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Abstract

Ta’ziyeh, the most important form of Shi'i ritual drama, reflects the religious beliefs, emotions,
and spiritual worldview of the Iranian people through a distinctive theatrical tradition.
Although the central focus of Ta'ziyeh is the tragedy of Karbala and the martyrdom of Imam
Husayn (PBUH), the historical development of this dramatic form has also incorporated the
lives and virtues of the other Imams. Among them, Imam Ali (PBUH) occupies a distinguished
position, and the representation of his character has evolved into a rich ritual and dramatic
tradition. This study aims to analyze the content of Alavid Ta’ziyeh plays through an
examination and classification of forty Ta'ziyeh scripts composed by Nadi Damghani, the Poet
Laureate of Ta’ziyeh. The plays are analyzed according to three principal dimensions: theme,
historical period, and characterization. Given Nadi’s prominent status among Ta'ziyeh
playwrights, the analysis of his works provides valuable insight into the dominant features of
this dramatic tradition. The research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach based on library
research and the examination of both printed and manuscript Ta’ziyeh texts. The findings
indicate that Imam Ali's portrayal in Nadi's works is predominantly shaped by heroic, religious,
and miraculous characteristics, while comparatively less attention is devoted to his ethical,
educational, and mystical dimensions. Moreover, the greatest number of plays focuses on the
periods of the Prophet's lifetime and Imam Ali’s caliphate, both of which offer greater dramatic
potential. In terms of characterization, Imam Ali is presented primarily as the principal
protagonist and a heroic agent of action. The study concludes that Alavid Ta'ziyeh reflects the
close relationship between Shi'i belief and ritual performance, embodying the devotional
community's enduring need to preserve and perpetuate the Alavid ideal through artistic
expression.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction
Ta’ziyeh is a form of Shiite ritual drama that combines poetry, music, and performance to
communicate religious and theological concepts to its audience. The historical foundation of
this tradition is the event of Ashura and the martyrdom of Imam Husayn (A.S.). However, from
the Safavid period onward, its narrative scope expanded to include events from the lives of
other sacred figures. Among these, Imam Ali (A.S.) appears frequently and is portrayed
through qualities such as justice, spiritual authority (wilayah), and military courage. This study
focuses on the Ta'ziyeh plays about Imam Ali written by Gholamali Nadalizadeh, known by
the pen name Nadi Damghani (1941-2022). In 2013, he was recognized as Malek al-Sho'ara-
ve Ta ziyeh (Poet Laureate of Ta'ziyeh). During four decades of literary activity, he composed
360 new Ta'ziyeh plays and rewrote 40 older ones in order to replace weak poetry and
historically inaccurate narratives. His works are known for their clear and accessible language
and well-defined dramatic structure. For this reason, they represent an important body of
contemporary Persian Ta'ziyeh literature. Despite Nadi's important place in this tradition, his
Ta’ziyeh plays about Imam Ali have not yet been the subject of a systematic and independent
content analysis. This study fills that research gap by examining forty of Nadi Damghani’s
Ta’ziyeh plays about Imam Ali. The texts are classified according to a three-part framework:
(1) theme (praise, miracles, historical, epic, tragic, and legendary narratives); (2) time period
(before Imam Ali’s birth, the time of the Prophet, the period after the Prophet's death before
the caliphate, the caliphate, and the period after Imam Ali’s martyrdom); and (3) the role of
Imam Ali in the narrative (main active hero or secondary symbolic figure). The study
addresses the following questions:

e Which events and aspects of Imam Ali’s life receive the greatest attention in these texts,

and what aesthetic or cultural factors explain this emphasis?
e Conversely, which periods of his life and which of his virtues receive the least attention,
and why?

By answering these questions, the study identifies the principles used to select and adapt
historical and hadith materials for ritual performance and clarifies the relationship between the
themes of Ta’ziyeh plays about Imam Ali and the religious and cultural system of Shiite Islam.
2. Research Method
This study is a qualitative investigation using a descriptive-analytical approach. Data were
collected through library and archival research by closely examining the printed and
manuscript versions of forty Ta'ziyeh plays about Imam Ali written by Nadi Damghani. The
analytical framework is based on a three-part classification system. First, a thematic analysis
was conducted, and the forty plays were inductively classified into six categories: (1) praise,
which present the religious virtues of Imam Ali; (2) miracle, which depict his supernatural
deeds; (3) historical, which recreate specific historical events from his life; (4) epic, which
focus on his role in major battles; (5) tragic, which narrate sorrowful events such as his
martyrdom or the attack on the house of Lady Fatimah; and (6) legendary narratives, which are
based on popular Shiite folklore rather than reliable historical sources. Second, a chronological
analysis was carried out. The narrative of each play was assigned to one of five periods: before
Imam Ali’s birth, the time of the Prophet (PBUH), the period after the Prophet's death before
Imam Ali’s caliphate, the caliphate, and the period after his martyrdom. This classification
provides a chronological view of the periods that received the greatest dramatic attention.
Third, a character analysis was conducted to examine Imam Ali's role in each play. This
analysis distinguishes between his role as the main active hero who drives the plot forward and
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his role as a secondary character in terms of dramatic structure but the central symbolic figure
around whom the narrative is built.

3. Findings

Applying the three-part analytical framework to the forty Ta'ziyeh plays produced several
important findings. The thematic classification showed that all six categories are represented
in the corpus. The praise and miracle categories are the most common. These plays mainly
emphasize Imam Ali's divine qualities and visible supernatural miracles rather than his
philosophical, legal, or educational teachings. The epic and historical categories form the next
largest group. The chronological analysis revealed a highly uneven distribution. Most of the
plays focus on two periods: the time of the Prophet (PBUH) and the period of Imam Ali’s
caliphate. These periods include battles, public declarations, and other outward events that
provide strong dramatic material. In contrast, the twenty-five years during which Imam Ali
remained politically inactive after the Prophet's death are significantly underrepresented, with
only three plays devoted to this period. The character analysis showed that, in most of the plays,
Imam Ali is portrayed as the main hero whose actions drive the story forward. However, in a
considerable number of plays, his role changes. In plays about the martyrdom of Muhsin (A.S.)
or the Day of Judgment, Imam Ali appears as a passive and secondary character who does not
advance the plot. Even so, his symbolic and sacred presence remains the spiritual center around
which the narrative is organized.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study identify the main principle behind the art of Ta'ziyeh: the interaction
between theological content, historical narrative, and the practical demands of dramatic
performance. The concentration of plays on the periods of the Prophet (PBUH) and Imam Ali’s
caliphate, together with the dominance of epic and miracle themes, can be explained by two
main factors: dramatic potential and audience preference. Events such as battles and visible
miracles naturally lend themselves to stage performance within the spatial and technical limits
of Ta’ziyeh. In contrast, Imam Ali’s ethical teachings, political thought, and mystical insights
are more abstract and cannot easily be presented through direct visual performance. As a result,
these aspects of his life appear much less frequently in the plays. The second factor is the nature
of the audience. Ta’ziyeh is a popular form of theater that has developed in close connection
with the aesthetic expectations of ordinary people. Throughout its history, audiences have
responded more strongly to heroic characters, clear conflicts, and supernatural events than to
complex political discussions or abstract spirituality. The limited representation of the twenty-
five years of Imam Ali's political withdrawal after the Prophet's death can be explained in the
same way. This period offers relatively little dramatic action and includes historical figures
whose portrayal may be limited by religious and social considerations. The findings also show
that the Ta’ziyeh playwright does not work as a documentary historian. Instead, the writing
process combines a historical core with poetic imagination and the conventions of popular
Shiite religious culture. The result is a form of sacred drama in which historical events are
reshaped into myth, creating a symbolic connection between the earthly and the divine through
the figure of Imam Ali. While preserving its ritual and emotional functions, Nadi Damghani's
Ta’ziyeh plays about Imam Ali also serve as a medium for preserving and artistically
reinterpreting the Alid tradition within Iranian culture. In doing so, they strengthen both the
religious and artistic identity of the Shiite community. Future studies may extend this research
by carrying out comparative narrative analyses between Nadi's works and those of other major
Ta’ziyeh playwrights.
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