Culture and Folk Literature
E-1SSN - 2423-7000

Vol. 13, No.64
September -October 2025
Research Article

b <

AT

Performing Battles in Nagqali: A Comparative Study of
Master Saeedi’s and Master Torabi’s Performances of
the Second Wrestling Scene Between Rostam and
Sohrab

Zeinab Khosravi*!

Abstract

The "Sohrab-Killing" scene, depicting the second wrestling battel
between Rostam and Sohrab, is one of the most significant scenes in
Naqqali. This study compares the performances of two master
Nagqgals, Master Saeedi and Master Torabi, analyzing how they
interpret and distinguish their storytelling styles. Both Naggals aim to
provide a unique experience for the audience by combining verbal
narration and gestures. The research explores their use of depictive
and functional gestures, following Miiller’s (2024) model of co-speech
gesture analysis. Torabi uses concrete depictive gestures to vividly
portray the physical combat, emphasizing external aspects like the role
of fate, symbolized by the "wheel of fortune”, in Sohrab's demise. In
contrast, Saeedi employs a broader range of gestures, including
functional and abstract depictive gestures, which focus on Sohrab’s
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resistance to Rostam and metaphorically represent his death as a tree
felled by the wind. The findings reveal that while Torabi’s style
centers on tangible and action-oriented storytelling, Saeedi’s
performance highlights emotional and philosophical dimensions,
offering a reflective interpretation of the epic. By analyzing their
distinct emphases, this study provides deeper insights into Naqggali's
staging techniques, showecasing the versatility of gestures in
interpreting national epics. Both Naqqals’ approaches reflect their
mastery and creativity, making them influential figures for younger
storytellers and demonstrating the evolving methods of performance
in Nagqali, which continue to balance tradition and innovation.
Keywords: Naqqali; Sohrab’s demise; Master Saeedi; Master Torabi,
performance.

Theoretical Background

Naqqali, a significant form of storytelling in Iranian folk culture,
highlights the role of the storyteller in reinterpreting narratives.
Reports from public storytelling events indicate that storytellers would
reinterpret aspects of the story based on shared values with the
audience or improvise new elements inspired by the context of the
performance (Aydenloo, 2011). Analyzing the performance
techniques of storytellers during Naqgqali sessions provides insight into
folk culture.

While recent studies have examined the general characteristics of
storytelling performances and discussed movements and necessities of
Naqggali, the framework for categorizing gestures remains
underdeveloped. Unlike the precise classification of formulaic verbal
expressions (FathaliBeigi, 2021), the technical categorization of
Nagqali gestures has not progressed much beyond the descriptions
found in Taraz al-Akhbar from the 11th century. Moreover, the
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individual styles of Nagqgals have received little attention in academic
studies.

Research objective and questions

In interpersonal interactions, speech and body movements are
interconnected and influence meaning (McNeil,2005). Body postures
and gestures provide researchers with valuable information about a
culture. This aspect becomes even more significant when we consider
that traditional Naggali was learned through imitation of master
storytellers and refined based on audience feedback. Despite five
centuries since the composition of early manuals, the role of the
storyteller’s body and gestures remains largely unexplored. This
research aims to study these questions: What role do gestures play in
shaping the embodiment and interpretation of Shahnameh narratives?
How do Naqgals distinguish their performances from one another?

Data collection
The second wrestling scene between Rostam and Sohrab, commonly
referred to as the “Sohrab’s Demise” episode, is one of the most
significant moments in martial Naggali. This study compares the
second wrestling scene as performed by Master Saeedi and Master
Torabi, based on recorded performances:
. Master Saeedi: Part of the Iranian Storytelling Collection
(produced by the Institute for Intellectual Development of Children
and Adolescents, c. 2000).
. Master Torabi: Included in the ™Vali-o-Allah Torabi:
Narratives of Heroic Mourning (1)" video series (Tehran Film Culture
Company, 2009).

The study analyzes the interaction between verbal narration and
gestures in these performances, focusing on their technical and
innovative features.
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Analysis and discussion

Using the comparative model of gesture and speech analysis (Mdller,
2024), the study shows that both Saeedi and Torabi extensively use
gestures in their performances. However, while Torabi predominantly
relies on concrete depictive gestures, Saeedi uses a broader range of
functional gestures and abstract depictive gestures.

In Torabi’s performance, 23 gestures were identified. He remained
in two fixed horizontal movements for about one minute, nearly half
the duration of this scene. Of these gestures, 5 were functional, and 18
were depictive. In Saeedi’s performance, 22 gestures were identified,
with 7 functional gestures and 15 depictive gestures.

Given that the Naqgal interprets the national epic during
performance, the key focus in analyzing this scene lies in the different
emphases each Naqqal puts on the story. Saeedi’s gestures are more
stylized and incorporate abstract depictive gestures, while Torabi
emphasizes the physical combat and highlights the role of fate
(symbolized by the wheel of fortune) in Sohrab’s demise. In contrast,
Saeedi emphasizes Sohrab’s resistance to Rostam and ultimately
depicts his death metaphorically as a tree felled by the wind.

For Torabi, the external aspects of the story are more significant,
focusing on the physical fight. The only exception is his depiction of
fate as the "wheel of fortune" determining Sohrab’s destiny. Saeedi,
however, emphasizes Sohrab’s internal state. For instance, he
repeatedly states that despite Rostam’s divine strength, he could not
bring Sohrab to the ground. Saeedi’s recurrent phrase, "He only bent
Sohrab’s back", serves as the key to his interpretation of this
confrontation. By emphasizing that "despite receiving power from
God, Rostam cannot bring Sohrab to the ground,” Saeedi holds
Rostam accountable for Sohrab’s death. In the final scene, Sacedi
portrays Rostam as standing above Sohrab with a dagger in hand, fully
responsible for his actions.
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Table 2: Comparison of the Ratio of Functional to Depictive Gestures in
Saeedi and Torabi’s Performances
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Table 3: Comparison of Gestures by Both Naqgals at Key Moments in This
Scene
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Figure 1: Morshed Saeedi’s body movement in the first section as an
example of expressive movement in Naqgqali."
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