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Abstract

Problem Statement: Ta'ziyeh is one of the religious ceremonies that take place annually
during the month of Muharram in various cities, each with its local characteristics.
Over the years, the manner of organizing and performing this ceremony has undergone
significant changes. Today, this performance is held in halls, squares, and erected tents
during the month of Muharram. The sound quality, set design, and execution are in no
way comparable to the initial examples. However, the audience is still limited compared
to previous years. The pinnacle of the grandeur of Ta’ziyeh ceremonies in Iran coincided
with the performance of Shabihkhani during the Qajar period.

After Naser al-Din Shah’s trip to Europe and his fascination with opera, upon his return to
Iran, he ordered the construction of a building similar to an opera house in Tehran, known
as “Tekye Dowlat.” Tekye Dowlat was used to hold Ta’ziyeh ceremonies. The building
accommodated nearly thousands of spectators (audience) every night.

Opera is a European theatrical performance that is staged in large and magnificent
halls. The actors perform the script in the form of singing, accompanied by an orchestra.
Opera is a combination of literature, music, performance, singing, stage design, and facial
design. What distinguishes opera from theater is how singing and music are connected,
the dramatic and tragic content, and its special performances in dedicated opera houses.
Although Tekye Dowlat was influenced by opera, Iranian elements, and characteristics
are visible in the execution and performance features of the ceremonies held in this
building. Despite the similarities in performance style, dialogue, acting, stage, and
other performance aspects between opera and Shabihkhani, it is essential to consider
Shabihkhani as an Iranian manifestation of this Western theatrical performance.
During the forty nights of Muharram, each night, a group would perform Ta’ziyeh
(Shabihkhani). This event resembled a theatrical festival held annually in Iran’s largest
amphitheater during the Qajar period, known as “Tekye Dowlat."

* e.mahdavi@ferdowsmashhad.ac.ir
** mhsataghavi@gmail.com



Although after the death of Naser al-Din Shah
and the passage of time, the organization of
events such as Shabihkhani declined and was
even banned during the Pahlavi era, different
groups dispersed across other cities in Iran and
continued to perform this ceremony. Shabihkhani
is still being held in many cities to this day.
Research Objective: This research aims to provide
a brief history of the various forms of Ta’ziyeh and
the process of transforming this ceremony into
Shabihkhani. It also investigates the influence
of the construction of “Tekye Dowlat” on the
prosperity of Shabihkhani and its performance
characteristics. Furthermore, it examines the
claim of whether Shabihkhani can be considered
an Iranian manifestation of opera.

Research Question: Has opera had an influential
role in the structural evolution of Shabihkhani?
How did this performance emerge as an Iranian
theatrical production?

Research Methodology: The present study has
been conducted using a descriptive-analytical
method and relies on library sources, field
reports, and interviews. The evolution of Ta’ziyeh
performance (Shabihkhani) has been examined
from its inception, the influential factors on its
prosperity have been reviewed, and ultimately,
contemporary samples have been studied through
field observations to identify the similarities and
differences.

Conclusion: Ta'ziyeh, as one of the Iranian
theatrical rituals, has been held in Iran for a
long time and has experienced many peaks and
declines over the years. Naser al-Din Shah’s strong
interest in opera performances in Europe led him
to experience the utmost grandeur of Ta’ziyeh
(in the form of Shabihkhani) during the Qajar
era. The construction of “Tekye Dowlat” upon
Naser al-Din Shah’s order and the organization
of Shabihkhani ceremonies during the month of
Muharram transformed this event into a kind
of theatrical festival during the Qajar period.
Shabihkhani is a type of Ta’ziyeh performance in
which actors (role players) simulate the events of
Ashura. This performance, based on storytelling,
is performed in the form of singing accompanied
by special instruments such as ney, karna,
shipor, and santur, which is one of the reasons
why Ta’ziyeh or Shabihkhani can be considered
similar to opera.

In both of these performances, the text should be
expressed in a way that conveys grief, sorrow,
and anger to the audience in the best possible
manner. The dramatic text is performed by
actors in the form of singing accompanied by
special instruments. One of the main differences
between Ta'ziyeh and opera is that Ta’ziyeh can be
performed in any space where a group can gather,
while opera requires a dedicated hall and stage.
With the passage of the glorious years of Ta’ziyeh
(Shabihkhani) and the death of Naser al-Din
Shah, the performance of this show gradually
declined. Part of Tekye Dowlat was destroyed due
to the heaviness of the crescent-shaped dome.
The enthusiasm for holding Ta’ziyeh ceremonies
decreased significantly due to distortions and
opposition from scholars until the performance
of this ceremony was completely banned by the
order of Reza Shah in 1946. After that, Ta'ziyeh
groups dispersed to different cities in the country.
The Mireza group traveled to Khorasan, each
settling in a different location and engaging in
Shabihkhani performances in smaller cities and
villages.

Over time, the performance style of Shabihkhani
has changed due to the disappearance of original
versions and structural changes, but other rituals
and ceremonies have become associated with it.
One of these rituals is “Nakhl Gardani,” which
is held in central cities, especially in southern
Khorasan. Nakhl Gardani is a symbol of the
procession of Imam Hussein’s body, which is held
during a special ceremony on the day of Ashura.
The audience sits on the ground in one of the main
squares, surrounding the performance area, and
watches the Ta’ziyeh performance. At sunset and
the end of the show, the Nakhl is returned to its
original place.

In conclusion, Shabihkhani, which once had a
resemblance to a theatrical festival and was held
annually by various groups in Tekye Dowlat and
other Tekyehs, is now much more limited but still
accompanied by specific rituals and ceremonies
related to each city and village. This remaining
version of the performance, which is still being
executed, is only a simple and small example
of Shabihkhani and does not have the same
magnificence and grandeur as in its peak years,
but it continues on its path.

KeyWords: Shabihkhani, Tazieh, Play, Opera,
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Figure 11. Shahr Village. Ashura 2010, Before Shabihkhani Starts, Taken by Writer
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Figure 12. Shahr Village. Ashura 2010 Taken by Writer
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Figure 15. Shabihkhani members, Shahr Village, 2010. Taken by writer
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Figure 16. The actor who plays “Shemr” Shahr Village, Taken by writer
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Table 1. Comparison between Opera, Shabihkhani and exaples in South Khorasan
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1- Isis and Osiris
2- Demuzid
3- Dionysus
4- Bernardino Daniello
5- Jacopo Peri
6- Claudio Monteverdi
7- Apollo and Orpheus

@ 8- opera house

9- Overture

e o)lauds
B 10- Aria

11- Recitatif
12- performative
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