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Abstract

Folk literature, especially within the tradition of storytelling and
naqga li, incorporates performative elements that transcend purely
literary features and make it suitable for theatrical analysis. Ja me®
al-Heka ya t is a collection of legends and tales compiled during the
Safavid era. The version used in this study, edited by Pega h Khadi sh
and Mohammad Ja“ fari (Qanava ti ) based on manuscripts from the
Astan Quds Razavi Library, is regarded as one of the most significant
sources of folk and oral literature. The presence of an episodic
structure, alienation techniques, the narrator’s direct intervention, the
inclusion of poetry and song, and the embedding of secondary
narratives within the main story make this work a rich subject for
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comparison with modern theatrical theories. While earlier analyses of
such texts often relied on the Aristotelian model of theater, this article
proposes a new approach to their dramatic examination through
Bertolt Brecht’s theory of epic theater, using a descriptive-analytical
method based on library sources. The findings show that many
structural and narrative components, such as the alienation effect,
nonlinear composition, active narrator, and multilayered storytelling,
correspond to the principles of epic theater. The results can open new
paths for comparative studies between Persian folk narratives and
modern dramatic theories and provide a basis for adapting classical
texts to localized dramatic performances.

Keywords: Ja me® al-Heka yat; epic theatre; dramatic potentials;
alienation; Bertolt Brech.

Theoretical background

Folk tales possess inherent performative potential: when a narrative is
made present before an audience, the process of “becoming theatrical”
begins (Sheikh-Mahdi et al., 2006, p.117). This transformation turns
the tale into a live, interactive experience; scholars maintain that no
literary form is wholly devoid of performative aspects (Amini, 2005,
p. 204). Against this backdrop and following Bertolt Brecht’s theories,
popular performance seems more consonant with epic theatre than
with Aristotelian tragedy. Brecht opposes Aristotle’s concept of
catharsis (Zarrinkoub, 2019, p.136), emphasizing critical awareness
and distancing, and he critiques emotional purgation as “purification
for pleasure” (Brecht, 1999, p. 333). In epic theatre, the spectator
ceases to be passive and becomes an active, reflective observer
(Busuk, 2002, p. 143). The principal device in this process is
“estrangement” (Verfremdung): making the familiar appear strange in
order to provoke thought (Brecht, 1978, p. 163). Building on Brecht’s
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perspective, the present study examines the performative capacities of
folk anecdotes through a non-Avristotelian theatrical lens to reread their
narrative and performative structures.

Aims and research questions

This study aims to reread the performative potentials of Jami“ al-
Hikayat in light of Brecht’s epic/Verfremdung theatre. Specifically, it
investigates how the dynamic, episodic narrative structure of Jami*
al-Hikayat corresponds to core features of Brechtian dramaturgy—
such as distancing and the narrator’s deliberate presence. The central
research question asks: How can popular tales, especially those in
Jami© al-Hikayat, be analysed within a non-Aristotelian
dramaturgical framework, and which narrative and structural elements
in Jami © al-Hikayat correspond to the components of Brecht’s epic
theatre? From this inquiry the study seeks to propose a localized
model for re-creations of stage performances grounded in Iran’s oral
heritage.

Hypotheses

It is posited that numerous structural features of Jami“ al-Hikayat—
including the narrator’s conscious presence, the insertion of verse and
moralizing remarks within narratives, and nested/embedded
storytelling—function analogously to Brechtian distancing techniques.

Data collection

The data for this study are drawn from a manuscript edition of Jami *
al-Hikayat, a compilation of folktales and popular legends penned in
the eleventh hijri century (Khadish & Qanavati, 2014, p. 10). The
spoken register and specialized terms of naqga | storytellers reveal
the texts’ oral origins and, consequently, their performative
affordances. These materials were mapped onto Brechtian theoretical
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categories to examine narrative dynamics and the listener’s
participatory role in meaning-making.

Analysis and discussion

The narratives in Jami © al-Hikayat extend beyond linear retelling and
employ an “Eastern drama” form—mnested stories and tale-within-tale
configurations—where each narrative layer contributes new semantic
depth. Despite differences of medium, the critical and distancing
functions observed in literary and theatrical contexts are shared. In
Brecht’s theatre, distancing is achieved through acting, mise-en-scene,
lighting, and music to prompt social analysis. In Jami‘ al-Hikayat,
analogous effects emerge from figurative language, admonitions,
verse, and subsidiary narratives: the narrator acts as observer, critic,
and interpreter, thereby preventing purely emotional identification.
Pauses, recited poems, and interludes function similarly to Brechtian
songs and scene-tableaux (Starmi, 2011, p. 15). Overall, although
rooted in oral literature, Jami“ al-Hikayat manifests theatrical
capacities that correspond to the principles of Brecht’s epic theatre
and thus lend themselves to modern stage adaptation—bridging
traditional Iranian narrative practices and modern Western theatrical
forms.
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