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The Impact of Sufism on Ashura Play

Zoheir Nadalizadeh™

Abstract
Of all the ritualistic forms of drama in Iran, Shabih-khani is the most

sophisticated one. It sums up in many ways the entire dramatic forms
and ancient Iranian rituals. It consists of some dimensions of other art
forms, such as painting and architecture, and, most significantly,
includes aspects of music and poetry. On the other hand, there is little
doubt that the most overarching historical trend in Iran pivots around
Sufi philosophy and literature. Sufi themes and moods as well as its
mystical philosophies have largely characterized the most notable
works of poetry and prose in Persian literature. The predominance of
Sufi philosophy in literary works notwithstanding, Sufism can be
traced in many of the existing art forms in Iran, not to mention in its
quotidian culture. In this article, it is aimed to demonstrate some of the
impacts of the Sufi and mystical philosophies on Shabih-khani. Our
research illustrates that in Shabih-khani, we face much less a
representation of historical reality than a popular interpretation of
history intertwined with such discourses as Sufism. Having focused on
the play which dramatizes Imam Hossein’s martyrdom, we have
attempted to lay bare the most important forms of these
interpretations.
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Introduction

Research Background

One can classify the existing research on Tazieh into various groups.
First, there are books and articles that are compiled as Tazieh plays.
These include the works of Jaber Anasori such as Religious Dramatic
Literature, Seven Acts of Love, and Ta zieh, the Tragic Play, in which
the author has introduced “novel” plays. Second, there are books that
have described and analyzed the narrative structures of Tazieh plays.
For instance, in his Acting in Tazieh, Mohammad-Hossein
Naserbakht, has elaborated on the symbolic and dramatic conventions
of the form. Sometimes, these works are concerned with structural
valances. Bahram Beiza’i's A study on Iranian theatre (2011) is such
an endeavor insofar as it is the first work on Iranian plays produced
domestically. Regarding the existing literature that is closest to the
current article, one can mention the first chapter of Mohammad-
Hossein Naserbakht’s Iranian Literature and the Ritual of Shabih-
khani (2020) as well as Mohamad Mashadi Noushabadi’s Iranian
Sufism and Ashoura Mourning (2019). Among them, Mashadi
Noushabadi briefly alludes to the impact of the rituals of Rowzat Al-
Shohada on Tazieh. Since he considers Va’ez Kashefi to be affiliated
to Naghshbandi Sufism, he regards the influence of Sufism on Tazieh
to be inevitable.

Goals, questions, and assumptions

We have tried to utilize in this article the play of Imam Hossein’s
martyrdom in order to illustrate another impact of Sufism on Tazieh.
Our descriptive-analytical method of compiling materials in this
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article has relied on library resources, documents, and published
Tazieh plays. Our proposed hypothesis is that one of the origins of
Tazieh is the culture and discourse of Sufism. We have analyzed the
play of Imam Hossein’s martyrdom, utilizing various texts on Sufism,
in order to shed light on such a nexus and influence. The article aims
to respond to the following queries: What are the various types of
Sufism’s impact on Tazieh? What is the source of such a discourse in
Tazieh? How is such an impact represented in the structure of Tazieh?
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Discussion

The primary and clearest connection between Tazieh and Sufism can
be spotted in those plays that are written on the lives of great mystics
and famous figures in the history of Sufism. These include plays such
as Oweis Gharani, and Ibrahim ibn Adham, Hallaj’s and Ayn-al-
Quzat’s martyrdoms. The main point in these narratives is that Sufis
are sometimes counted as Awlia, with their pain and passions equal to
those suffered by the saints. It seems that the proximity of the
discourses of religion and Sufism has mattered more to the poets and
Tazieh-producers than the dramatic potential these anecdotes afford. A
further point is the covenant of Alast and Gabriel’s casting of his
shadow during Imam Hussein’s martyrdom play. When we take into
consideration the fact that such scenes as the scene of the covenant
occur in the climax of the narrative, these scenes assume a greater
significance. It is as though all other acts are orienting towards the
covenant scene, since it is in this scene that the narrative’s surface
structure is removed in the interest of its deep structure being
revealed. However, such centrality and Sufi interpretations of Islam
have apparently little to do with the Imam Hossein’s words or the
documented historical event. In this play, we observe some acts of
Karamat (religious wonders) that are unrelated to the narratives found
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in the historical sources. Further, more ancient examples of such can

be seen in the anecdotes about mystics. These acts of Karamat have
their own undeniable counterparts in Tazieh plays, sharing with them
similar plots, themes, and motifs, with slightly different directions and
functions.

L]

Conclusion:

If we look into Tazieh from a broader perspective, we will find a
multifaceted and at once homogeneous structure. In this article, we
found that the impact of Sufism on Tazieh can be studied in three
dimensions. First, there are those Tazieh plays that are based on the
lives and anecdotes of such Sufi figures as Hallaj and Ayn-al-Quzat.
In addition to the popularity of Sufism among Qajar kings and their
encouragement of such productions, one of the main reasons for
proliferation of these plays can be the justification of Sufism in the
face of Faqihs’ renunciation of it. The second dimension is the
covenant of eternity and the love of God, which, like a focal point
laden with sense, inlcudes a theme of Sufism within one of the most
important plays, that is the Imam’s martyrdom play. In this reading,
Imam Hossein is the apotheosis of the complete humanity who should
carry on his shoulders the burden of responsibility (affection) and, by
sacrificing himself, be the means of absolving the sinners. Here, the
rituals of Tazieh are more distant from representing historical events
and have instead spoken of “another truth” at the limits of a taste-
based interpretation. In the third dimension, we referred to anecdotes
about Sufi figures in which the Sufi figure possesses the capability of
Karamat and practices extraordinary acts of wonder. In the martyrdom
of Imam Hossein, too, there can be found five events (including the
shade cast by Gabriel) that resemble the mystic narratives in
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structures, themes, and imagery. The direction and function of Imam

Hossein’s act of Karamat in this play are his knowledge of the unseen,
the verity of his Velayat, his ability to intervene in the state of affairs,
needlessness of water (albeit feeling thirsty), and his persistence on
the covenant of eternity.
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