al., 1988: 7).

As a performative tradition, Ta’zieh embodies a set of techniques, conventions, and
characteristics that have undergone change and transformation over time, shaped by
shifting political, cultural, and social conditions. Accordingly, analyzing the principles
and rules of its performative conventions—particularly in relation to modern theatrical
methods and achievements—is essential for the development of contemporary Iranian
theater. The primary aim of this study is to identify and define the performative conventions
of Ta’zieh, and to examine the methods, approaches, techniques, and indicators that shape
its production as a distinct form of ritual theater.

With regard to its conventional use of theatrical features, Ta’zieh performers employ
symbolic costumes, colors, rhythmic texts, and stylized gestures to bridge the chronological
time and place of the performance with the sacred and historical dimensions of the original
events. Rather than reconstructing roles in the psychological manner characteristic of
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Western acting traditions, performers instead embody and evoke the sacred traits of the
martyrs of Karbala. At times, they may step out of their roles to interact directly with the
audience and participate in the collective mourning rituals.
Method
Every work of art, shaped by the cultural and social context in which it emerges, follows
specific conventions that render it intelligible to its audience. These artistic conventions
evolve over time as artists’ perceptions of reality shift. Theater, like other art forms, has
witnessed such transformations, with changes in its conventions guiding it toward new
directions and practices (Holton, 2009: 27). In this sense, theatrical conventions may be
defined as “pre-established notions and agreed-upon rules of performance” (Saghaian,
1998: 15).
The main performative conventions of ritual Ta’zieh performance can be outlined as
follows:
1. Plot Conventions
The structural elements of Iranian Ta’zieh performance include:

» Narrative plot

* Characters

 Performer—audience interaction

* Performer—space interaction
Among these, the most significant is the interactive relationship between the audience and
the performance.
2. Linguistic Conventions
Language in Ta’zieh generally takes two main forms:

* Melodic or sung dialogue, primarily used by positive characters.

» Shouting or chanting style, typically employed by negative characters.
3. Temporal Conventions

» Temporal shifts to the past or future may occur at any moment.

* Historical accuracy in timekeeping is not required.

» Rapid temporal transitions are facilitated by flexible staging and spatial
design.

+ Different scenes may be enacted simultaneously.
4. Performative Conventions

 Characters are fixed and reappear consistently across different Ta’zichs.

* Characters are identifiable through costumes, colors, and other visual
markers.

» Exaggerated traits are emphasized in characterization.

* Supernatural entities, imaginary figures, and animals are represented
concretely on stage.

* Historical accuracy in depicting real figures is not obligatory.

» Performers frequently use exaggerated, non-naturalistic gestures.

 Performers may step out of character during performance.

* Direct audience engagement is both common and expected.

* Meta-theatrical techniques, such as “play within a play”, are frequently
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employed.
5. Costume and Color Conventions

* Costumes and colors follow established conventions and are consistently
repeated across performances.

* They do not aim to represent specific historical periods or geographic
locations.

» Costumes assist in role identification.

* Colors and costumes are integral to the visual design of the performance.

e Each color carries symbolic meaning only within its conventional
framework.
6. Musical Conventions

* Music and singing are indispensable to Ta zieh.

» Performances use live music before the audience.

* Music shapes the emotional and situational atmosphere of scenes.

 Singing and musical accompaniment follow established conventions.

* Music supports performers and facilitates transitions between scenes.
7. Object Conventions

* Props are minimal, lightweight, and portable.

* They occupy limited space on stage.

* Props serve both symbolic and practical purposes.

* Objects may carry realistic as well as symbolic significance.

* Props often emphasize or reinforce performers’ traits and identities.
Conclusion
Overall, identifying and explaining the indicators, methods, and performative conventions
of ritual theater such as Ta’zieh is essential for enhancing performers’ awareness and
deepening their understanding of the capacities of these traditions. A comprehensive
knowledge of such conventions not only informs performance practice but also contributes
to sustaining and revitalizing this unique form of ritual theater.
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