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Preface

From my childhood I remember the beginning of the month of Muharram,
when my mother wore black to honour the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn.
People in my city, Kerman, as in other cities, held mourning rites during
the ten days from the first to the tenth of Muharram, the first month of the
Islamic calendar, to commemorate the death of Imam Huseyn. Their houses
were thrown open to the public. The city was decorated with black cloths
and banners. Many people dressed in black to show their commitment to
Shiism and their fidelity to Imam Huseyn. Others would make vows to dis-
tribute sweets and sherbet among the poor or to the people on the streets,
and believed that they received God’s grace for doing so. Sheep were sacri-
ficed and the meat distributed among the needy, people cooked food and
gave it to those who came to their door. Those who received the food treated
it as a sanctified gift.

Finally, the tenth of Muharram dawns. People gather on the streets and
in the bazaars through which the many processions to mourn the martyr-
dom of Imam Huseyn will pass. The sounds of drums, cymbal and clarinet
announce that the first procession is coming. As a child, on hearing the
music, I would hurry outside, curious to watch the procession. At the head
of each procession are several men carrying banners. They are followed
by the musicians, and then the procession itself. The taziya director walks
along with the procession and reads elegies for the martyrs of Karbala. He
carries a copy (nuskha) of the script to read. He both directs the procession
and stimulates the audience to lamentation and mourning. There is a har-
mony between the musicians, the procession, and the people who stand on
both sides of the street or bazaar, crying and beating their chests and heads.

The procession carries various flags and banners in black or green, on
which the names of Imam Huseyn and his family are sewn. There are some
cross-shaped banners, called alam. They are large and very heavy and are
decorated with specific signs: green and coloured cloths, bronze pigeons
and bronze hands. A young man rests the ‘alam in a holster on his belt, and
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others help him. When he arrives at an open space in the middle of the
bazaar, the tone of the music changes and he begins whirling slowly. The
people step back to give him more space to whirl. It is very important that
the alam does not fall. That would be a bad omen.

Alongside each procession walks a youth carrying rose water, which he
sprinkles on the spectators. Another youth carries water or sherbet and dis-
tributes it among the people. It may take hours for all the processions to
pass through the bazaar. The procession group may eventually arrive at a
large house, or an open space prepared as a theatre, where they perform the
ta’ziya, but in my childhood in Kerman and other large cities this was rare.
At noon the members of the procession go to the houses to which they have
been invited, taking blessings and honouring the landlord.

I also have a memory of a ta%iya play being performed in Mahan, a
small district in Kerman province. Close to the tomb of the master of the
Nematollahi order, Shah Nematollah Vali, a crowd gathers. They stand in a
circle and from either side the antagonists and protagonists ride in on their
horses, swords in hand. The protagonists recite the elegies of Imam Huseyn,
and the antagonists answer them. Then they fight, and those representing
Imam Huseyn and his companions are killed. At that moment, a man wear-
ing a lion dress enters the arena, pouring dust and straw on his head. He is
followed by several camels bearing litters, and young boys seated in each.
As they enter, the people lament loudly, for they represent Imam Huseyn’s
family being carried into captivity.
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Studies on Persian Passion Play

Despite the fundamental importance of passion play (taziya) in Iranian
cultural patterns, studies on the topic have been limited. More research on
the topic is necessary to fully explicate how deeply taziya has influenced
Iranians senses and thought.

Scholarly research on passion play commenced with the publishing of
Peter J. Chelkowski’s 1971 article ‘Dramatic and Literary Aspects of Taziya-
khani-Iranian Passion Play’ Notably, this piece offersageneraland clear over-
view of various aspects of taziya performance, such as its historical develop-
ment, players, place of performance and its decorations, and its embedded
narrative and mystical elements.' Sadiqg Humayuni published another study
on taziya in 1975 entitled Ta'ziya va ta‘ziya-khani. Aside from addressing
the historical roots of passion play, this book examines the text, instru-
ments and characteristics of the players. Also of significance, it contains
the following taziyas, in addition to several medieval manuscripts of
taziya texts: ta’ziya of Qasem, taziya of Abbas, taziya of Imdm Reza and
taziya hazrat-e Ma'siima.> The first two illustrate the tragic events that
happened in Karbala.

Another scholar, Mahmoud Ayoub, explores how taZziya performance
and the conceptualization of Huseyn’s death have been derived from the
traditions later attributable to the Prophet in his work Redemptive Suffer-
ing in Islam (1978). Such Prophetic traditions are used to show that the
angels informed the Prophet about Huseyn’s cruel death in order to pro-
mote a sense of legitimate leadership amongst the audience. Ayoub further
elaborates the latent effects of taziya on the Shiite Iranians. For instance,
Shiites actively participate in taZziya to receive heavenly rewards. Their act
guarantees their eternal life in Paradise. Ayoub also examines the growth
and expansion of taziya performance in various periods. He describes the
places, instruments and their symbolic meanings, and the audience’s reac-
tions. The importance of lamentation poetry (marati) and its development
in regards to the motives related to Huseyn’s death is another subject that is
dealt with in his book. Ayoub shows how the Shiite Muslims treat Huseyn’s
tomb as a sacred sanctuary (haram).?
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In 1979, an invaluable collection of articles on the topic under the title of
Taziyeh: Ritual and Drama in Iran, edited by Chelkowski, was published. As
the outcome of a symposium organized by the Shiraz Festive of Arts in the
summer of 1976, the book deals with yet another aspect of taziya: its origin,
method of performance and symbolic meaning of the instruments, cultural
dimensions, and its roots among Iranians before Islam. The literary and
musical progression of taziya, as well as its philosophy, are studied. Several
articles are dedicated to addressing the extent to which Western-style the-
atre is influenced by taziya.

Moreover, Chelkowski published an article in 1984 titled ‘Tslam in Modern
Drama and Theater; in which he illustrates various theatrical plays in Iran
such as nagqgqali, rithowzi, kheyma Sab-bazi and rowza-khani. Chelkowski
enriches this study with analysis of the development of written drama in
Iran and the Middle East in conjunction with the social changes surround-
ing theatre. He goes on to explain various aspects of several rare taZziyas;
namely, Dhekr-e Musibat-e bar dar kardan-e Mansir-e Hallaj rahmatullah
aleyh (a remembrance of the tragedy of Hallaj on the gallows ‘God blesses
him’).# In 1985, the journal Drama Review published yet another article on
taziya by Chelkowski entitled ‘Shia Muslim Processional Performances’
In it, he sketches the development of taziya performance from its Buyid
dynastic beginnings (352/963), to the victory of the Islamic Revolution
(1357/1979). Chelkowski also discusses various paraphernalia, such as nakhl
or horses, prepared for performances, as well as places where taziya has
been performed, including open and enclosed areas, streets, and tekkiya.’
In 1986, Chelkowski published two articles in al-Serat magazine. In the first,
entitled ‘Popular ShiT Mourning Ritual, he discusses ritual performance in
the Middle East in Arab, Persian, Turkish and South Asian Muslim com-
munities.® In the second, ‘From Magqatil Literature to Drama, Chelkowski
illustrates how Huseyn’s death is depicted in faziya texts written by Arab
composers. At the end of this article the author offers a translation from a
taziya entitled The Martyrdom of the Luminous Leader of the Bani Hasem,
Hazrat-e Aba ’1-Fazl al-Abbas.”

Michael M.]. Fischer’s Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution (1980)
sheds light on the political conflict over passion play performance between
several Iranian intellectuals and modern Shiite ‘ulama such as Khomeini
and Ahmad Kasravi.® The author mentions that in the city of Yazd, several
objects, such as a mirrored nakhl, are carried as symbols of Huseyn’s mar-
tyrdom and the captivity of his family. In three small villages outside of the
city, parades represent Huseyn’s martyrdom. He further draws a compari-
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son between the biblical story of Joseph and his brothers, and the Qurianic
story and taziya texts, with the intention of showing that, for the Shiites,
the concepts of sacrifice and suffering have a deep meaning. Fischer addi-
tionally discusses Asira from historical and ethnographical perspectives
in order to demonstrate how these events and their consequences have
evolved into a remedy for social problems.?

A scholarly article written by Mary Hegland titled “Two Images of
Huseyn: Accommodation and Revolution in an Iranian Village’ (1983) is
also worth mentioning. Poignantly, she stresses the influence of Huseyn’s
martyrdom on the formation and victory of the Islamic Revolution. She
assesses that the Shiites of Iran believe in Huseyn’s intercession on the Day
of Judgement. According to Hegland, Huseyn’s death at Karbala becomes a
focal point during the Islamic Revolution and, moreover, Huseyn became
the archetype of protest against the tyrannical Umayyad caliph Yazid, which
Iranians sought to emulate. Furthermore, the author describes how the pas-
sive concept of hope for intercession shifted to active protest against the
Pahlavi regime. In other words, every one aspired to the ideal, inspired by
Huseyn, of bravely standing up to a totalitarian regime."

Moreover, Sadiq Humayini published a scholarly work in 1989 titled
Taziya dar Iran (Taziya in Iran). He discusses a wide range of topics includ-
ing, but not limited to, the history of taziya and its roots, how taziya devel-
oped in Iran and how it declined. The writer asserts that aristocracy is the
main reason for the destruction of ta'ziya. He gives valuable information
about different types of taziya, the composers, and how both Iranians and
foreigners discussed ta’ziya. Humayuni writes about the instruments that
are used in ta’ziya, the copies, and the order of reciting ta‘ziya during perfor-
mance, and the famous taziya reciters (ta’ziya-khan) and the place of taziya
performance. The book contains a large number of ta’ziyas, such as taziya
of Abbas, taZziya of Imam Reza, taziya of Ali Akber, taZziya of Qaniqa-e
shah-e farang (Qaniqa the king of a foreign country). The book is illustrated
with a considerable number of photographs and manuscripts." Another
commendable body of research has been produced by David Pinault. In his
study The Shiites: Ritual and Popular Piety in a Muslim Community (1992),
he hones in on a particular aspect of Shiism within the context of the ta’ziya
ritual in India.” One of Pinault’s articles entitled ‘Zaynab bint ‘Ali and the
place of the Women of the Households of the First Imams in Shiite Devo-
tional Literature, published in 1998, is another attempt to get a handle on
the topic, in which he asserts Zeynab’s protest in the court of Yazid after the
battle of Karbala provided a model of activism for Iranian women during
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the Revolution. He goes on to explain how Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter
and Huseyn’s mother, has become a role model for Iranian women."

In 1993, Johan G.]. ter Haar published an invaluable article on passion
play performance in Iran under the heading ‘Ta’ziyeh: Ritual Theater from
Shi‘ite Iran** Lala Taqiyan additionally provides the reader with general
information about Iranian ta’ziya and theatre in her 1995 book Dar bara-ye
taziya va te’ atr dar Iran (About Taziya and Theatre in Iran). In 1998, Sadiq
Humaytni published a brief survey on the historical origins and develop-
ment of taziya in Iran called Siraz khastgah-e taziya (Shiraz, the Original
Home of Taziya)."s

The Administrative and Social History of the Qajar Period [The Story of
My Life] (1997) by Abdullah Mostowtfi is an autobiographical chronicle of
taziya performance during the Qajar period. Mostowfi conveys how Naser
al-Din Shah changed the commemoration of Huseyn’s martyrdom into a
rationale based on pleasure and ostentatious luxury throughout the course
of his reign. The author mentions that taziya composers put in a great
deal of effort, more to mobilize their audience than develop the plot. He
describes the appearance of protagonists and antagonists, the role of Mu ‘in
al-Bukd’in (‘coordinator of weeping’), the stage, and the parade of more than
200 camels before Naser al-Din Shah. Mostofi also provides an account of
a ta’ziya that was performed in the house of Ezzat al-Dowle, the sister of
Nager al-Din Shah.!¢ Significantly, it demonstrates that the religious aspects
of taziya performance were not of great importance to the Shah.

Kamran Scot Aghaie published a scholarly work in 2004 entitled Martyrs
of Karbala: Shi‘i Symbols and Rituals in Modern Iran, in which he illustrates
how what occurred in Karbala has transformed from a historical event into
a symbolic paradigm and has been used in various time periods in the form
of taziya ritual to legitimize the state. The Pahlavi dynasty (1925-1979) is an
exception in this regard, as it tried to suppress ta‘ziya performance in order
to restrict its political influence. Importantly, Aghaie discusses how taziya
served the political purpose of the Qajars, who ruled between 1796 and 1925,
and the 1979 Islamic Republic of Iran. In particular, the Qajar elites partici-
pated in taziya performance, which essentially represented their integra-
tion with the indigenous people. In other words, taziya served as a social
bond, one that connected them to society. Conversely, the Islamic Republic
created a religious identity from the ta‘ziya rituals to motivate the common
people to overthrow the secular Pahlavi regime; later, the same rituals were
used to mobilize youth to fight in the war against Iraq between 1980 and
1988."7
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A collection of articles about passion plays was recently published in The
Drama Review Journal (2005). As an introduction, Rebecca Ansary Petty
offers a translation of a taZiya titled “The martyrdom of Hussein Taziyeh
dar Khour"® The rest of the articles in this volume cover a wide range of
topics: Sadiq Humayuni’s article ‘A View from the Inside, the Anatomy of
the Persian Taziyeh Plays™ deals with the poetry, music, place and perfor-
mance of taziya.”® ‘Acting Styles and Actor Training in Taziyeh’ by William
O. Beeman and Mohammad B. Ghaffari examines the artistic skills required
from ta‘ziya players. For instance, a player is expected to know how to fight,
run, and perform other athletic movements while singing. Additionally,
they consider the influence of ta’ziya on modern media such as Hollywood
films.>® Peter Chelkowski, in his article ‘From the Sun-Scorched Desert of
Iran to the Beaches of Trinidad: Taziyeh’s Journey from Asia to the Car-
ibbean, studies how taziya performance migrated from Iran to India.
More specifically, he concentrates on explaining nakhl: meaning its pro-
duction process, and the symbolic meanings of objects associated with it.
Chelkowski shows various developments of ta‘ziya from India to the Carib-
bean, where ta’ziya has become both a symbol of pan-Indian unity and the
community of Indians.”

Another informative contemporary text on ta’ziya is Negar Mottahedeh’s
‘Karbala Drag Kings and Queens. Here, she observes the role of gender
in ta'ziya performance, which, in turn, leads to an important discourse on
national identity. Mottahedeh claims taziya performance differs amongst
Iranian Twelver Shiite in Iran and its neighbouring countries, and that
through studying taziya, one may understand the concept of Otherness in
respect to Iranians.*

Another collection of articles (2005) is The Women of Karbala: Ritual
Performance and Symbolic Discourses in Modern Shi‘i Islam edited by Kam-
ran Scot Aghaie. The book is illustrated and divided into two parts. In
the first part, the articles focus on Iran. The second part deals with the
Arab world, South Asia, and the United States of America. In her article
‘Taziyeh: A Twist of History in Everyday Life, Negar Mottahedeh argues
how the gender dynamics of taziya developed during the Qajar period.
She holds that women were engaged in organizing the ritual.”® “The Gender
Dynamics of Moharram Symbols and Rituals in the Latter Years of Qajar
Rule’ by Kamran Scot Aghaie examines social, psychological and spiritual
functions of Shiite symbols and rituals in Iranian womenss life in the Qajar
period. He discusses how women played in ta%ziya rituals in both public
and private rituals.** Ingvild Flaskerud’s ‘Oh, My Heart Is Sad. It Is Mohar-
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ram, the Month of Zaynab: The Role of Aesthetics and Women’s Mourning
Ceremonies in Shiraz, examines the signs and symbols, places and the ico-
nography of the images in modern Shiraz and the fact that women actively
participate in faziya rituals to achieve salvation in the physical world and
the other world.” In her article “The Daughters of Karbala: Images of
Women in Popular Shi‘i Culture in Iran, Faegheh Shirazi explains the rep-
resentation of female characters in religious eulogies and chants in modern
Iran. She argues that the representations are used to support the Islamic
Republic of Iran.?® ‘Iconography of the Women of Karbala: Tiles, Murals,
Stamps, and Posters, by Peter J. Chelkowski examines the images of female
characters in Shiite religious drama. The writer illustrates how these female
characters serve as a model for chastity, purity, and self-sacrifice through
which the leaders of the Islamic Republic represented their ideals.” In the
second part of the book one reads the following articles: ‘Sakineh, The
Narrator of Karbala: An Ethnographic Description of a Women’s Majales
Rituals in Pakistan, by Shemeem Burney Abbas. She analyses how the nar-
rative voice of Sakina presents gendered themes in mourning rituals in
Pakistan.?® In his article ‘Sayyedeh Zaynab: The Conqueror of Damascus
and Beyond, Syed Akbar Heyder studies how Zaynab is presented in mod-
ern Urdu poems and pious elegies.” ‘Gender and Moharram Rituals in an
Isma‘ili Sect of South Asian Muslims’ by Reyhana Ghadially examines how
women in the Isma‘ili community of Bohra in India tend to be more active
in private rituals than public ones. She finds that the women play a major
part in universalistic Shiite Ideals.>® Mary Elaine Hegland’s “Women of
Karbala Moving to America: Shi‘i Rituals in Iran, Pakistan, and California’
draws a comparison between two Shiite communities that have migrated
to the United States. She illustrates the distinction between them and holds
that South Asian women are more active in religious rituals than Iranian
women.> ‘Women’s Religious Rituals in Iraq’ by Elizabeth Warnock Fernea
and Basima Q. Bezirgan illustrates that both men and women are active in
public religious rituals. They show the supportive role of women in men’s
rituals and men’s supportive role in women’s private rituals.?* The last arti-
cle of this book is ‘From Mourning to Activism: Seyyedeh Zaynab, Leba-
nese Shi‘i Woman, and the Transformation of Ashura’ by Lara Z. Deeb.
She focuses on Shiite Lebananse rituals and their recent changes under the
influence of urbanization, modernization and political Shiite parties: Amal
and Hezbollah.?

A valuable work on the subject is Taziya-khani hadit-e masaebe qudsi
dar namayes-e @’ini (Performing Ta'ziya: Holy Tradition of Tragedy in Ritual
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Play) by ‘Ali Bulukbasi (2006). This study illustrates historical aspects of
taziya and its effective influence on Iranians as a holy religious ritual 3+

In 2010, Huseyn Isma‘ili published a collection of taziya texts entitled
Tesna dar migat, matn va matnsendsi-ye taziya. This collection, published
in 1928 by the German diplomat Wilhelm Litten, is the first taziya col-
lection to be published in Persian in the nineteenth century, according to
Isma‘ili. The book contains 15 gatherings or majles of ta‘ziya and begins with
mourning for the sacrifice of Ismael (taziya-ye qurbani kardan-e Isma‘il)
and ends with mourning for Amir Teymur (taziya Amir Teymir). At the
beginning of each majles, Isma‘ili has added an introduction (daramad) that
consists of an explanation about the gathering afterwards. Under the head-
ing of the origin of majles (khastgah-e majles), he notes the Shiite sources
from which the main theme of the majles is derived; then, in the copies of
majles (nuskha-ha-ye majles), Huseyn Isma‘ili refers to the collections in
which the majles is mentioned. This work contains manuscripts of several
majles-e ta'ziyas.®

In 2011, William O. Beeman published an invaluable book entitled Ira-
nian Performance Tradition. In it, he explains Iranian behaviour and norms
in order to offer a deeper understanding of Iranian culture to the reader. He
observes theatre, both comedy and tragedy, and holds that they have their
roots in Iranian tradition. Beeman illustrates the connection between per-
formance activity and daily life in Iran. In other words, ceremonies reflect
real life and the ideals of the Iranian community are illustrated. This book
covers a wide range of subjects about Iranian life, behaviours, folk culture,
religious rituals, Rthowzi comedy and media and the Revolution (1979).3

Another scholarly work published in 2011 is Gender, Sainthood, & Every-
day Practice in South Asian Shi‘ism by Karen G. Ruffle. In her work, the
writer observes how the battle of Karbala is commemorated by the Indian
Shi‘i community. She illustrates how deeply Indians are influenced by
taziya. For this study, she relies on hagiographical texts to show how Imam
Huseyn, his family and his companions are illustrated in these texts. On the
importance of hagiography, Ruffle asserts that it ‘reflects local cultural val-
ues, variations in religious practice, political ideology, language and gender
norms. In this study, the role of the saints (i.e. the twelve Shiite Imams) in
the Indian Shiite community and the historical role of Iranian Shiites in
developing and cultivating Shiite Islam are depicted.?”

Citing another, yet older, source of literature on passion plays, ta‘ziya
processions are vividly portrayed in European travel accounts written dur-
ing the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. They provide valuable descrip-
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tions of the objects used in taziya performance, in addition to the scenes
and players. A detailed description of the events at Karbala is preserved
in the works of the European traveller Pietro Della Valle. Significantly, he
documents the 1618 Muharram ceremonies in Isfahan. Cornelis de Bruyn,
a Dutchman, describes a taziya scene in his work Travels into Muscovy
and Part of the East-Indies. Likewise, William Franklin, in his Observa-
tions Made on a Tour from Bengal to Persia, reports on a taziya procession,
consequently revealing the rapid development of taziya in the second half
of the seventeenth century.3® Morier’s travel account titled Second Journey
through Persia, Armenia, and Asia Minor between the Years 1810-1816, writ-
ten in 1818, observes a form of taziya performed before the king and his
courtiers. The author illustrates how the objects used in the performance
symbolically represented Huseyn’s death at Karbala. Morier also divulges in
detail various other aspects of the performance, even decorating his work
with several illustrations.?

James Bassett is another traveller-observer of Muharram faziyas. In his
1887 work Persia the Land of the Imams: A Narration of Travel and Residence
1871-1885, he explains the theatrical features of these ceremonies and the
ostensibly pathetic stories that are read during the performance. According
to Bassett, on the tenth day of the Muharram, members of the procession
donned white clothing resembling shrouds, while walking with bare heads
and feet. Later, they wounded their heads with sharp blades.*°

There is yet another vivid portrayal of taziya performance in A Nar-
rative Journey into Persia and Residence at Tehran by .M. Tancoigne. He
not only describes the procession of mourners, but also illustrates how the
events of Karbala and Huseyn’s martyrdom are expressed in the nineteenth
century.#

Passion play processions and various forms of flagellation are also ex-
plained in travel accounts by Europeans. From a European perspective,
these acts are important because they indicate that the mourning proces-
sion has theatrical features. Jean Chardin offers a vivid description of sina-
zani (beating one’s breast) that he witnessed in 1667.4* The ta’ziya procession
is also described by Pierre Ponafiedine in his travel account entitled Life
in the Moslem East (1910). He describes the procession of the mourners.
For instance, they not only inflicted wounds on their bodies, but also hung
padlocks, daggers and horseshoes on their backs, arms and breasts. The
mourners wounded their foreheads and shaved their heads, motivated by
the belief that they would receive a reward. The author further mentions
that throughout the first ten days of the month of Muharram, both non-
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Qur’anic and Quranic stories were used to show the sufferings of Imam
Huseyn and his family.?

The Shia World (1910) by Muhammad Huseyn Khan Esfahani provides a
short but vivid description of a taziya procession in the city of Yazd. In this
travel account, Esfahani illustrates how the procession was characterized by
several theatrical features symbolically depicting the events of Karbala. Like
Morier, he uses an illustration, though, in this case, to visually demonstrate
what the procession leaders looked like.#4

Translations in European languages

Moreover, several translations of passion play performance also exist.
Thirty-seven majles of taziya have been translated into English by Lewis
Pelly. It was during his journey to India and Iran that Pelly became intrigued
by the ta’ziya performance. He dedicated two volumes of his 1879 work The
Miracle Play: Hasan and Husain to this ihnvaluable task. The first volume
starts with the taZziya of Joseph and his Brethren’ and then proceeds to
sketch the events leading up to ‘the death of ‘Ali Akbar; who was Huseyn’s
son. The second volume begins with the death of Qasim, the Bridegroom,
and culminates in the scene of the Resurrection. Also of note, Pelly writes a
short introduction at the beginning of each majles.#

Edward G. Browne, in A Literary History of Persia, (1924), offers an
English translation of taziya martyrdom of Muslim ibn al-‘Aqil (taziya-ye
Sahadat-e Muslim ibn Aqil).*® Two taziya episodes have been translated
into French by Louis Massignon and Parwiz Mamnoun, ‘Le Majlis de Man-
sur-e Hallaj, de Shams-e Tabrezi et du Molld de Roum, in Revue des Etudes
Islamiques (1955), and Parwiz Mamnoun Ta'ziya: Schi‘itisch-Persisches Pas-
sionsspiel (Vienna, 1967), respectively.

In this book, I illustrate the major role of taziya performance among
Shiites of Iran. It analyses the role of the Prophet’s granddaughter in mod-
ern twentieth-century Iran and, more specifically, how Iranian women per-
ceived her as the archetype of resistance and protest against the tyrannical
Pahlavi monarch during the Islamic Revolution of 1979. In this study, the
religious prohibitions and restrictions infused in taziya performance are
examined. It further shows how devotional themes such as predestination,
salvation, intercession, free will and martyrdom are used in ta‘ziya texts.
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Introduction

The development of technology has overwhelmed the traditions of many
Eastern countries. For them, following the Western pattern of life has
become more attractive than preserving their own traditions and trans-
mitting them to the following generations. Iran too has been affected by
the wave of modernity. Iranians have discarded some of their traditions
in favour of the attractions of modernity. Taziya, an Iranian form of ‘pas-
sion play’ commemorating suffering and martyrdom, has been one of the
victims of this process. It has been banished from the large cities to more
remote villages; but, despite the limitations imposed on it, a trace of the past
glory of taziya has survived. Through taziya performances, an audience
learns about the life of the Shiite Imams' the afflictions that they suffered,
the laws of religion, the social virtues, and historical events.

This study focuses on the character of Zeynab, Imam Huseyn’s sister,
the third Shiite Imam. The way she demonstrated exceptional behaviour
in standing up to the Umayyad caliph Yazid (d.63/683)* during and after
the battle of Karbala is a crucial issue for Shiites. She protested against the
tyrannies and oppressions that were inflicted upon Imam Huseyn’s family.
After analysing Zeynab’s behaviour during the battle and during her sub-
sequent imprisonment, I will focus on how modern Iranian women have
received Zeynab, especially during the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s.

A Short History of Ta‘ziya

Taziya is an Arabic word, literally meaning ‘condolence, and referring to
mourning for the dead, or enjoining patience. The Iranian taZziya play is
a form of religious drama, analogous to the Middle-English passion plays.
It has its historical roots in pre-Islamic Persia, where Persians performed
the tragedy of Mitra (masa’b-e mitrd). During these rites, the worshippers
wore masks and mimicked the afflictions that Mitra had suffered, acting
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them out on a platform.? Mitra is an Indo-Persian name meaning contract,
agreement, treaty, alliance and promise. The name is associated with the sun
(mehr). The god Mitra punishes people who break their contract: he takes
the strength from their feet and the light out of their eyes. He is a warrior
who drives a chariot and carries a weapon. On the other hand, he rewards
the faithful by bringing rain and making the plants grow, and he brings rugs,
cattle herds and other rewards to the one who faithfully worships him.*

Itisreported that two other mourning rituals were performed in Iran. The
first commemorated the tragedy of Zarir, the brother of King Vistasp, who
converted to the religion of Zoroaster. The story comes from the Sasanian
period (224-651), when Middle Persian was spoken, and originated in Par-
thian history. Briefly, the story is that a neighbouring king, Arjasb, objected
to King Vistasp’s conversion and attacked Vistasp with a huge army. In spite
of the odds, Zarir goes to the battlefield where he is murdered by Bidarafs,
the brother of king Arjasb.> Zarir, like Imam Huseyn, is the archetype of one
who is murdered for his faith.

The other pre-Islamic tragedy commemorated the death of Siyavus, the
son of Keykawiis, Iran’s mythical king. Siyavu$ was brought up by Rustam,
the Iranian hero of Sistan. When Siyavus returns to the palace of his father,
he is falsely accused by Sudaba, his father’s wife, who has made several
attempts to seduce him. Siyavus$ proves his innocence in a trial by fire, but
is forced to leave the country. He goes with his companions to Taran where
initially the king, Afrasiyab, honours him. Siyavus even marries Afrasiyab’s
daughter, but jealous courtiers induce Afrasiyab to murder Siyavus, and his
head is cut off. The main source for this account is the history of Bukhara
by Narsakhi, who says that in his own era, each year, “The people of Bukhara
sing songs about the killing of Siyavu$. The singers (qawwalan) call the
songs the weeping of the Zoroastrians (geristan-e mughan)’®

The Movements after ‘A$ura and the Development of Ta‘ziya’

Contemporary Iranian taziya is performed mainly to commemorate the
death of Imam Huseyn, the grandson of the Prophet Muhammad (d.11/632),
and the other events of ASura.® Imam Huseyn was killed on the plain of
Karbala in 61/680.° The people of Kifa had invited him to come to lead
their community, but he never reached Kifa. On the plain of Karbala, on
the first day of the month of Muharram in 60/680, he and his household
were surrounded by the army of Yazid, the successor of the Umayyad caliph
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Mu‘awiya. Imam Huseyn preferred death to swearing allegiance to Yazid as
the caliph of the Muslim community. After nine days of negotiations, dur-
ing which the Imam and his followers were deprived of food and water, the
battle started on the tenth of Muharram (Asira). It lasted one day. Imam
Huseyn and his companions were killed and the surviving members of his
household were arrested and taken to Yazid’s palace in Damascus, along
with the heads of the dead mounted on lances.

After the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn, the Shiites of Kifa repented their
failure to prevent his martyrdom and decided to kill his murderers or sacri-
fice their own lives. They felt ashamed before the Prophet and worried about
the Day of Judgement when they would have to confess their shortcom-
ings to God. They called themselves the Penitents (Tawwabiin). The peni-
tents believed that ‘Ali Ibn al-Huseyn (later named Imam Zeyn al-‘Abedin)
was Imam Huseyn’s legitimate successor because he was related to Fatima,
the Prophet’s daughter. They put more emphasis on his relationship to the
Prophet through Fatima than through ‘Ali (the cousin of the Prophet). The
Tawwabiin gathered Shiites from Kafa and the neighbouring cities, encour-
aging them to fight against the Umayyad army. But before going into battle
they went to Karbala, to the grave of Imam Huseyn, and lamented for him.
In 65/684 they fought with Syrian forces in the siege of ‘Ayn al-Warda, where
they were defeated. Most were killed; the remainder fled to Qarqisiya, where
their movement was eclipsed.

In 66/865 another movement was begun, by Al-Mukhtar Ibn Abi ‘Ubayda
al-Thaqafi.’® The movement also sought to revenge Imam Huseyn’s blood,
and supported the succession of Muhammad Ibn al-Hananfiyya, ‘Ali’s third
son from a Hanafi woman. Since he was not from the bloodline of the
Prophet, the two movements did not unite. The movement of ‘Ubayda ath-
Thaqafi was also defeated by the Umayyad army."

Almost three centuries after the Tawwabin movement, the impulse
of penitent commemoration developed into processions commemorat-
ing the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn. On the tenth of Muharram 963, by
order of the Buyid rulers (945-1055), the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn was
officially commemorated for the first time by mourning processions that
passed through the streets and markets. In the following year, the com-
memoration was supplemented with the recitation of elegies, beating on
the head and face and begging for water in imitation of Imam Huseyn, who
had asked for water for his infant, ‘Ali Asgar, on the plain of Karbala."> The
combination of processions and dramatic recitations gives us the elements
of the late Medieval ta’ziya. Such rites continued during the Buyid era.”
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Late Medieval and Modern Ta‘ziya

The mourning performance developed until it reached a high point during
the Safavid period (1501-1722). The emergence of the Safavids had a lasting
effect on the history of Iran. It was during their rule that the mass of the
population converted to Shiite Islam. Many theatrical features were added
to taziya, which helped the director to make a vivid portrayal of the events
of Karbala.

Shah Tahmasb (1525-1576), the second king of the Safavid dynasty,
ordered poets ‘to devote their time to writing eulogies of Imams’'4 He
favoured devotional subjects so much that other literary forms such as
lyrics and storytelling (dastan-sard’i) declined. However, the poets of this
period responded by using and adapting poetic forms for religious sub-
jects. Muhtasam from Kasan (d.996/1587-8) wrote the famous dawdzdah-
band (‘the twelve-stanza poem’),” an elegy on the martyrdom of Imam
Huseyn and a milestone in the development of Persian poetry. Hatef from
Isfahan (d.1198/1783)' followed Muhtasam in composing elegies, and later
Qa’ani (1808-54) imitated Muhtasam.” Waqar from Shiraz (d.1298/1881)
wrote his haft-band (seven stanza poem) in imitation of the dawazdah-band
of Muhtasam from Kasan.™®

Another important book of elegies for the Imams in the Safavid period
is the Rawzat al-Suhada (the Garden of Martyrs) by Huseyn Wa'ez Kasefi
(d.1504-5). This book relates the deaths of the Shiite Imams, particularly
the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn. Rawzat al-suhada had a major effect on
the taziya texts. It provided a broader perspective for taziya composers.
The recitation of Rawzat al-suhada and other books with similar religious
subjects led to the practice of rawza-khani, the animated reading of the pas-
sion of Imam Huseyn, the singing of elegies and a sermon. Taziya as a dra-
matic form and devotional practice has developed from the rawza-khwani.
There are brief mentions of ‘A$tira mourning processions with dramatic
re-enactments in accounts by Pietro Della Valle in 1618, and Cornelis de
Bruyn in 1704."

During the Afshariya period there was a sharp decline in taZziya per-
formances. Nader Shah Afshar (r.1147-60/1736-47), the founder of the
Afshariya dynasty, was a Sunnite Muslim and did not wish to commemo-
rate the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn.

With the advent of the Zand dynasty (1751-1796), the popularity of
ta‘ziya was restored, and it reached a peak during the Qajar dynasty (1796-
1925). Something about the development of taziya performances at the
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time can be deduced from an account written by William Francklin around
1786-87:

[...] Among the most affecting representations is the marriage of young
Casim, the son of Hussun and nephew of Hossein, with his daughter; but
this was never consummated as Casim was killed in a skirmish on the
Banks of the Euphrate, on the 7th of Muharram. On this occasion, a boy
represents the bride, decorated in her wedding garment, and attended by
the females of the family chanting a mournful elegy, in which is related
the circumstance of her betrothed husband being cut oft by infidels - (for
such is the term by which sheias speak of Sunnies). The parting between
her and her husband is also represented when on his going to the field
she takes an affectionate leave of him, and on his quitting her presents
her with a burial vest, which she puts around his neck.>®

Naser al-Din Shah (r.1848-96) was very fond of taziya. During his long
reign, taziya was greatly developed and became popular among different
classes of society. From this period, taziya was performed in an enclosed
area. The places used for taziya performances were named tekiyas. The
most famous in the Qajar period was the tekiya-dawlat (the Royal Tekiya),
a circular building modelled on the Royal Albert Hall in London, which
Naser al-Din Shah had built on his return from London in 1873.2* It was
used for taziya performances for the royal family.** It was destroyed in
1948.

From 1925, as Reza Shah Pahlavi (r.1925-1941) initiated a process of mod-
ernization in Iran, the entertainment offered by radio, cinema, and later tel-
evision supplanted ta‘ziya performances, which went into a gradual decline.
After World War Two, taziya performances were largely limited to small
towns and remote villages.>

The Shiite Muslims later divided into several branches. Among these
are the Zaydiyya, the Imamiyya or ‘twelver’ Shiites, and the Isma‘iliyya. The
Imamiyya, the majority Shiite sect in Iran today, believe that the twelfth
Imam, a child, was supernaturally concealed after the death of the eleventh
Imam: he is still alive today and is expected to return before the end of
the world.>* One of the fundamental doctrines of the Imamiyya is that the
Imam is protected (ma'sim) from sin and error. If the Imam fears for his
own safety or for that of his community, he has to practice dissimulation

(taqqiya).
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The Devotional Contents of Ta‘ziya

Taziya is the most important popular devotional ritual in Iran. Every year,
from the first day to the tenth day of the month of Muharram, Iranian Shi-
ites commemorate the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn. They perform taziya
to keep alive the memory of the events of Karbala and the tyranny that the
family of the Prophet suffered. There are separate faziya for each of the
main events of Karbala, and its aftermath. For instance, the taziya called
‘the bazaar in Damascus’ (taZiya-ye bazar-e Sam) describes the conditions
of the prisoners after ‘ASura. There is a taziya on the martyrdom of two
of Zeynab’s sons, a taziya on the survivors’ ‘entrance to Medina (taziya-
ye vuriid-e be Medina), on the death of Zeynab (taziya-ye vafat-e hazrat-e
Zeynab), and on the death of the two sons of Muslim Ibn al-Aqil, an uncle
of Huseyn. Muslim Ibn ‘al-Aqil was martyred as well. There is also a conver-
sion tale known as the taZiya on the Monastery of Sirin.

There are also taZziyas for other events not directly related to Karbala,
such as the death of the Prophet (taziya-ye vafat-e paygambar) and the
martyrdom of Imam ‘Ali (ta‘ziya-ye Sahadat-e hazrat-e Ali). Another taziya
centres on the martyrdom of Qasem, the son of Imam Hasan, the second
Shiite Imam. But these are less frequently performed than the ta‘ziyas on the
martyrdom of Huseyn. There are also fa’ziya on biblical figures.

Ta'ziya is a medium that teaches and reinforces Shiite beliefs and piety. In
commemorating Imam Huseyn’s martyrdom and other devotional events,
the audience is dramatically confronted with Shiite doctrines such as fate,
predestination and free will. Several of the written sources that have trans-
mitted ta’ziya texts to us show Imam Huseyn sacrificing himself for the sal-
vation of the Shiites. Here, the concept of free will (ekhtiyar) is highlighted.

The language of the taziya texts is simple and understandable for all
kinds of Persian audiences: even illiterate people can appreciate the text. Its
leaders and performers require no formal religious training, and no knowl-
edge of Arabic. Taziya was (and is) composed in verse form, to be read
aloud and preferably performed.

Oral Tradition in Ta‘ziya Texts
Although the performers and director of a taziya have texts, taziya has

many of the characteristics of oral literature. An oral text is composed for
audiences and is based on their needs. It is composed for memorization
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and recitation.?® Ruth Finnegan states that an oral text is composed in per-
formance;? at least, it is not separate from recitation or performance. The
composer thinks about the time of performance and the expectations of his
audience. The message of the taziya text is what the audience understands
when they see it and hear it being performed.

As oral literature, the ta’ziya text is not memorized word for word. If a
player forgets a part, he improvises. The text is written, as an aid to memory,
but it cannot be checked against one written version that is correct.® In
oral literature, every version is correct.® In taziya, each copy (nuskha) is
treated as correct: the composers, performers and spectators do not seek an
authoritative version.

Another characteristic of an oral text is that it is made up of formu-
laic thoughts and expressions that are memorized.>® The next is repetition,
an important device in oral literature, and drama, because the listeners
cannot go back to refresh their memories. Repetition fills the gaps when
the speaker does not remember the next subject, but it also reinforces the
thought in the mind of the audience, particularly through the repetition of
motifs.3* Another characteristic of oral literature is the use of antithetical
terms and balanced patterns, which again serve to make the message more
understandable for the spectators.?* Finally, in oral literature, physical vio-
lence is vividly described.?® Examples of these four characteristics of orality
in ta‘ziya will be given below.

Firstly, some formulaic thoughts and expressions, drawn from everyday
speech that one would not normally find in Persian written literature. To
‘give one’s heart to credit, and be quit of cash’ (be nesiya del bedahad naqd
ra raha bekunad) (9)** means to live in a fool’s paradise, believing promises.
‘My house will be destroyed’ (khana kharab biidan) (9) is the state of a per-
son losing all hope. “To see the brand-mark (portent of death) of one’s child
is intolerable’ (dag-e farzand didan asan nist) (14) is self-explanatory. ‘Light
of the ey€’ (niir-e éesm) (23) is a clichéd expression said to a person whom
one loves, for instance by parents to their child. “The black dust is on my
head’ (Sud khak-e siyah bar sar-e man) (47) refers to an irretrievable calam-
ity such as the death of a loved one or having an incurable disease. ‘He was
raised with the salt of my father’ (namak parvarda-ye babam) (63) refers to
a person who has grown up in a family or is indebted to them. The proverb
shows that the recipient is inferior to the speaker. To ‘cry with one’s face to
awall’ (rity be divar geristan) (157) represents a condition in which there is
no hope of assistance or improvement. Another cliché, used to encourage
the audience to give alms, is ‘give alms because it repels calamity’ (sadaga
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deh sadaqa daf-e balast) (180). The above examples are repeated in the
taziya text.

Another characteristic of oral literature is repetition. Participants may
insert this to fill gaps, and there is also simple repetition of words in a sin-
gle passage for rhythmic effect. The examples below show the repetition
of motifs, whether as images or concepts, in words that may seem differ-
ent but convey the same sense to the audience. For instance, the thirst of
Imam Huseyn, and his men and family, is a very common theme in taziya.
For those who have seen taZziya, the first association of the Imam Huseyn’s
name is that he was killed while suffering from thirst. This motif is repeat-
edly associated with the name of Imam Huseyn, as an epithet. For instance,
he is called the thirst king (Shah-e tesna kam) (41), the king whose lips
are athirst (Shah-e tesna lab) (49), and the king whose liver thirsts (Shah-e
tesna jegar) (51). The motif is more fully developed in particular episodes.
In one, the sons of Imam Huseyn’s sister Zeynab go to the battlefield, and
are defeated. When Semr is about to kill them he gives them some water
but they do not drink it, so both are killed while suffering from thirst (18).
Also, on the day of ‘A$ura, Imam Huseyn writes a letter to one of his Shiite
followers and asks him to bring some water for the thirst ([...] gar mitavani
bara-ye tesnegan abi resani) (73). In another episode a European messenger
has come to the court of Yazid. He intercedes on behalf of Imam Huseyn’s
son, Imam Zeyn al-Abedin, who is about to be killed. Yazid orders the exe-
cutioner to kill the European. He asks for a sip of water but then does not
drink it: he says,

abat nanusam hasa-vo kalla
lab tesna basand owlad-e Zahra (132).

I will never drink water,
While the lips of Zahras children are dry® (132).

In another passage, Zeynab tells the audience that when Imam Huseyn fell
from his horse he tried to say something, but his lips were stuck together
because of thirst (biid labhas be ham casbida) (147). Then, she says, ‘he
wanted water: dust be on my head!” (ab mikhast ke khakam bar sar) (147).
Another motif in the ta’ziya texts is gurbat, meaning exile and alienation,
but also wretchedness. The term is used in poetry to describe the condition
of looking back, in nostalgic memory, at the place that was home. In clas-
sical poetry, Naser Khosrow (1004-1088) did in fact travel widely. He was
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for many years away from home, but the persona of the wandering poet
in exile is used widely, even by poets who were geographically less adven-
turous. Poets speaking in this voice call on their past memories to sustain
them: exile and memory are two parts of one motif.3® In the ta’ziya texts,
the gurbat motif shows that Imam Huseyn and his family are far from their
homeland and that they bewail the loss of their glorious past. Part of the
pain of exile is not being in control of one’s fate. In the struggle between
Imam Huseyn and Yazid, Imam Huseyn is represented as one who is bound
in exile: he has no choice but to fight Yazid’s army.

Two terms, gurbat and garib, are repeated in many episodes. The former
is the abstract noun for the condition of living away from one’s homeland,
and the latter refers to a person living in another land. Both terms are used
in relation to the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn and his followers on the plain
of Karbala. The gurbat motif highlights their alienation, hopelessness and
helplessness in the face of the enemy’s army. The term appears in all of the
taziya stories, underlining that Imam Huseyn was killed in another land,
far from his Shiite followers. For example:

Imam Huseyn says to Zeynab:

In exile, I only have you
(dar garibi hamin tu ra daram) (14).

Zeynab says to Semr:

We are strangers, and have no protector
(garibim-o kasi bar sar nadarim) (25).

Sahrbani says to Zeynab:

What can I do, I am an exile, and in my exile you are my Friend
(¢e kunam ke man garibam be garibiyam tu yari) (43).

Imam Huseyn says to the Heavens (riizgar):

See our condition: we are strangers, alone and far from our family
(ma ra garib-o bi kas-o bi aqraba bebin) (61).

Rugiya says to Zeynab:
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O! God I am a stranger, despised and afflicted
(khudavanda garib-o khar-o zaram) (138).

Dorra Sadaf is a warrior who attacks Yazid’s army when she hears that the
household of Imam Huseyn has been taken captive. When Mustari, one of
her companions, hears that Imam Huseyn has been killed, she says,

garib-e vadiy-e karb-o bala Huseynam vay
$ahid-e khanjar-e Semr-e daga Huseynam vay (100).

Alas, for my Huseyn, the stranger of the plain of Karb-o bala,?®
Martyred by the dagger of deceitful Semr, alas! (100).

In the taziya on the martyrdom of ‘Abdullah Ibn al-‘Afif; Ibn al-Ziyad
threatens Zeynab with death. There is no one to rescue her, but Sakina
intercedes on behalf of her aunt and says,

bejuz in amma ma yavar nadarim
dar in gurbat kasi bar sar nadarim (84).

We have no helper but this aunt,
In this our exile (§urbat), we have no protector (84).

In a passage relating to the imprisonment period, Zeynab looks back on
the time, in Medina when she was respected and protected. She tells Yazid’s
wife Hendeh, who was previously Zeynabs maid, ‘in Medina, the parasol
of royalty was over my head’ (man dar madina catr-e Shahi bar saram bid)
(146). Other members of Imam Huseyn’s family also talk about their glori-
ous past when they lived in Medina, when the martyrs of Karbala were alive.
Imam Huseyn’s daughter, Sakina, says, ‘How fine the day, when my father
was alive’ (khus an rizi ke bar sar bid baba) (76).

The term orphan (yatim) often appears in the taziya texts. A yatim is
a child whose father and mother are dead; the concept complements the
concept of garibi and makes a full image of the tragic situation of Imam
Huseyn’s children after the battle. It points to both the cruel behaviour of
Yazid’s commanders and the unfair behaviour of the people of Kafa. Both
protagonists and antagonists use the term, reminding the audience that
Imam Huseyn’s children are orphaned. For example:
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Come beside me, sister, for we are both orphans (biya khahar ke ma har
du yatimim) (23).

He (Semr) is the cause of the deaths of orphans (ke gardad ba‘et-e marg-e
yatiman) (25).

Iam orphaned, I am orphaned, I am orphaned (man yatimam, yatimam,
yatimam) (51).

Another example is:

az yatimi du ceSmam pur ab ast
bar yatiman tarahum tavab ast (53).

My eyes are full of tears, because I am an orphan,
Compassion for orphans is requited (53).%°

Much more could be said about the terms that are repeated in the taZziya
texts, but we will suffice here with a brief review of some other terms that are
repeated often. ‘Infidel’ (kafar) (18, 40) is frequently used in reference to the
antagonists. Its connotation is of infidelity rather than heresy. The enemies
of Imam Huseyn are infidels because they fight against him. ‘Damned’ or
‘cursed’ (la‘in) (24, 30, 33, 53, 76, 77) refers to those to whom God will show
no mercy. Imprisonment’ (asir, zendani) (26, 40, 43, 51, 54, 72) refers to the
period when Imam Huseyn’s family are at the court of Yazid in Damascus.
They are taken there, passing from town to town (Sahr-o bazar burdan)+
(74, 76), with their heads kept bare (77, 81), and are then held in chains
(zanjir, risman,).

Another feature of the ta‘ziya text as oral literature is the heavy reliance
on antithetical terms. The antagonists are unbelievers (kdfar), lacking faith
(bi-iman), shameless (bihaya), faithless and oppressive (bivafa, jafakar),
rebellious (‘asrar), tyrants and oppressors (zalem va setamkar). The pro-
tagonists are full of faith (bi-iman, musalman), fidelity (ba vafa), pious
(Cabrar), innocent and oppressed (bigonah va mazlim).

Physical violence is presented vividly in taziya: the audience is encour-
aged to imagine themselves present in the battlefield. The antagonists’ cruel
behaviour is described in detail, and the antagonists themselves explain
their tyranny. The purpose is to increase the spectators’ hatred. In the
taziya on ‘entering the place of execution’ (ta'ziya vuriid-e be qatlgah) (21-
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22), there is an episode in which Yazid’s commander, Ibn-e Sa'd, orders the
army to plunder and burn the tents. Then they take the prisoners to the
plain of Karbala where the headless bodies of their loved ones are lying.
The prisoners recognize them from their clothes. In another episode in the
same taziya, Ibn al-Sa'd and his companion Bukhaliq go to the battlefield
to count the wounds of the dead (28-31). They talk about each of them and
describe how cruelly they killed the companions of Imam Huseyn. They
regret that they killed Imam Huseyn, because he was a good servant of God.
Another example is the description of the death scene of Imam Huseyn
and his infant ‘Ali Asgar (115-117). Semr describes how violently he treated
the corpse of Imam Huseyn, and says that Yazid’s army did not allow a sip
of water for ‘Ali Asgar or the other family of Imam Huseyn. Instead, they
kill the child with an arrow, and Semr kicks the wounded body of Imam
Huseyn.

The physical violence of the antagonists is described in formulae such
as ‘the shameless people tear you in pieces’ (ze bas in qowm bi Sarm-o
hayayand Suma ra para para minamayand) (12), T whip the prisoners’
(mizanam ba taziyana) (24), while their victims suffer a ‘wounded side’
(pahlii-ye ¢ak-khurda) (26) and ‘broken chest’ (sina-ye Sekasta) (26). Imam
Zeyn al-Abedin wails, ‘my father’s body is cut into pieces in the dust’ (gata
qata na%s-e babam bar zamin) (31). The exiles suffer from ‘wandering door
to door’ or ‘homeless’ (dar be dar biidan) (137), living in a ruined place (dar
kharaba tu ra gasta maskan) (139). Ruqaya says, ‘My face is bruised blue by
Semr’s slaps’ (riiyam kabid gasta az zarb-e sili-ye Semr) (139).

Both the depiction of violence and the antitheses are very much rein-
forced by patterns of repetition. Repetition could be described as the most
influential stylistic feature of the taziya texts.

Ta‘ziya Players and Devices

The taZiya players are all men. They are divided into two main groups,
protagonists and antagonists. The former perform the roles of the Imams,
their families and their followers. The latter play the role of the enemies of
Imam Huseyn’s family. The director and the audience also participate in the
performance.

In the ta’ziya performance, the director uses specific devices to distin-
guish the protagonists from antagonists. Antagonists are ugly, with harsh
voices and rude behaviour. They wear red and yellow. Antagonists are cruel
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to the protagonists, or they act the buffoon and appear ridiculous.#* They
motivate the audience to hate them. Protagonists are handsome with soft
voices. They chant when they speak, behave reasonably and are kind to their
enemies. They wear white and green, colours that reflect their virtues. In
the Qur’an, the face of the blessed on the Doomsday is said to be white,*
while green is the colour of the Prophet. In Islamic tradition, the archangel
Gabriel has two green wings and the well-Preserved Tablet (lawh-e mahfiiz,
see below, Zeynab and Imam Huseyn) is made of green emerald.* The good
and bad behaviour of the two groups is used to instruct the spectators in
the laws of religion. For instance, the antagonists are shown drinking wine,
which is forbidden in Islam.

There is a repertoire of stylized gestures and props that allude to the his-
torical setting. For instance, a player will raise his hand as a shade over his
eyes, to indicate a hot, sunny day. Circling the stage several times is used to
represent the distance between two places, and thus a change of scene, for
instance from the plain of Karbala to Damascus.

A bowl of water symbolizes the Euphrates, which the Umayyad troops
prevent Imam Huseyn and his family from reaching to drink water. A
shroud (kafan) is the symbol of death: when a player wears it, the audi-
ence knows that he will soon die as a martyr. When the shroud is spotted
with red, the player is wounded. The audience is familiar with the symbolic
meanings of the objects. They help the audience to transcend the borders of
time and space and feel like real observers of the events of Karbala.

Audience Participation in the Ta‘ziya

The role of the spectators is also important. The spectators freely show their
anger and hatred towards the antagonists by shouting at them and cursing
them, and they show sympathy for the protagonists. They follow the di-
rector’s actions, indicating when the audience members should beat their
chests or heads. The audience’s role begins with literally setting the scene
before the performance. For instance, if the taziya is to be performed in a
closed place such as the courtyard of a house or in a tekiya, the audience will
decorate the walls or carpet the ground. If the taziya is to be performed in
an open area, the audience will help the director to erect a temporary tekiya.
Some people may donate props for the performance, others will undertake
to distribute sweets or sherbet among the spectators.
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The ta’ziya spectator has a complex symbolic role. He is both mourner
for Imam Huseyn, and his enemy. On the one hand, he is mourning and
wailing for his Imam, but at the same time the spectators surround the play-
ers in a circular form, like Yazid’s army around Imam Huseyn and his fol-
lowers on the plain of Karbala. The background knowledge of the spectators
helps them to form a perfect mental image of the events of Karbala.

By actively participating in the ta’ziya, the audience bridge the emotional
gap that separates them from the real events of Karbala.*# They react like real
observers near the battlefield, who cannot help Imam Huseyn and his family.
They curse Semr and Ibn al-Sa'd. They mourn, lament, and beat their heads
and chests, showing their frustration at not being able to intervene. Chest
beating (sina-zani) is a form of physical audience participation that height-
ens the identification of the audience with the ta’ziya. First, the director beats
his chest, then the procession of mourners (or players) follows him, and then
the audience imitates them. There is a harmonic interplay between the direc-
tor, the players in the procession and the audience. Beating one’s hands over
one’s head operates similarly: the director sits and initiates this, the proces-
sion of mourners and the audiences follow his actions. It could be said that
the audience takes part in the taziya performance as amateur players.

The active participation of the audience in the ta’ziya is not limited to the
performance itself. As previously mentioned, before the performance, peo-
ple help the director to arrange the space, decorating the walls or spreading
carpets on the ground, or helping the director to erect a temporary tekiya.
They also bring objects to be used during the performance; through these
contributions they become participants. Every object related to taZziya is
acceptable.®® During the first ten days of the month of Muharram, some
people make vows to God to distribute sweets and sherbet among the spec-
tators. The audience’s eating can be seen as a symbolic re-enactment of the
family of Imam Huseyn, eating their last remaining food during the siege
and imprisonment. Those who participate in the taziya in these ways can
hope for Imam Huseyn’s intercession on Judgement Day, and to receive
God’s reward in the Hereafter.

Whether the taziya is performed in an enclosed place such as the yard
of a private house or in an open area such as a bazaar or street, the audience
stands in a circle around the ta’ziya players. Standing in this way, they repre-
sent the enemies of Imam Huseyn who surrounded him,*¢ while also repre-
senting the supporters of Imam Huseyn who wished to be present and help
him, but are unable to intervene. They show their emotions while remain-
ing completely aware that the situation is non-realistic. They draw on their
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background knowledge to enrich the image of the battle of Karbala. They
are reminded of, or learn about, religious prohibitions, beliefs and moral
virtues, and see vices embodied in the antagonists.

Zeynab in Ta‘ziya

The main focus of this study is the presentation of Zeynab, Imam Huseyn’s
sister. She was present at the battle of Karbala, as part of the household of
Imam Huseyn. After the battle, the survivors were taken to Damascus, to
the court of the Umayyad ruler Yazid. Along the way, when the captives
arrived in Kuafa, Zeynab preached a sermon and called the people of Kafa
‘infidels’ because they had invited Imam Huseyn to come, but then did not
assist him in Karbala. Zeynab preached another sermon at the court of Ya-
zid, when the ruler boasted of his ancestors and claimed that this war was
revenge for the death of his ancestors, killed by the Prophet Muhammad and
his companions. Here, Zeynab criticized Yazid as being of the same rank as
his pagan ancestors.

Zeynab’s character traits deserve a profound study, but a general out-
line of her character, beliefs and behaviour can be derived from several
examples of taziya texts compiled by Hasan Salehi Rad Darbandsari, in his
Majalis-e taziya. This is the collection used in this study. It is recent (2001),
and attracted my attention because it is a complete collection of the main
copies (sar-nuskha) used by the directors. In the various episodes in the
Majalis-e taziya, Zeynab is seen playing an effective part before and after
the battle of Karbala, so it is an appropriate example to take for this study.

In this collection, Zeynab appears as the archetype of Shiite women and
as a mirror reflecting a constellation of Shiite beliefs. For instance, she sub-
mits herself to fate and God’s decree. She talks to God in different tones
in various situations. Sometimes she complains about Yazid and his com-
manders and asks desperately for justice, at other times she describes the
situation and patiently waits for God’s decision. A Shiite learns from Zey-
nab that belief in predestination and submission to God’s decision is funda-
mental, but she also shows the concept of free will. Like other members of
Imam Huseyn’s family, Zeynab receives inspiration (elham) from the divine
source. She is aware of her fate and accepts her destiny without trying to
change it. Zeynab is the archetype of sacrificial behaviour. She sacrifices her
children to serve justice. She is also the archetype of a leader. She teaches
her community how to protest against the tyrannies of the Umayyad caliph.
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Zeynab’s role as a woman is emphasized by a crowd of women in the audi-
ence, who identify themselves with her.

The effect of Zeynab’s curses is emphasized in several episodes. For
instance, after the tenth day (Asura), Semr takes the earring of Fatima,
Imam Huseyn’s daughter, against her will. She cries and Zeynab curses
Semr, asking the earth to take him. In a moment, Semr is paralyzed, until
Zeynab asks God to forgive him. Zeynab’s spiritual power is emphasized
repeatedly. For instance, when Ibn al-Ziyad orders his soldiers to trample
the bodies of the martyrs, Zeynab sends her servant, Fezza, to bring a lion
to protect the bodies.

As an archetype of Shiite virtue, Zeynab is portrayed as a generous per-
son. When she and her family, who are treated as prisoners of war, return to
Medina, Zeynab gives her anklet to Basir, a man who helped them during
the journey. Imam Zeyn al-‘Abedin follows Zeynab’s example and gives his
turban, while Sakina, the daughter of Imam Huseyn, gives her necklace to
Basir (184).

A prominent feature of Zeynab is her role as the preserver of precious
objects that are believed to exempt the Shiites from punishment on the
Day of Judgement. These objects are two teeth of the Prophet, the bloody
turban of Imam ‘Alj, the torn liver of Imam Hasan, and the bloody robe
of Imam Huseyn. These objects are described as trusts (amanat), given to
Zeynab who, on her deathbed, gives them to her sister 'Umm al-Kultam.
These objects symbolize the Shiite devotional tradition, reminding Shiites
of injustices done by Sunnite Muslims. For instance, the bloody turban of
Imam ‘Ali reminds a Shiite Muslim of the murder of ‘Ali.

In the taziya texts, Zeynab is the saviour of the line of Shiite Imams. After
the battle of Karbala, Imam Huseyn’s son, Imam Zeyn al-Abedin, was the last
surviving member of the Prophet’s bloodline. When the prisoners were taken
to the court, and Yazid saw Zeyn al-Abedin, he ordered him to be killed.
Zeynab rescued her nephew, by telling Yazid that if he wished to kill him,
he would have to kill her as well. Yazid released Zeyn al-‘Abedin and he re-
turned to Medina with the other survivors from Imam Huseyn’s household.

In what follows, I have focused on Zeynab’s relationship with several
members of the family of the Prophet, beginning with her brother Imam
Huseyn. In the taziya texts, their relationship is portrayed in connection
with the events at Karbala. Imam Huseyn is so extremely dear to Zeynab
that she offers her two sons to him. There is always a parallel between Imam
Huseyn and his sister Zeynab. For instance, both of them were aware of their
fates at Karbala: one fragment of text describes how they share the events
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of Karbala between themselves. Imam Huseyn says that he has accepted
his fate, and that he knows what is going to happen to his family, inform-
ing Zeynab about the bodies of the martyrs, the dagger wounds, and the
shameless Yazid’s attack on the holy household. Zeynab tells Huseyn about
the events that were to follow the battle, elaborating on the enemy’s assault
on the tents and her responsibility to take care of the household. In addition
to a theological dimension concerning fate, these conversations rouse the
audience to sympathize with Imam Huseyn and Zeynab.

There is a splendid portrayal of the relation between Zeynab and Sakina,
the daughter of Imam Huseyn. Zeynab behaves like a mother, a supporter
and a protector of Sakina. Zeynab sacrifices herself to protect Sakina from
Yazid’s tyrannies. Another person who is portrayed in the ta%iya texts in
relation to Zeynab is the mother of Qasem, the wife of Imam Hasan. Her
son was killed in the battlefield. The close relation between her and Zeynab
is described briefly, but sufficiently, to show that Zeynab is a leader whose
words are accepted by Qasem’s mother.

Zeynab’s protest against the antagonists is also described. The Umayyad
caliph Yazid and his commanders Semr, Ibn al-Ziyad and Ibn al-Sa‘'d are the
most notorious enemies of the Prophet’s family. Semr killed Imam Huseyn
while he was suffering from thirst, and beat on his severed head in the pres-
ence of Zeynab and other prisoners. After the battle, Yazid ordered his army
to arrest the women and children and take them through a bazaar and to
his court, without allowing them to cover their heads with veils. The issue
of unveiling is a crucial one in Iranian history. Reza Shah (1925-1941), the
founder of Pahlavi dynasty (1925-1979), outlawed the veil (hejab) in pub-
lic in 1936, as part of a modernization plan for Iran.#” Zeynab does not
fear Yazid’s commanders, talking to them in loud voice, cursing them, and
reminding them of God’s justice.

The taziya composers have transformed several historical facts. For
instance, Sakina, the four-year-old daughter of Imam Huseyn, died dur-
ing the imprisonment, but in the ta’ziya she appears as a mature girl who is
Zeynab’s companion. In the last part, we see how the events of Karbala are
influenced by Persian concepts. For instance, Imam Huseyn has eponyms
such as ‘the headless king’ (Shah-e bi-sar) and ‘the king of Karbala (Shah-e
karbala). The term for kingship, and the ethic of kingship alluded to, draws
on the Persian monarchial tradition. In the taziya of ‘the Damascus bazaar;
Huseyn is referred to as an Shah-e ba farr - that glorious king (130), but the
‘glory’ (farr) is a specific divinely-given quality associated only with ancient
Persian kings.
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Zeynab plays an important role in modern Iranian culture. After their
conversion to Shiite Islam, Iranians elaborated on the role of Zeynab in the
context of Imam Huseyn’s martyrdom, taking her as a religious and social
example. Beliefs and virtues are represented in her behaviour. Thus, many
women follow her character as the archetype of an ideal woman. Zeynab
is particularly present in Shiite Iran during the first ten days of the month
of Muharram. Sometimes, she is remembered during the devotional ritu-
als; at other times, preachers recite an elegy for the oppressions that she
suffered. For instance, she is honoured in connection with the commemo-
ration of the martyrdom of Imam ‘Ali. She is present in everyday life and
in the hearts of Iranians. Every year, many Iranians travel to Syria to visit
Zeynab's shrine.

Notes

1 The term Imam refers to the leadership of the Shiite community after the death
of the Prophet. See “The Concept of Imama in Shiite Tradition’ in the present
study.

2 The first date is in the Islamic lunar calendar, followed by the Western calendar,
i.e. A.H./A.D.

3 A. Bulakbasi, Ta'ziya-khani, hadit-e qudsi-ye magaeb dar namayes-e @’ini, Teh-
ran: Amir kabir, 1383/2006. p. 42.

4 H.P. Schmidt, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, under Mithra, 1. Mitra in Old Indian and
Mithra in Old Iranian; W. Sundermann, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, under Mithra,
111. in Manicheism.

5 E.Yarshater, “Taziyeh and Pre-Islamic Mourning Rites in Iran, in Ta‘ziyeh: Ritual
and Drama in Iran, ed. P.J. Chelkowski, New York: New York University Press &
Soroush Press, 1979, p. 89.

6 Ibid., p. 90; J.G.J. ter Haar, ‘Taziye: Ritual Theater from Shiite Iran; pp. 160-161.
For further information on mourning rites for Siyavu$ and their connection
to death see E. Yarshater, Tranian National History, in The Cambridge History
of Iran, the Seleucid, Parthian and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3 (1), ed. E. Yarshater,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983, pp. 450-1.

7 FPor further information on A$ira see M. Ayoub, in Encyclopaedia Iranica,
under ‘Asura. For information about the 4oth day (arba‘in) after the death of
Imam Huseyn see M. Ayoub, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, under Arba‘in. Salehi
Najafabadi in his Sahid-e javid (The Eternal Martyr) discusses how Imam
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‘Asara, the Martyrdom of Imam Huseyn

A Crisis of Succession

After the death of the Prophet Muhammad (13/632) Muslims faced a major
problem in relation to leadership of their community. The Sunnis, who are
today the majority group, trace their tradition to those who denied the im-
portance of a blood relationship between the elected Imam and the Prophet.
They believed that the Imam, in the sense of the leader of the Muslims,
could be chosen by consensus (ejma‘) or acknowledged by the community.
The Shiites trace their tradition to those who believed that the Prophet had
chosen ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib" as his successor, at Gadir Khumm,? and that ‘Ali
also had a superior claim, being the cousin of the Prophet and the husband
of his daughter, Fatima.

Those of the first group, who had majority support among the power-
ful men of the Muslim community, appointed Aba Bakr. He was one of the
first companions of the Prophet to be called the “Vicar of the Messenger
of God’ (khalifa rasul Allah). After Aba Bakr two other companions of the
Prophet, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman, were selected to lead the Muslim commu-
nity. Only after them did ‘Ali assume the leadership, as the fourth caliph.
He led the Muslim community for just five years. When he was murdered
(in 41/661), the Sunnite community accepted the leadership of Mu‘awiya,
even though he was not among the first companions of the Prophet. He was
accepted for the sake of unity. Muawiya died in 680 but, before his death,
he took the oath of allegiance from several tribes to choose his son Yazid
as the caliph. Few refused to give the oath of allegiance to Yazid. Accord-
ing to the Shiites, Yazid drank wine and behaved immorally. Sunnites make
a distinction between the first four caliphs, known as the rightly guided
caliphs (rasidiin), who completely followed the Sunna, and whose just acts
and decisions have guided the community ever since, and the later caliphs
such as Mu‘awiya and Yazid who are considered mere worldly rulers. Obe-
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dience to them is justified by the importance of maintaining the internal
peace of the Muslim community.

The Shiites, however, believed in the leadership of the Muslim commu-
nity by the descendents of Imam ‘Ali. After his death, his two sons, first
Hasan and then Huseyn, were the Shiite Imams, and the Imamate was then
handed down from father to son. The elder son Hasan was deprived of the
caliphate by Muawiya and seems to have been politically inactive. It is the
life and tragic death of the second son, and third Imam, Huseyn, which is
the subject of ta’ziya.

The Martyrdom of Imam Huseyn

After the death of Muawiya in Damascus, the Shiites of Kufa wrote sev-
eral letters to Imam Huseyn, inviting him to their city to lead them. Imam
Huseyn sent his uncle Muslim Ibn al-‘Aqil Ibn Abi Talib to investigate the
situation in Kafa. Muslim Ibn al-‘Aqil took the oath of allegiance from the
people of Kifa. Then he sent a letter to Imam Huseyn confirming what
the Kufians had written. When Ibn Ziyad, the governor of Kafa, found out
about the revolt of the people of Kufa, he arrested Muslim Ibn-e ‘Aqil and
executed him. When Imam Huseyn received Muslim Ibn al-Aqil’s letter (al-
most 17 days after his death), he set out from Medina to Kafa with a small
group of followers and his household, but he never reached Kafa. The army
of Yazid surrounded them on the plain of Karbala near the Euphrates, but
blocked their access to water. ‘Umar Ibn al-Sa'd, ‘Ubaydullah’s commander,
offered two options to Imam Huseyn: to give an oath of allegiance to Yazid,
or to fight Yazid’s army. The negotiation between Imam Huseyn and the Ya-
zid’s commanders lasted nine days, during which Huseyn and his followers
suffered from thirst and hunger. Abu al-Fazl al-Abbas, the half brother of
Imam Huseyn, could not tolerate the crying of the children, and galloped to
the Euphrates several times to bring some water for them, but he was killed.?
On the tenth day of the month of Muharram in 60/680, the battle started:
it lasted one day. Imam Huseyn and his men were killed while suffering
from thirst and hunger. In ta’ziya performances, the thirst of Huseyn and
his family is elaborated to fan the audience’s emotions. To give one example,
‘Ali Asgar was Huseyn’s six-month old child, who died of thirst. When Imam
Huseyn asked for a sip of water for him, a man from the tribe of Bana ’Asad
shot an arrow at the throat of the infant and killed him.
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During the war, several warriors from Yazid’s army joined Imam Huseyn
and fought to the death. One famous taziya episode is the story of Hurr Ibn
al-Riyahi, who was Ibn al-Ziyad’s commander. He joined Imam Huseyn
during the fight.

During the battle of Karbala, all the men were killed except ‘Ali Ibn
al-Huseyn, later called Imam Zeyn al-Abedin. It is said that he was extremely
ill and could not join the fight, or that he had to live in order to guaran-
tee the line of the Shiite Imams. After the battle, the survivors from Imam
Huseyn’s household were arrested and taken to Yazid’s court in Damascus (a
distance of some 180 kilometres), along with the severed heads of the mar-
tyrs mounted on lances. According to the Shiites, Yazid treated the prison-
ers harshly, not even sparing the severed heads. He humiliated the prisoners
and even struck the lips of the severed head of Imam Huseyn with his staff.
Zeynab protested and saved the life of Zeyn al-Abedin. After several days,
during which the four-year-old daughter of Imam Huseyn died, the prison-
ers were released and returned to Medina.

The Concept of Imama in Shiite Tradition

Imami theologians taught that there must always be an Imam, designated by
the Prophet (in the case of ‘Ali) or the previous Imam. Under the leadership
of Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d.148/765), the Shiite doctrine of the Imamate crys-
tallized. The Imam’s station was raised almost to the level of prophethood,
except that the Imam did not have a Holy Book.

The Shiite Muslims later divided into several branches. Among these
are the Zaydiyya, the Imamiyya or ‘twelver’ Shiites, and the Isma‘iliyya. The
Imamiyya, the majority Shiite sect in Iran today, believe that the twelfth
Imam, a child, was supernaturally concealed after the death of the eleventh
Imam: he is still alive today and is expected to return before the end of
the world.> One of the fundamental doctrines of the Imamiyya is that the
Imam is protected from sin and error (ma‘siam). If the Imam fears for his
own safety or for that of his community, he has to practice dissimulation
(taqqiya).b

According to Shiite readings, the Quran addresses the Imam as ‘the
light of God, and his ‘witness’ (Sahed) among mankind. The Imams are the
‘vicegerents (khulafa’) of God on earth. They have the knowledge of the
Qur’an, and of the past and present. Indeed, their knowledge is the same as
the knowledge of the Prophet. The Imams are inspired by angels, although
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unlike the Prophet they cannot see the angels. For the community, disobey-
ing the Imam is equal to disobeying the prophet.”

In the taziya texts, the Imam Huseyn has the same characteristics as the
Prophet. He advises Semr, Yazid’s commander, that it would be better for
him to join Imam Huseyn. He claims to be one who reveals the secrets of
the Torah to Jewish priests; who showed Moses the path, because he sees the
manifestation of the light. Then he warns Semr of the punishment (‘azab)
that he will receive in the grave (giir) and on the day of Resurrection (10).
In the above episode, Imam Huseyn shows that his knowledge is equal to
the knowledge of the prophets. In the taziya texts, even Imam Huseyn’s
enemies regret his death. For instance, Semr says that they have shot with
an arrow a person whose heart derives inspiration from the divine source
(sandig-e ‘elm-e vahi-ye khuda) (171).

Several other characteristics are attributed to Imam Huseyn. For
instance, he is the locus of the lights of divine guidance (mazhar-e anvar-e
hedayat) (200), an intermediary between God and the people, and he
guides Shiite Muslims. Similarly, in some passages, Zeynab (25) and Batal
(the title of Fatima) (16, 34, 241) are shown as able to intercede on behalf of
the Shiite Muslims on the Day of Judgement. In the following examples we
see that Imam Huseyn sacrificed himself for the salvation of the Shiites. In
other words, he accepted that he would see his family and followers killed
and would himself be drowned in blood, for the sake of the Shiite commu-
nity. Semr, the archetype of a heartless enemy and the murderer of Imam
Huseyn, reports that when he was about to kill Imam Huseyn, the Imam
prayed to God that he would forgive the sins of the Muslims. Semr says,

be zulmha ke be janam resid khursandam

be pis-e dida buridand sar ze farzandam

reza Sudam ke be khun gutavar Savad qaddam

be sart-e an ke bebakhsi be ‘'ummat-e jaddam (174).

The tyranny I have suffered, I accept:

They severed the heads of my children before my eyes.

I am content, that my body should be drowned in blood,

On condition, that you forgive the followers of my grandfather
(Muhammad) (174).

In the ta’ziya texts, the Imam is respected by the angels. For instance, Imam
Huseyn in his childhood had such dignity that the angels around the throne
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of God salute him (79). In the scene set in the Damascus bazaar, the young
Imam Zeyn al-‘Abedin boasts about the dignity of his family before Yazid.
He says that a carpet spread in their portico is the most exalted throne, that
all who breathe (lit., all who eat) are their guests, that natural forces such as
clouds, rain and wind obey their orders. He is the heir of the King of Reli-
gion [Imam Huseyn] (127).

During her imprisonment in the ruins in Damascus, Zeynab says:

jalal-o raf at-e ma ra khuda-yealamiyan
nemiida yad be ‘ezzat be siira-ye Qur'an (144).

For honour’s sake, the Lord of the Worlds,
Has recalled our glory and dignity in a chapter in the Qur’an (144).

In the ta’ziya, Yazid too calls Imam Huseyn the beloved of the Lord of the
two worlds (‘aziz-e khas-e rabb-o al-Glameyn) (162).

Another important feature relating to the Shiite concept of leadership
(Imama) is that Shiites have to obey their Imam. When the Imam Huseyn’s
family are freed, they return to Medina. Basir is the leader of their caravan.
When they arrive near Medina, Basir says to Imam Zeyn al-Abedin,

dardhd-ye hama darman az tu
hukm hukm-e tu-vo farman az tu (182).

You are the cure for all people’s pains,
It is yours to judge, and yours to give orders (182).

Such passages remind the audience that they have to obey the Imam, and
turn to him because he heals their grief.

Martyrdom (Sahadat)

The term martyr (Sahid) literally means ‘a witness, referring to a person who
is slain in the path of God. Sahid is a Qur'anic term and a divine name. Sev-
eral verses, such as 3/140 and 4/69, emphasize the rank and dignity of mar-
tyrs in the eyes of God. According to the Qurianic statements, the Suhada are
alive (ahya). The term Sahadat (the station of a martyr) summons images of
the rewards that a Sahid receives in paradise. For instance, he is among the
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blessed, his intercession for 70 members of his family will be accepted, and
he does not suffer the torments of the grave.®

According to both Sunnite and Shiite traditions, the body of a Sahid does
not have to be ritually washed (gusl) before burial, because his martyrdom
itself has cleansed the ritual impurity of dead things. He is buried in his own
clothes, because the blood on them is a testimony to his martyrdom.® Death
in battle against infidels guarantees forgiveness and rewards from God in
the Hereafter. The martyr has sacrificed his life, but receives a higher rank
after death. In the early Islamic period, mothers whose children had been
martyred in the battlefield did not mourn and did not organize a mourning
service for them. This was also practised during the Islamic Revolution of
1979 and during the war between Iran and Iraq (1980-88).°

Imam Huseyn is called the master of the martyrs (seyed al-suhadd’): he
was killed in the battle of Karbala, fighting to preserve the religion of God.
In paradise, he is the host for the other martyrs, who are called his guests.
A person who fights in the path of God hopes to see his master after death.
In the ta’ziya texts, when Zeynab sends her two sons to the battlefield, she
states: ‘So that you may both be the guests of my Huseyn (ke hastid har du
mehman-e Huseynam)’ (24).

In the ta’ziya texts, the concept of martyrdom is central, and is vividly
depicted. The darkness of death is turned into the bright start of a new life
beside the blessed saints in paradise. Death in the path of God is a medium
through which the martyr receives grace (fayz) emanating from God. After
the death of her brother, Zeynab tells Ibn-e Ziyad that God has given an
emanation of His grace to Huseyn through the cup of martyrdom (fayz az
jam-e Sahadat be Huseyn dad khuda) (84). Martyrdom is likened to a cup
of wine: by drinking it the martyr imbibes an effusion (fayz) of grace from
God.

The eminent medieval mystic Sihab al-Din Suhrawardi (d.587/1191) pres-
ents a descending hierarchy of emanation from God, in which each entity
receives the emanation from its superior entity, which is created by God.
The lower entities are subordinate to the higher ones. The first medium of
grace is universal intellect and the lowest is man. Love connects the entities
together and it is love for the Creator that motives man to seek union with
God, who is the origin of emanation."” The Most Holy Emanation (al-fayz
al-aqdas) is a reference to those entities that were in the presence of God
before they entered the world. The Holy Emanation (al-fayz al-muqaddas)
is the manifestation of divine qualities in the world, in the form of a crea-
ture.” These creatures act as a medium between God and mankind; they
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receive the emanation of grace from God and bestow it to other creatures.
However, death in the path of God allows the martyr to receive the grace
emanating from God directly.

In the taZziya texts there is an episode in which ‘Abd al-Allah Ibn al-‘Afif,
a follower of Imam ‘Ali who had lost his eyes in the battles of Jamal and
Seffin, protests against Ibn al-Ziyad. ‘Abd al-Allah is present at the court of
Ibn al-Ziyad when the survivors of Imam Huseyn’s household are brought
in. When Ibn al-Ziyad strikes the lips and teeth of Imam Huseyn’s severed
head, ‘Abd al-Allah condemns him and Ibn al-Ziyad orders the executioner
to kill him." ‘Abd al-Allah is happy and says, “‘Why should I be frightened,
because I am to be a martyr in the path of God’ (Ce tarsi basadam zira Sahid-e
rah-e haqq gardam) (92). ‘Abd al-Allah prays to God: ‘Martyrdom is to be
my part, at the hand of the worst enemy’ (Sahddat Sud nasib-e man be dast-e
badtarin dusman) (92). Belief in the concept of martyrdom eliminates the
fear of death, and one killed by the enemy of religion will be rewarded in
the Hereafter.

Another image, one which covers the fear of death with an attractive
worldly desire, is the comparison of the martyr to a bridegroom. Marriage
is associated with joy. The ‘marriage’ of a martyr will be on the Day of Judge-
ment when he receives his reward. In the taziya, when Zeynab sends her
sons (Muhammad and ‘Awn) to the battlefield to help her brother, she says
to Muhammad, ‘T wish I could see your wedding’ (delam mikhast ta gardi
tu damad) (17). He answers, ‘My wedding will be on the Day of Judgement’
(arasiyam buvad dar riiz-e mahsar) (17). When Zeynab asks her son what
she should say to his father about their impending martyrdom, Muhammad
says, ‘Tell him that they were married at Karbala' (begit dar Karbala gastand
damad) (18). Another example is the death of Qasem, a young bridegroom
who never consummated his marriage, and who is referred to as the martyr-
groom. During the tragic events of Karbala he married Fatima, the daughter
of Imam Huseyn, at the latter’s suggestion. After the battle, Zeynab goes
to the battlefield, and when she recognizes Qasem’s dead body, she says,
‘May his marriage be blessed’” (buvad damadi-ye Qdasem mubarak) (22).
Imam Zeyn al-Abedin responds, ‘May his festive clothes be blessed’ (lebds-e
sadiy-e Qasem mubarak) (22), likening his bloodstained shroud to the fine
clothes put on for a festive occasion. Qasem’s wife, Fatima, in her loneliness
and helplessness, talks with her husband as a bridegroom just married (taza
damad): ‘T greet you, my sorrowful new groom, O! I greet you’ (as-salam ey
taza-damad-e gaminam as-salam) (103).
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The shroud (kafan) is compared to the groom’s wedding clothes (lebas-e
damadi). When Zeynab sends her two sons to the battlefield, she first pre-
pares their shrouds, saying:

kafan az bahr-e teflanam buridam
vali rakht-e ‘arusi bad inha
kafan rakht-e ‘arusi gast hala (15).

I am making shrouds for my children,
but these were to be their wedding clothes:
Now the shroud is a wedding dress (15).

Another image of the martyr is as a ‘rose all in petals’ (gul-e parpar), refer-
ring to a rose that has been torn apart, petal by petal. When Zeynab rec-
ognizes her brother in the battlefield among the dead bodies, she says, ‘I
guess this scattered rose is Huseyn’ (gamanam in gul-e par par Huseyn ast)
(22). The metaphor of a rose whose petals are torn apart is a fitting image,
emphasizing how the bodies of Huseyn and his followers were cut to pieces.
The image was widely used for soldiers killed in the Iran-Iraq war (1980-
88). For instance, this exclamation was used, ‘From where is this torn rose
coming? / It is returning from Karb-o-bala’ (in gul-e par par ze kuja amada/
az safar-e karb-o bala amada). War cemeteries were named the flower gar-
dens of the martyrs (gulzdr-e suhada).
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Eschatology

Islamic Eschatology

The events that precede the Last Day (yawm al-akher) are an important
theme in the Qur’an. The Last Day is indicated with terms such as ‘the day of
resurrection’ (yawm al-giyama) and ‘the day of judgement’ (yawm al-din).!
Several verses warn people of the day of resurrection: a day that is already
specified but is not known to men, including the Prophet. God is the only
one who knows it. However, the Qur’an refers to several natural apocalyptic
signs as preludes of the Last Day. For example:

When the sun will be darkened, when the stars will be thrown down,
when the mountains will be set moving, when the ten-month pregnant
camels will be neglected [...] then will a soul know what it has produced
(81/1-14).2

These are among several cosmic events that, according to the traditional
account, will follow the first blast of the trumpet on the Last Day. Upon
the first blast of the trumpet, all creatures will die and on the second blast
all creatures will rise. All of them, including humans, jinn and animals
will gather (hasr). This is the time when each man’s deeds will be counted
(hesab). Each man receives the book that records his deeds and decisions
in the physical world. People who acted morally will be given their book in
their right hand, while those who acted immorally will be given their book
in their left hand.? In other words, man is responsible for his deeds and deci-
sions in this world and will be judged or ‘weighed’ (mizan) by God on the
Last Day. The physical world is the place of action and the Hereafter is the
place of recompense for actions.* Those who performed good deeds will
enter paradise (behest). Belief in the Last Day is, with belief in God and his
Messengers, one of the most important actions we can perform.
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The abode of the evil-doers is hell (jahannam). The kafar, the people
who do not believe in God and the Last Day and who do not submit to the
religion of God, will fall into hell. On the Last Day, the evil-doers repent
and ask God for the chance to return to the world and perform good deeds.
According to the Qur’an, the evil-doers have to pass along a path (al-sirat)
(Q.37/23-24), which, for people who do not have faith and have not per-
formed good deeds, will be a bridge sharper than a sword and thinner than
a hair’

People whose final place is hell are characterized as those who believe
neither in God, nor in the Hereafter, who stray from the path of religion.
In the Qur’an, hell has names such as jahannam (the purgatorial hell for
the Muslims), laza (blazing fire for Christians), al-hutamah (the intense
fire for the Jews), sa‘ir (a flaming fire for Sabians), saqar (a scorching fire
for Zoroastrians), al-jahim (a huge hot for idolators) and hawiya (bottom-
less pit for the hypocrites).® On the Last Day, sinners fall into the fire; they
drink from the tree of Zaqqam’ (Q.37/42-3), they suffer tortures such as
drinking fiercely boiling water (Q.55/44), and are bound together in chains.
When the evil-doers enter hell, a voice says: ‘Seize him and drag him into
the depths of the chastisement of jahannam, then pour out boiling water
over his head’ (Q.11/109).% Such images of apocalyptic upheavals, an exact-
ing judgement and terrible punishment, are far from reassuring, but a mar-
tyr (Sahid) in the cause of Islam is assured of entering paradise. They ‘will
rejoice in God’s bounty and blessing.® The Qur’an attributes several charac-
teristics to the dwellers of paradise: they have believed in God and observed
the religious laws, done good deeds such as feeding the poor and orphans,
and have helped others for the sake of God. They receive their rewards in
paradise, a garden where there is no bitter cold and where rivers of water,
milk, wine and honey flow. The inhabitants of paradise may drink freely
from the rivers. They are adorned with gold and clothed with fine silk robes,
and black-eyed beautiful virgins (huris) serve them.”®

Another important feature of Qur’anic eschatology is the concept of
intercession (Sefaat). In general, God is shown warning that no-one can
protect sinners from punishment: they are all responsible for their deeds
and acts. But there are several exceptions to this: some beings, such as angels
(Q.53/26), true witnesses (Q.43/86), and those who have made a covenant
with God (Q.19/87) are allowed to intercede. The Qur’an contains no direct
reference to the intercession of the Prophet Muhammad, but this role is
given to him by tradition.”
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Eschatology in the Ta‘ziya Texts

The taziya texts use several Persian and Arabic synonyms for the Last Day
(akherat), such as mahsar (a place of assembly, the day of judgement), riiz-e
aragat (the day of presence in the Court), riiz-e baz-pasin (the day that one
brings back what he earns in the physical world, Hereafter), rastakhiz (the
day of resurrection), riiz-e hesab (the day of counting ‘judgement’), riiz-e
jaza (the day of punishment), giyamat (the day of resurrection), and riiz-e
nasiir (the day of resurrection). The mentioned terms indicate a heightened
sensitivity to the Last Day, which overshadows the present action. They re-
mind the audience that evil-doers will be punished in the Hereafter. On the
Last Day their apologies will not be accepted and they cannot delay their
punishment. Yet, the grace of God might help the evil-doers. For instance, in
the ta'ziya of Yazid’s Penitence (taziya pasiman sudan-e Yazid), Yazid’s wife
Hendeh tells him that God may have mercy on him (168). The mercy of God
is conditional: if Yazid repents and apologizes to Imam Zeyn al-Abedin, and
if the Imam accepts his apology, God will show mercy. She says,

ey Yazid biya tark-e riisiyahi kun

be nazd-e hazrat-e Sajjad" ‘uzrkhahi kun [...]
ke balka ¢are-ye dard-e tu gardad ey bi-din
khuday rahm kunad bar tu riiz-e bazpasin (168).

O! Yazid, cease blackening your own face

Apologize before his holiness, the one who bows in prayer, Imam
Perhaps this will cure your pain, O godless one,

God will show mercy to you on the Last Day (168).

Paradise and hell are important features of the ta’ziya texts. They emphasize
the concept of hell to highlight the punishments that the Umayyad caliph
and his army will suffer. Terms such as diizakh and saqar refer to the hell
where unbelievers are to be punished. The sin of infidelity (kufr) is asso-
ciated with the main antagonists: Yazid and his commanders’ Semr, Ibn
al-Ziyad and Ibn al-Sa‘'d. Their army is also called the infidel army (sepah-e
kufr) (63, 89,102, 170). Not only the audience, but also the antagonists know
they will be punished. Ibn al-Ziyad, for example, tells his servants that his
oppression of the household of Imam Huseyn is a deed that will be counted
on the threshold of hell (diizakh):
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ey khademan-e dargah-e diizakh taraz-e ma (75).
O my servants! Our deeds will be counted on the threshold of hell (75).

In the taziya texts the Prophet and his daughter Fatima will, on the Last
Day, question the antagonists about their unjust behaviour towards Imam
Huseyn and his household. In one episode, the tyrant Ibn al-Ziyad orders
that Mukhtar, who is one of the Shiites imprisoned for his faithfulness to
Imam Huseyn, should be brought to the court. When Mukhtar enters the
court and sees the condition of the Imam Huseyn’s family and followers
there, he damns Ibn al-Ziyad and warns him that on the Last Day he will
answer to God, the Prophet and Fatima. He states,

be heyratam ke javab-e khuda ¢e migiii
javab-e hazrat-e kheyr-o nessa’ ée migiti*
javab-e jadd-e kebaras be sahna-ye mahsar
Cegiin-e midahi ey faseq-e ze sag kamtar? (78)

I have no idea what you will say in answer to God

What will you answer to Fatima, the embodiment of virtue and feminity?
What will you answer to Muhammad at the last judgement?

O libertine, less than a dog, how will you answer? (78)

In the ta’ziya texts the most common torture that the antagonists will suffer
in hell is falling into the fire. For example, in the taziya ‘entering the place
of execution’ (majles-e ta‘ziya vurid-e be qatlgah), Zeynab damns Semr and
prays to God:

elahi dar saqar i1 ra besiizan
ke gardad ba'et-e marg-e yatiman (25).

O! God, burn him in hell
Because he is the cause of the death of orphans (25).

Zeynab believes that the fire of hell is not enough for the punishment of
Semr. She states,

danam az naleha-ye atasbar
atas-e diizakh ektefa nakunad (106).
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Because of flaming lamentations, I know
That the fire of hell is not enough [for your punishment] (106).

Another feature of the punishment of unbelievers and oppressors in hell
is dragging them to the lowest level (darakat). The evil-doers who fall into
hell will be deprived of the mercy of God. He damns (la‘) them constantly
for eternity. In one episode, Yazid sees the Prophet in a dream, ordering the
archangel Gabriel to pull him (Yazid) to the lowest level. Gabriel then orders
the angel of hell (malak-e diizakh) to take him down (157-158).

The Ta‘ziya Texts

The taziya texts are composed in verse, in simple language that is close to
the language of ordinary people. The composers do not use many literary
figures, difficult expressions and allusions. Therefore, the texts are under-
standable for all walks of life. Taziya is written to be performed, not to
be read silently."* The manuscripts of the texts of taziya were recorded in
the pamphlet (daftar). Humayuni quotes the historian Muhammad Muhit
Tabataba’i (d.1988) who saw a dated text that had survived from the Safavid
period (1501-1722) and the date was mentioned twice in a single page. Such
information is valuable, offering us insights into the way texts interacted
with oral performative traditions such as Ta’ziya. Humayuni refers to a man-
uscript entitled ‘jung-e taziya’ (A Collection of TaZiya), which has a table
of contents that contains useful information about the manuscript, such as
the names of players and the instruments that are needed for taziya perfor-
mance.”> Humaytni informs the reader that the first collection of taziya was
published in 1332/1953, entitled Sargodhast-e miisiqi-ye Iran (the Narrative of
the Music of Iran) by Rah Allah Khaleqi.'s The ta‘ziya metre changes, and
there are sections without metre, according to the needs of the subject mat-
ter, the specific message intended for the audience or the emotional effect
that is sought. Taziya composers are mostly anonymous, because they seek
no worldly reward; they just want to gain ‘celestial merit” If a composer
wishes to mention his name, he places it at the end of the script in a very
modest way. Most taziya composers have written several parts of a taziya
and completed their works using the poems written by classical Persian po-
ets. Several authors have produced taziya by bringing together a collection
of taziya poems. For instance, the Rawzat al-Suhadd (the Garden of Martyrs)
by Huseyn Wa'iz Kasifi has been used.®
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Tracing the authors of ta’ziya is very difficult because, on the whole, they
remain anonymous and so searching for the place of their birth or uncover-
ing something about the way they lived is almost impossible.”

Each ta’ziya has several manuscripts (nuskha). The term nuskha is com-
monly used for medieval literary manuscripts, but here the term conveys
two meanings. Firstly, it refers to the copies that each player takes to read
his role. The nuskha is a long narrow paper, usually 10 cm wide and of vary-
ing length. Secondly, the term is used for the main copy (nuskha-ye asli or
sar-nuskha), a scroll that the taziya director or taziya gardan assembles,
to coordinate the copies of individual players. It shows the prompts of the
players and a few words of the text of each speech. The director uses this to
guide the players, by pointing to the player who is to speak or act.>® He uses
gestures to direct their performance. This requires a close relationship and
understanding between the taziya director and each player.

There are about a hundred episodes dealt with in the taziya plays,
according to Humayani.* The number attests to the popularity of taziya
in Iran. The subject matter of most taziyas is the martyrdom of Imam
Huseyn himself, but other parts of the Karbala cycle are also portrayed
and, more rarely, other Shiite topics. In the Karbala cycle, there is a taziya
for Hurr al-Riyahi, Ibn al-Ziyad’s commander who joins Imam Huseyn
during the battle. There is another taziya for ‘the Sons of Muslim ibn al-
‘Aqil, Imam Huseyn’s cousin and the husband of his sister Rugeya. Muslim
ibn al-‘Aqil is killed at Kafa and, after his death, Hareth, who serves Yazid,
arrests his sons and kills them. The taziya on the death of Qasem is one
of the most popular. He is the nephew of Imam Huseyn. Qasem marries
Imam Huseyn’s daughter Fatima at Karbala, with the Imam’s permission.
The marriage is never consummated because Qasem goes to battle and is
killed. Among the other taziyas in the Karbala cycle are ‘the Martyrdom
of Zeynab’s Sons, ‘the Death of her Holiness Zeynab), and ‘the Rebellion
of Mukhtar’ Among the other Shiite devotional taZziyas are those on ‘the
Martyrdom of his Holiness ‘Ali’ (the first Imam, murdered by Ibn al-Mul-
jam in 661), ‘the Death of the Prophet; and ‘the Monastery of Sirin, also
known as the ta%ziya on ‘the Monastery of the Monk’ or ‘the Monastery
of the Foreigners. Sirin was a faithful servant of Zeynab. After the bat-
tle, the people of Imam Huseyn’s household were imprisoned and taken
from town to town. They arrived, hungry and thirsty, at a monastery. Sirin
entered the monastery and asked for food and water. The Christian priest,
whom Jesus had warned about the events of Karbala in a dream, converts
to Islam and marries Sirin.?> The ta‘ziya known as ‘the Throne of Solomon’
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or ‘the Throne of Belgeys’ recounts the marriage of the Prophet Solomon
and Belqgeys, Queen of Sheba.

Time and Setting as the Background of the Events

Time and setting are two important elements in the taziya texts. Time as a
narrative element does not refer to the actual time that the event occurred.
The narrator repeats the events and refers to them constantly in order to
construct the time of a narration.”® The actual date of the event of Karbala
is the year 60/680 and the negotiation between Imam Huseyn and the com-
manders of Yazid lasted nine days, from the first to the ninth of Muharram.
Imam Huseyn would not acknowledge the legitimacy of Yazid as Umayyad
caliph, so, on the tenth of Muharram they started to fight, and the battle
lasted one day. The events of the last day (tenth of Muharram), and of the
night before it, are presented as taking place over a very long period. The
taziya composers have employed references to time and setting to intensify
their portrayal of the events.

Time and setting motivate the emotions of the spectators. They allow
the audience to imagine themselves under the same conditions that Imam
Huseyn and his family were facing. For instance, Zeynab says to the audi-
ence, ‘O Muslims! Last night Huseyn did not sleep because he was guarding
me, he walked around the tents to protect his family’ (9). The image is very
close to the audience: it is how they would act if their children were in dan-
ger. Another image that elicits an emotional response from the audience is
the loneliness of Imam Huseyn on the battlefield. Zeynab’s son ‘Awn says to
his brother that Huseyn’s army has now gone, he and Zeynab are facing the
enemy alone (10). The image encourages the audience to sympathize with
Imam Huseyn, even if the assistance they can offer is restricted to raising
their voices.

The actual setting of the event of ‘A$ara is the plain of Karbala. The
taziya composers employ this in order to elaborate the contrast between
the protagonists and antagonists. The close relationship between the setting
and the players is a matter of great importance. In other words, the setting
leads the characters to behave in a certain manner.>* Constant reference to
the plain of Karbala causes an antithetical sense in the audience. Certain
settings are loaded with emotional significance. The battlefield is not only
the place of the protagonists’ heroism in battle; it is where the heads of the
dead are put on lances (55), and their bodies are trampled by the horses of
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the enemy (25). The focus of light and dark in one setting intensifies the
hatred of the audience for the Umayyad caliph and his commanders.

The Theme of Day

In the ta’ziya, day is the time to assist Huseyn in the battlefield. For in-
stance, when Zeynab notices that her brother is alone on the battlefield,
she sends her two young sons to assist him. She says, “Today is the time
for the one who holds the stirrup’ (kuniin vaqt-e jelowdari-st emriiz) (15),
meaning, it is time for the lesser characters to act. Then, she adds, ‘Today
is the day to assist’ (ke hengam-e madad-karist emriiz) (15). ‘Day’ in these
expressions does not refer to the day of the battle alone; it conveys a gen-
eral attitude, reminding both the followers of Huseyn (and the audience)
to assist him. The repetition of the word ‘today’ (emriiz) emphasizes the ur-
gency of the fight against injustice. In the taziya texts, ‘day’ is a time when
the tyrannies and oppressions of Imam Huseyn’s enemy are seen. On the
day of the battle, Imam Huseyn asks Ibn-e Sa'd whether he will fight against
the Imam or not. He answers, ‘Yes: today I will fight with him with malice’
(9). Terms such as today (emriiz) and yesterday (diriiz) refer to the chain
of events that show the unjust behaviour of the Umayyad caliph towards
Imam Huseyn’s family.

When Rugeya, Imam Huseyn’s daughter, dies in the ruins in Damascus,
Zeynab tells Imam Zeyn al-Abedin, ‘Yesterday Ruqeya told me that there is
no one in the city of Damascus as hungry as she’ (133). The term diriiz does
not refer to an exact date. It shows that during the imprisonment period
Rugeya was always hungry.

In one episode, Zeynab remembers the time when they entered the
city of Damascus, where Ruqgeya’s hands were tied with her hair and she
was wandering around while calling her aunt. The girls of the city came
to watch her day and night (150). The time reference emphasizes Ruqeya’s
pitiful state. Another reference to ‘day’ is the moment Hendeh, Yazid’s wife,
and previously Zeynab’s slave girl, goes to the ruins where Zeynab and other
members of Huseyn’s family are imprisoned. She recognizes Zeynab and
becomes ashamed of herself. Here Zeynab says,

khus an rizi ke bird aqat, Hendeh
be nazd-e ma budy mavat Hendeh (120).
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How good was the day when he [Imam Huseyn] was your master, Hendeh
When you were settled next to me, Hendeh (120).

Again, the reference is not to an actual ‘day; but rather to the time when her
brother was alive and people honoured them as the Prophet’s family. In such
references, Zeynab misses her family’s past glory. For the Umayyad caliph
and his family, ‘day’ is the time of their unfair victory on the battlefield and
the time of their pleasure. For instance, when Hendeh goes to the ruins to
see the prisoners, it appears in the taziya texts that gloating over foreign
prisoners was an amusement in the household of Yazid. Hendeh says to her
niece, ‘O my dear! Come to see who these prisoners are’ (119).

Another aspect of the day is the times of prayer. After the battle, Sakina,
the daughter of Imam Huseyn, does not see her father at the time for noon
prayers. She remembers that her father used to hold her after the prayers
(41). The reference to the time marks how far we have gone through the day
of the battle. The afternoon is important because of the heat and thirst the
protagonists suffered.

Another episode, in which time is used significantly, relates to the dream
of a Shiite believer called ‘Abd al-Allah, who is not at Karbala. On a certain
day, he finds his heart so restless that he retires to bed. In his dream, a series
of four messengers tell of the events of Karbala and the fate of the survivors
(96). Abd al-Allah laments Huseyn’s death with his family. Their mourn-
ing is the prototype of the taziya, and the ‘true dream’ justifies the practice.

The Theme of Night

Night is another narrative element used as background and as actual time in
the ta’ziya texts. Normally associated with rest and calmness, in ta’ziya it is
the time of unease, restlessness and sorrow for Imam Huseyn’s family. Night
is used as a cover to hide the grief of the prisoners. When Zeynab dresses
her sons in their shrouds (kafan) to send them to the battlefield, she says
that she will lament (af¢gan) day and night, that she wails and cries through
the night to early morning because of separation from them (mikunam ta
subh $abha rid rid) (15). Here, night is both the real time and the objective
correlative of the emotion involved: pain is more intense at night, whether
it is the pain of losing a loved one, the pain of love or the pain of an illness.

In Shiite religious experience, the night after ‘Asura is a time for the
antagonists to perform immoral or irreligious acts. Night is a cover that
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hides wicked deeds. After the battle, at night, two men go to the battlefield
to steal the possessions of Imam Huseyn (31). They both know that their
action is irreligious and illegal, but their desire for the objects leads them to
mutilate Imam Huseyn. One of them cuts off his finger to take his ring (33).

Semr’s deceitful behaviour also takes place at night: he suggests that
Ibn al-Sa'd should send a messenger to the city of Halab and announce
the events of Karbala to the people (96). He chooses night because no one
should be aware of the secret mission of the messenger.

When night covers the world, it provides an opportunity to escape from
danger. In the taziya texts, after the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn, his Per-
sian wife Sahrbana decides to escape from their enemies, as the Imam had
wished. She tells Zeynab that they can evade the enemy if they escape at night
through the desert, or if they go to Najaf to the tomb of Heydar (the title of
Imam ‘Ali), or if they return to Medina to the tomb of the Prophet (40).

In the ta'ziya texts the night is sometimes a time of special awareness.
For instance, Musayeb, the chief of the tribe of Khaza’el, dreams that Imam
Huseyn and his followers are killed at Karbala and their heads are severed
(60). He decides to assist Imam Huseyn but, when Musayeb’s messenger
returns from Karbala, he learns that he is too late. At the same time, the
helpless family of Imam Huseyn decides to send a letter to Musayeb asking
for help (61). The antagonists also have dreams, making them aware of their
unjust behaviour and leading them to regret it. An instance is the dream that
makes Yazid ashamed of his deceitful behaviour towards Imam Huseyn’s
household. He dreams that he is sent to hell by order of the Prophet. He is
frightened, invites the prisoners to a feast, apologizes humbly to them, and
promises to punish the killer of Imam Huseyn (156-171). His dream is a jus-
tification of Imam Huseyn and his family.

Night is the time of mourning and lamentation for the prisoners. They
mourn for those killed at Karbala. In the ta%ziya texts, Dorra Sadaf is a war-
rior who fights, with her companions, against the enemies of Imam Huseyn’s
family to release the prisoners. Zeynab tells her that this is the night of mourn-
ing for the exiles killed at Karbala (emsab sab-e aza-ye gariban-e Karbalda-st)
(108). Among Shiites, the third night after ‘A$ara is called the night of the
strangers (Sam-e gariban). On this night, people perform the mourning rites
and walk in the streets, holding lighted candles. It is a symbolic re-enactment
of the wandering of Imam Huseyn’s family in the desert.

The absolute darkness of the night is a symbol of the loneliness and help-
lessness of Imam Huseyn’s family. For instance, when Ruqaya, the daughter
of Imam Huseyn, dies in the ruins of Sam, Zeynab says,
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na Sam*o na ¢erag-o na yari-yo hamdami
niri namanda dar $ab-e taram khuda khuda (133).

O! God there is no candle, no lantern, no assistant or companion
O! God, O God, there is no light in my dark night (133).

For those not suffering pain, night appears with all its beauties. The moon
shines and stars glitter. An instance is the daughter of Yazid: she is oblivi-
ous to realities, so for her the night is another reason for happiness and
cheerfulness. She says, ‘this is a very nice night, and asks minstrels to play
to increase the sorrow in the heart of the prisoners (139).

Settings in Taziya

Setting is another narrative element that is skillfully used in the taziya texts.
Karbala is the actual site of the historical battle. Afterwards, the prisoners
were marched through the desert, and passed through the city of Kafa on
the way to Damascus. They were imprisoned in a ruined mosque - an obvi-
ous sign of the corruption of government and society — and presented at the
court of Yazid. After some days, they returned to Medina. The composers
of the taziya texts used these actual places to show the innocence and the
legitimacy of Imam Huseyn and his family and the unjust and cruel behav-
iour of the Umayyad caliph.

The desert (biyaban) is the authentic setting of the events of Karbala,
scene of the battle between Yazid and Imam Huseyn. In classical Persian
literature, the lover is often portrayed wandering bewildered in the desert
to find the beloved. In the taziya texts, Imam Huseyn and his fellow men
were killed in the desert, their severed heads were placed on lances and the
army of the enemy trampled their bodies. The afflictions and hardships
that the prisoners suffer are portrayed against the vivid background of the
desert. It is in the desert that the families of Imam Huseyn and his sisters
are arrested; they are marched through the desert mounted bare backed on
camels, and they suffer from thirst and hunger. The women are unveiled
and the enemies whip them. Two children of Imam Huseyn, Raziya and
Marziyya, are lost in the desert and their bodies are later found. Zeynab
buries them (21-25). The desert is the background for the bewildered wan-
derings of Sahrbanii, Imam Huseyn’s Iranian wife and daughter of Yazdg-
erd 111 (r. 632-651). Imam Huseyn had told her that, if he died, she should
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not stay. So, after the battle, Sahrbanit mounts Imam Huseyn’s horse and
escapes to the desert. Along the way she meets her brother ‘Abd al-Allah,
who has come to assist Imam Huseyn but is too late. There is someone who
follows Sahrbani as she goes: it is the soul of Imam Huseyn who comes to
assist and protect her from the enemy (43-50).

Another setting is the court of Yazid, where the prisoners were taken
after the battle. Two major features are mentioned repeatedly. Firstly, at the
court, the severed heads of the dead mounted on lances are presented to
Yazid. He strikes the severed head of Imam Huseyn and pours wine on
his lips, while he is mocking him (77, 127). Secondly, at the court, the pris-
oners are presented to the king in chains and without their headscarves
(119-120). Yazid and his men constantly dishonour and threaten them. For
instance, Yazid orders the executioner to kill Imam Zeyn al-Abedin because
he protested strongly when the lips of the severed head of Imam Huseyn
were struck (127-128). The court is the place where Zeynab protests against
Yazid and his cruel behaviour towards the family of the Prophet. She threat-
ens him that he will be punished in the Hereafter (82). It can be said that
the court of Yazid is a portrayal of two opposites: good and evil, black and
white, justice and injustice.

The ruins (kharaba) in the city of Damascus where the prisoners were
imprisoned form the backdrop for many episodes. The term ‘ruins’ in the
Persian language implies a roofless, uninhabited place. In the taziya texts,
the ruins are roofless and do not have a door. The setting of the ruins high-
lights the afflictions and tortures that the family of the Prophet, including
the sisters of Imam Huseyn, suffer there. They do not have basic facilities.
They sleep in the dust and their pillows are bricks. They are humiliated by
Yazid’s men. At times, people come to watch them. The pains and sorrows
that they have suffered are mingled with the unpleasant place where they
are now held. Yazid puts them in a ruin to humiliate them. The prisoners
suffer not only from the deaths of their loved ones and their own imprison-
ment, but also from the cruel behaviour of the Umayyad caliph and his men.
For instance, Yazid orders Semr to take the head of Imam Huseyn to the
ruins and show it to his family (132). When Zeynab sees the head of Imam
Huseyn, she mourns and laments for him. She says,

dar in kharaba-ye bi-saqf-u bi-dar amada-i baradar, baradar
magar ke pay nabuidat ke ba sar amada-i baradar, baradar (132).

O Brother, O Brother, you have come to this ruin without roof,
without door,
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O Brother, O Brother, did you have no foot, that you come with a head
(132).

Rugeya, Imam Huseyn’s daughter, appears in several episodes. She is among
the captives who are imprisoned in the ruins. She is a child who constantly
complains to her aunt, Zeynab, about their desperate situation. She says,

our father is dead, we do not have a house to live in, no one is as hungry
as we are, we have to dress in old rugs and clothes, our enemies slap us
and the people of Kufa beat us with sticks and stones (138-139).

Rugeya dies in the ruins and Yazid sends a camel litter for her, but Zeynab
does not accept it (151). Their imprisonment in the ruins in Damascus is a
time of grief and affliction, with no one to assist them or sympathize with
them.

The prisoners constantly complain about the pain of their exile (gurbat)
in the city of Damascus. The word gurbat (discussed above in oral tradi-
tion in ta'ziya texts) refers to the condition of being far removed: it is used
for aliens and travellers, but also for social outsiders, for the wretched. It
characterizes both the setting of the painful deaths of Imam Huseyn and
his men at Karbala, and the unpleasant situation of the prisoners. When
the prisoners address Imam Huseyn they refer to his wretchedness ($urbat)
and his loneliness (biyavari) on the battlefield. For instance, Imam Zeyn
al-‘Abedin constantly says, ‘Father, my martyr! My exiled father! (Sahidam
baba garibam baba) (51). The association of not-belonging with the death
of Imam Huseyn makes it an especially painful and sorrowful event. His
gurbat reminds the audience that he was killed as an innocent, with no
one to assist him or his family. The prisoners in the ruins, also in a state of
gurbat, can do nothing but mourn. In one episode, Imam Zeyn al-‘Abedin
asks his family to gather around him to mourn for the dead of Karbala,
using the less abstract adjective garib six times. He says,

bolbol garib-o nala garib-o caman garib
Zeynab garib-o Sahr garib-o vatan garib (119).

The nightingale is a stranger, lamentation is foreign, the meadow is not
here
Zeynab is an exile, the city is alien, our motherland is far away (119).
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Doctrines and Philosophy in Ta‘ziya

In modern Iran, the doctrines embodied in the taziya are usually deduced
from the words of Imam Huseyn and his family. Two of the most recurring
concepts in taziya are predestination (qadar) and free will (ekhtiyar). The
concept of fate is crucial in the taziya text because Imam Huseyn submitted
himself to God’s decree. God’s decision for man is best for him, although
man does not understand the reasons for it. The idea is developed in several
other theological concepts such as one’s allotted portion of destiny (nasib)
and the moment of death (ajal). The former refers to the God’s decision for
each individual based on his aptitude (estedad). The latter denotes both one
persons term of life and ‘the appointed duration of the world’* An associ-
ated motif, drawn from Persian poetry, is represented by terms such as the
‘sphere’ (falak, sepehr), ‘sky’ (aseman), and ‘wheel’ (¢arkh). The connota-
tion of these is that the life of each individual is influenced by the heavenly
bodies.> In more theological terms, the ‘sphere’ is explained as a medium
through which God’s decree is transmitted to the individual. The ‘sphere’
(falak) is said to be responsible for taking the caliphate from the descen-
dants of the Prophet, and for the death of Imam Huseyn and the afflic-
tions that his family suffered. In the ta’ziya texts, the protagonists complain
about the oppressions and tyranny that the sphere has imposed on them.
For instance, Zeynab says,

ey falak zulm-e tu ta cand rava bar Zeynab (137).
O Sphere! How far you are going in oppressing Zeynab (137).

In one episode, Zeynab expresses her acceptance of the sphere’s action. It
is before the battle begins, when Imam Huseyn puts his head on her lap for
the last time and sleeps. Zeynab says,

be zaniiyam baradar sar nahada
be farq-e man falak afsar nahada (8).
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My brother has put his head on my knee
The sphere puts a crown on my head (8).

The wheel (carkh) is another agent of heaven, responsible for the hardships
that Imam Huseyn’s family suffer. The new bride, Fatima, condemns ¢arkh
for its deceitful behaviour in causing the death of her husband Qasem. She
says, ‘Who in the world widows a new bride / O deceitful wheel! / I pray that
you will be turned upside down’ (39).

The concept of free will (ekhtiydr) is another doctrinal element in faziya.
Ekhtiyar literally means ‘choice, and ‘the power of choice As we can see
from the discussion of fate and destiny above, its affirmation is somewhat
ambivalent. On the one hand, it is said that there is no ‘ekhtiyar except for
God’# On the other hand, one has the choice to recognize what is good. For
the Shiite, the best choice is ‘the matter between two matters’; that is, the
middle way.’ In the taZiya story, Imam Huseyn was free to choose between
giving his oath of allegiance to Yazid, or fighting his army. If he had chosen
the first, he could save his life and the life of his family and followers, while
the second way led to death. Here, there is no middle way: the option of
turning back to avoid the confrontation was also excluded. According to the
History of al-Tabari, the cavalry stopped him in Karbala:

Al-Huseyn appealed to them before God and Islam to let him go to the
Commander of the Faithful. Then he would put his hand in his hand.
They said ‘No, there is nothing else for you to do but submit to the au-
thority of Ibn Ziyad.®

However they rejected this possibility. Therefore, Imam Huseyn, having
two choices (life and death), chose death. For him, death was the path of
salvation. When Imam Huseyn was preparing to go to Kifa, many people
had warned him of the infidelity of the people of Kafa, but he had accepted
God’s will.”

Another doctrinal element in ta%ziya is the Shiite concept of salvation.
Imam Huseyn is martyred for the salvation of the Shiite community. He
chooses death for the sake of the forgiveness of his followers’ sins. From
the faziya, the audience learns that Imam Huseyn prayed on his deathbed
for the salvation of his people (ummat). In the Majales-e taziya, Semr, the
murderer of Imam Huseyn says,®
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mikard ba tazaru‘-u ba gerya in du@
bakhsa gunah-e ‘'ummat-e man ra tu ey khuda (117).

Crying and lamenting, he prayed this prayer:
O God! Forgive the sins of my people (117).

The audience participate in the taziya ritual to ‘renew their commitment
to a religious and ideological order; according to Humayuni.® The taZziya
reinforces religious commandments, and reminds the audience of religious
prohibitions. They learn that the Umayyad caliph and his commanders
respected neither Imam Huseyn, the grandson of the Prophet, nor religious
law. There is a parallel here; a person today who does not respect the family
of the Prophet will also not obey the religious law. For instance, according
to the traditions and Quranic verses, drinking wine is forbidden for Mus-
lims. In the ta’ziya, the prohibition is presented in the behaviour of Yazid,
Ibn al-Ziyad and other antagonists. They are not just wine drinkers but also
the archetype of an unfaithful person and enemy of Imam Huseyn’s family.
In the taziya on ‘the bazaar of Damascus’ (majlis-e taziya bazar-e Sam),°
when Yazid talks with the severed head of Imam Huseyn, he says,

ey Shah-e tesna-kam buvad riiz-e ‘eys-e ma
labhay-e khusk-e khis tu tar ba Sarab kun
Shaha biya Sarab berizam be siiratat

ey seyed-e najib ze mey ejtenab kun [...] (127).

O thirsting King! Taste this, the day of our pleasure
Wet your dry lips with wine

O King! Come, so that I may pour wine on your face
O noble Seyed, abstain from wine... (127).

As he says this to the severed head of Imam Huseyn, the performer pours
wine over the head; a hateful image that motivates Shiites to abstain from
wine.

Protecting the ‘right of an orphan’ is another law of religion that the
ta‘ziya players wish to reinforce in the audience. They learn it from the con-
trary behaviour of the antagonists. For instance, after the battle of Karbala,
Semr, Yazid’s commander, behaves harshly to the children of Imam Huseyn.
He slaps them and dishonours them. The spectators who have these con-
cepts in mind, and hatred for the enemies of Imam Huseyn in their hearts,
tind these concepts figured externally in the ta’ziya.
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The Legitimacy of Ta‘ziya

In its traditional form, there are two types of ta%ziya performance. In the
first, it is performed by professional players. In this case, the taziya is the
heritage of a family that has brought up their children to perform it. In the
second, the taziya is performed by non-professional or semi-professional
players. Normally, the ta’ziya director chooses a company of players from
among the common people. They prepare an arena in which the spectators
can show their emotions and their commiseration with the martyrdom of
Imam Huseyn."

The ta%ziya players are chosen from among the ordinary people, with
daily occupations. They grow to symbolize the real martyrs and prisoners of
the plain of Karbala.” The players are divided into two groups, protagonists
and antagonists. The former are the family and the companions of Imam
Huseyn, who fight against the enemy to preserve their religion. The latter
are the enemies of Imam Huseyn, and of his men and his household, ene-
mies who fight for power or have submitted to an unjust worldly authority.
These two groups are good and bad, black and white. But in some cases, the
bad undergo a transformation of character on the battlefield. For instance,
Hurr, Ibn al-Ziyad’s commander, turns to Huseyn and will not fight against
him."

The very practice of taziya raises some doctrinal issues. Is it permissible
for a player to pretend to be one of the holy figures? Is it permissible to imi-
tate the antagonists? These questions have been discussed at least since the
eleventh century. The key term here is tasabuh, ‘imitation, used in a nega-
tive sense in the context of the very well-known prophetic tradition (hadit),
‘whoever makes himself resemble a group is in the category of that group4
The hadit was originally used to condemn the imitation of Jewish or Chris-
tian devotional practices, but it could also appear to pose a difficulty for
taziya players, and particularly those playing the antagonists. Abu al-Qasem
Mahmud Ibn ‘Umar Zamakhsari (1074-1143), a famous theologian, wrote a
justification of the rituals of the month of Muharram called Bazaars of Gold
Presenting Preaching and Sermon. Zamakhs$ari employs another hadit: ‘one
who makes people weep for the martyrs is among the virtuous’ The antago-
nist, who causes the audience to weep for Imam Huseyn, is therefore doing
a good deed. This application of the ‘imitation’ hadit to the audience also
supported the practice of Magqtal-khani, in which an audience is moved
to tears by the reading of elegies to the martyrs. The elegies for Magtal-
khani became a genre in themselves. Abul al-Mu’ayed Muwaffaq Kharazmi
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(d.1172-73), a pupil of Zamakhsari, wrote an epic based on traditions con-
cerning the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn. More than three centuries later,
Wa'iz Kasefi (d.1504-5) wrote his Rawzat al-suhada (The Garden of Mar-
tyrs), which was discussed above (in the section on Late Medieval and Mod-
ern Taziya). Rawzat al-Suhada had a lasting influence in Iran, expanding its
effects to a religious ritual called rawza-khani.

The imitation of Imam Huseyn and the other members of the Proph-
et’s family could be exempted from the generally negative connotation of
tasabuh: these players are following the Imams, not making themselves
resemble non-Muslims (the sense in which tasabuh was forbidden). While
the protagonists ‘imitate’ the Imams and their families, they always distin-
guish themselves from them: to pretend to be an Imam would be a blas-
phemy. The term used for this imitation, which is not condemned, is tamat-
tul, making a metaphor. The ta‘ziya is conceived to be portraying the event
of Karbala, not reproducing it. Whether a ta%ziya player plays the role of a
protagonist or an antagonist, he separates himself from the real character. It
is very natural for a ta’ziya player to read directly from the text (nuskha), or
to drink tea or water during the performance.” Such behaviour is not unex-
pected for the audience; it shows that the players are distinct from those
they portray.
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Zeynab in the Passion Play

Zeynab is the third child of ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib and Fatima, the Prophet’s
daughter. Zeynab was born in Medina. Sources on her childhood are mea-
gre. She married her cousin, ‘Abd al-Allah Ibn al-Ja'far Tayyar. Although he
was a wealthy man, it is said that he led a modest life, devoting most of his
wealth to charity. They had four sons —‘Ali, ‘Awn, Muhammad, ‘Abbas and
one daughter, 'Umm al-Kultim.'

Zeynab played an important role in the battle of Karbala. After the day
of Asira, the household of Imam Huseyn, along with his two sisters Zey-
nab and Umm al-Kultim, were taken to Damascus to the court of Yazid.
A few days later, he released them and they returned to Medina. It is said
that Zeynab did not survive for long after returning from Damascus. She
died in 682/1283. There are several different suggestions about the day of her
death: on the 11th or 21st of Jamadi ’ut-tani, the 24th of Safar, or the 16th of
Dhu’l-Hijjah.>

Veiling and its Supporters in the Ta‘ziya Texts

The term hejab derives from the Arabic root h-j-b. The Persian equivalent
is parda: a general term for an object that conceals or covers something or
someone. The term parda has different meanings in the Persian language
such as, ‘curtain, ‘musical mode; ‘respect’ and ‘secret(ly)’? The veil has var-
ious functions: sometimes it indicates the marital status of a woman. In
Mesopotamian society, the veil was a sign of a woman’s chastity, in contrast
to the prostitutes who appeared in public uncovered.* After the revelation of
Islam in 610, the significance of the veil in Arab society changed. It became
an indicator of a woman’s belief in the sacred law ($aria) of Islam, as distinct
from the dress of pagan Arabs. In that period, wearing a veil showed one€’s
belief in the Islam, but it was not a device for limiting women and secluding
them in the court, in a harem or in the house.
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The veil plays an important role in the Persian passion play. When, after
the massacre in Karbala, the family of Huseyn were arrested and taken to
the court of Yazid, Zeynab protests twice: first, in Kafa against the people
of Kafa, and a second time, at the court of Yazid. At the court, she protests
and saves the life of her nephew Imam Zeyn al-Abedin.> Zeynab appears
both with and without a veil. When her veil is forcefully removed, her char-
acter does not change. Zeynab, wearing a veil, supports Imam Huseyn and
follows him to Karbala. She shows the ultimate sacrifice when she sends
her sons to the battlefield. Her veil does not prevent her from taking part
in the battle. The veil was not a means to seclude her as a woman. Later,
Zeynab appears without a veil, protesting against injustice, embodied in the
Umayyad caliph. Without any covering, she criticizes the people of Kafa and
Yazid. She reminds Yazid of the punishment that he will suffer in the Here-
after. Appearing without a veil or headscarf (sar berahna) in the bazaar of
Damascus and at Yazid’s court was very hard for Zeynab because, as one of
the descendants of the Prophet, she would normally have been veiled in the
company of men who were not among her intimates. After the battle, when
the prisoners are being taken to the court of Yazid in Damascus, Zeynab says,

be sity-e kiifa ba mehnat ravam bi cadur-u ma‘jar
e sazam cara natvanam khudahafez khudahafez (26).

I am going to Kafa, with no veil or headscarf,
There’s no remedy for me; may God be with you, God be with you (26).

She says that as soon as she arrives there, she will tell the truth to the people
and dishonour Yazid. In the court of Yazid, Zeynab tells him,

biparda miyan-e khalgam amma
rith al-qudus ast parda dar-am (125).°

I am unveiled among the people, and yet
The Holy Spirit, like a lady’s maid, is proffering a veil (125).

From the above examples we see that Zeynab feels that it is her social and
religious duty to protest against the tyrant Yazid. When a woman unveils
herself, she is protesting against a situation.

The female audience in the taziya performance wears the veil and sup-
ports veiling. When a woman spectator sees Zeynab’s veil being forcefully
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removed by the enemy, she is expected to curse the Umayyad caliph and his
commanders such as Semr and Ibn al-Sad for their malicious behaviour.
For the audience, the veil increases the aura of chastity around Zeynab and,
by association, around other women. So the veil is accepted as a sign of
moral behaviour in public and unveiling is an evident sign of protest against
injustice. When Zeynab says that the Holy Spirit is my parda-dar, she is
expressing that her chastity is protected by it.

Zeynab as a Role Model for Iranian Women

Zeynab, presented as a chaste and brave woman who fights against injus-
tice at the side of her brother, has become a role model for Iranian women.
Before the Islamic Revolution (1978-79), she was presented as an afflicted,
oppressed woman who, in spite of restrictions, protested against the rul-
ing Umayyad caliph. During the Islamic revolution, Zeynab found a role,
for the revolutionary women of Iran, as a symbol of the resistance against
Muhammad Reza Shah (1941-1979), who was ‘compared to the tyrant Ya-
zid responsible for Huseyn’s death’” During the Islamic Revolution, women
took Zeynab as their role model when they protested against the Pahlavi
king. The difference here is the role of the veil: Reza Shah had politicized
the veil (¢adur, rasari) in 1936 by officially banning it in public.® The veil
became part of women’s protest. They would conceal themselves in the veil
as a sign of freedom of beliefs and ideas.

After the Islamic Revolution and during the war between Iran and Iraq
(1980-88), Iranian women strictly followed Zeynab as a model. They sup-
ported the soldiers both behind the battlefield and at the front line. For
Iranians, the war against Iraq was a ‘holy defence’ (defa“-e muqaddas). The
state tried to shape perceptions of the war using the tragic paradigm of
Karbala. Women going to the front went as if they were Zeynab, going to
assist Imam Huseyn at Karbala. State propaganda claimed that it was the
ancestors of the Iraqi soldiers who had killed the Shiite Imam; now Iranians
had to sacrifice themselves and their families to avenge the act.

After the Iran-Iraq war, Zeynab’s status as a model Shiite woman was
used to reinforce the wearing of hejab as a sign of chastity. An Islamic state
organization called ‘the sisters of Zeynab’ (khaharan-e Zeynab) act in public
to remind women to cover their body and head in public or in the company
of those who are not their close relatives. Women who do not cover them-
selves completely are seen as protesting against the Islamic Revolution.
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Zeynab’s Sermons

After the battle of Karbala, during the imprisonment period Zeynab preached
two sermons, one in Kifa and one in Damascus. After the battle, the army
of Ibn al-Ziyad set fire to the tents, arrested the women and children and
took them to Kufa.® Here, Zeynab preached a sermon, which is seen by the
Shiites as a new chapter in the history of Shiite belief. After praising God
and introducing herself and her family, she blames the people of Kiifa and
calls them ‘deceitful and renegade’ She warns them of God’s punishment in
the Hereafter.

She preached her second sermon in Damascus before the Umayyad
caliph Yazid. He is noted as an unbeliever and an enemy of Islam, the
Prophet and his family. Yazid says to Zeynab that the battle of Karbala is
revenge taken on the Prophet’s descendants, because the Prophet and his
companions killed Yazid’s polytheist ancestors. Zeynab criticizes Yazid, list-
ing the sins that he has committed. Citing a Shiite tradition, she says, ‘Deny-
ing the signs of Allah and ridiculing him and his Prophet is a sin’ Then she
says: ‘You [Yazid] have reached the point that you want to take revenge for
your ancestors on the children of the Prophet. So you are still at the same
stage that they [the ancestors] were, meaning that Yazid is still a pagan. She
emphasizes that whatever Yazid does to the family of the Prophet, whether
it is killing them, or arresting them and marching them through the blis-
tering desert from one town to another, cannot disgrace them. She says to
Yazid that his wrong ideas have made him proud of himself, but God says,
‘We only give them [unbelievers] time to let them increase their sins. For
them there will be a humiliating torment’ (Q.3/178). She reminds Yazid that
his ancestors were pagan, that he is an unbeliever, that his ancestors were
among the last group to embrace Islam. Then she talks about herself and
her well-known family. Her connection with the Prophet gives her a posi-
tion superior to Yazid’s. The cruel behaviour of Yazid and his men cannot
diminish the honour of Zeynab and other members of Imam Huseyn’s fam-
ily. She is particularly critical of Yazid’s mistreatment of the severed head of
Imam Huseyn.*

Zeynab’s sermon shows her character. She is a very strong and brave
woman. She speaks in Yazid’s court and criticizes him, while the severed
head of her brother is before her. Her deep grief at the martyrdom of Imam
Huseyn and her children does not prevent her from protesting against Yazid
and demanding justice.
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Zeynab, Justice and Destiny

In the taziya texts, Zeynab is the archetype of devotional beliefs and moral
attitudes. She turns her face to God to ask for justice. She does not ask
people for help. When she talks with people, she reveals how her enemies’
have oppressed her. Even when Zeynab talks with God, her tone is that of
a person who complains about injustice. For instance, in the period of im-
prisonment a diplomat comes from Europe (farang) to the court of Yazid.
Yazid respects him, but he does not respect Imam Huseyn’s family. Zeynab
complains to God,

bar-elaha sina-ye Zeynab az in gam ris Sud
ey khuda bengar farangi qurbas az ma bis Sud (122).

O God! My heart is wounded by this grief
O God, a man from Europe is more honourable than we are (122).

Zeynab’s tone changes when she seeks justice from God. She is forced to
go to a public place such as a bazaar without her veil. She says, ‘O! May the
hand of God make haste and destroy Damascus, like Khaybar because Zey-
nab has lost her veil’ (127). Here she draws a comparison between Khaybar,
a fortification belonging to Jewish opponents of Muhammad, and the city
of Damascus where the court of Yazid is. The Jews of Khaybar were defeated
by her father, Imam ‘Ali. Through this comparison, Zeynab highlights the
distinction between the family of the Prophet and the Umayyad caliph,
between faith and infidelity. Several times, Zeynab prays to God asking
him to take revenge. In such cases, she explains the situation like a person
who wants to motivate someone else and asks him to help her. For instance,
after the day of Asira, Imam Huseyn’s family gathers around Zeynab. She
prays and they say ‘amen’ twice. She swears to God, invoking his mercy,
kindness and blessings to the previous Prophets (Noah, Abraham, Moses
and Jesus). Then she invokes God in the name of the Prophet Muham-
mad and, finally, in the name of the family of the Prophet who have been
killed, asking God to take revenge on their enemies (155). The taziya text
reports that Zeynab’s supplication causes Yazid to have a dream in which
the Prophet orders that Yazid should be thrown into hell (157). Because of
the dream, Yazid is frightened and regrets his behaviour towards Imam
Huseyn and his household. He humbly apologizes to the Imam Huseyn’s
family, and specifically to Zeynab and Imam Zeyn al-‘Abedin, for his cruel
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behaviour. The event shows the spiritual power and the honour of Zeynab
in the eyes of God.

When Zeynab faces the tyranny of her enemies, she also asks for jus-
tice from the spheres. Zeynab refers to the sphere as an oppressor, and she
protests against her destiny. She talks to the sphere in a loud voice as if it
hears her. She seeks revenge for the martyrs. The sphere is responsible for
the death of her brother and her two sons. She refers to herself several times
as afflicted and oppressed (setamkes-e zar), and as sorrowful and wounded
(hazin-e fegar). She says that the sphere oppressed her by separating her
from Huseyn. Zeynab says,

falak ze jowr-u jafaha-ye tu hezaran dad

ze sina barkesam az kina-at du sad faryad

Ce kina-ha ke nadari be in setamkes-e zar

Ce zulmha ke nakardi be in hazin-e fegar

ze hejr-e rity-e Huseyn Sahid-e bi yavar

ravan nemida-i az dida-am tu lakht-e jegar

ze dag-e Akbar-u Abbas-u Qasem-u Asgar

be riiz-u $ab zanam az gussa dast-e gam bar sar [...] (199).

O Sphere! A thousand times I protest your tyrannies and oppressions,
Two hundred times I shout from my heart because of your rancour.
What tyrannies have you not imposed on this oppressed, afflicted one!
What oppressions have you not inflicted on this wounded sorrowing one!
Because of separation Huseyn, the martyred, the friendless

You have caused bloody tears to flow from my eyes.

From the fateful marking of Akbar, ‘Abbas, Qasem and Asgar

Day and night, for grief, I lay the hand of sorrow on my head [...] (199).

The oppression of the sphere is not limited to the martyrdom of Imam
Huseyn and his companions. The sphere is blamed for having stolen the
leadership of the Muslim community from Imam Huseyn’s family.

The first four hemistiches rhyme on dad and faryad (to shout or to ap-
peal for justice, to cry out), and on zdr and fegar (afflicted and wounded).
These words imply dissatisfaction and rebelliousness. In the second four
hemistiches, the rhyme words strengthen the empathy of the audience:
Huseyn dies without a supporter (biyavar), her tears contain part of her
liver (lakht-e jegar), and she beats the hand of sorrow on her head (dast-e
gam bar sar, a mourning practice). The emotive rhyme words arouse the
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audience to seek revenge on the enemies of Imam Huseyn’s family, and to
show their feelings in the taziya.

Although Zeynab addresses the sphere in a harsh tone, as if she is talking
to her enemy, she submits to the power of destiny, because she believes in
predestination (gadar). Qadar is a Qur’anic term meaning ‘eternal decision
or decree” Zeynab employs this word to show her submission to God and
his decision. She accepts her fate and tries to remain patient, while her rest-
less heart is filled with sorrow and grief. The following hemistiche shows
Zeynab’s submission to predestination. After Asurd, the Imam Huseyn’s
daughter Sakina mourns for her father and complains about their situation.
Zeynab says,

Ce kunam amma kar-e taqdir ast (200).
What can I do, this is predestined (200).

Zeynab Inspired

Inspiration (elham) is one of the essential traits of the Prophet and his fam-
ily. Being the friends of God, they were fully aware of their fate. A friend
of God receives inspiration from divine grace.” For instance, when Imam
Huseyn was on the way from Mecca to Kafa, many people asked him not to
go further, but he responded that,

The decision is God’s, and God will do what he wishes.‘Every day our
lord exercises power in [every] matter’ If fate sends down what we like,
we praise God for his blessings [...] However, although fate may frustrate
their hopes, those whose intention is the truth and whose hearts are pi-
ous are not aggressors.'

This answer shows that he had utter trust (tawakkul) in God. Zeynab does
the same. There is a parallel between them: both are aware of their fates and
the fates of the other members of the family. Zeynab speaks in a way that
shows she is divinely inspired. For instance, when she talks to Sakina, she
mentions the place of her death. Zeynab says,

be khuda ke khiin sud az gam del-e biqarar-e Zeynab
ke be Karbala mabada besavad mazar-e Zeynab (200).
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I swear to God that Zeynab's restless heart is bloody for grief,
That Zeynab’s resting place may not be at Karbala (200).

The narrator employs the term ‘may not be’ (mabada) to emphasize that the
event will happen in near future.

Zeynab’s Spiritual Power

One example of Zeynab's spiritual power, in the Majales-e taziya, comes
after the events at Karbala, when Semr goes to Medina to once more arrest
Imam Huseyn’s family. Zeynab says to her fellow women,

cadur-e ‘esmat kunid ’al-e payambar be sar
dusman-e jan-e Suma dast be khanjar resid
jumla ravid in zaman bar sar-e qabr-e rasul
dh-o fagan barkesid Semr-e setamgar resid (204).

Put on the veil of protection, O family of the Prophet,
Your mortal enemy is arriving, dagger in hand.

All of you, go to the tomb of the Prophet,

Wail and mourn, the oppressor Semr is coming (204).

In these couplets, Zeynab offers two means of escaping from Semr, their
enemy. Firstly, they are told to wear the veil of chastity. The veil acts like a
protective boundary between a woman and those not immediately related
to her. The word translated here as protection, esmat, also means chastity.
It also has a connotation of the spiritual power exercised by Muhammad,
Fatima and the twelve Imams. Secondly, the women are told to take refuge
in mourning and lamenting at the tomb of the Prophet. The supposition is
that they will be assisted by the Prophet’s spirit. The idea that the deceased
saints such as the Prophet, Imam ‘Ali and Fatima can assist the faithful is
very common in the taziya texts.#

Zeynab’s curse is also effective. It is linked to the idea that the sigh uttered
by an innocent person has an effect. After the battle of Karbala, Semr tears
Fatima’s earring from her ear. With her ear bleeding, Fatima cries and com-
plains of Semr’s cruelty to her aunt Zeynab. Zeynab says to Semr: ‘Curse on
you unfaithful Semr that you make the daughter of the king of the Faith cry’
(53). Zeynab warns him that God will help her and that she is not alone. She
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swears to God that her sigh (ah) will have a profound effect (be khudu ah-e
man khata nakunad) (54). Then, speaking to the earth, Zeynab says,

ey zamin kun madad be Zeynab-e zar

ta kamar gir in sag-e gaddar

ta bedanad ke ma sagir-u kabir

bahr-e ‘'ummat sudim zar-u ’asir (53-54).

O earth! Assist Zeynab,

Take this deceitful dog up to his waist

That he may know that all of us, young and old,

Are afflicted and bound for the sake of the nation (53-54).

Zeynab’s prayer causes a miracle: at that moment Semr is rooted to the spot.
He asks Sakina for help, and Sakina intercedes on behalf of Semr. Zeynab
asks God to accept Semr’s repentance, and then the earth releases him. The
miracle is a warning to the audience, to respect Imam Huseyn and his fam-
ily, for disrespect has consequences.

Other miracles also show Zeynab’s spiritual power. After the battle,
Ibn al-Sa‘'d orders his army to trample on the bodies of the martyrs. Fezza
(Zeynab’s servant) hears this order and asks Zeynab to find a solution. She
adds that last night she heard a lion moaning the whole night. Zeynab tells
her, ‘go to the lion and say, the family of ‘Ali have been arrested, come and
guard the bodies of the martyrs’ (55). The lion obeys Zeynab and comes,
and Ibn al-Sa'd’s army run away. According to Shiite tradition, when the
Imam Huseyn was killed, the whole universe lamented. Here the lion, the
royal animal, represents the animal kingdom. In another episode, a lion
moans for the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn, and the audience is expected to
accompany the lion. If the lion (the animal kingdom) respects Zeynab and
obeys her, then the Shiites must do the same.

Zeynab the Leader

The role of Zeynab as a leader is signified both in history and in the ta%Ziya
texts. As a leader, she teaches her family and, indirectly, the audience that
they have to sacrifice themselves for the sake of justice. She is a model for
her fellow women and subsequent generations of Shiite women. She is an
archetype of sacrificial behaviour. For instance, she offers her children to
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Imam Huseyn and asks him to permit them to fight against Yazid’s army (10-
12). In all situations, she is the first person who takes decisions for her small
community, motivates her fellow women and teaches them to protest against
their enemy. For instance, after Asiird, she makes the people of Medina aware
of the events at Karbala and the harsh behaviour of Yazid and his command-
ers against them. She also implies that what happened to Huseyn and his
household might happen to the rest of society in the future. She uses mourn-
ing and lamentation as a womanly weapon to motivate the people of Medina.
They gather around the family of Imam Huseyn, asking about the events on
the day of Asiira. Zeynab behaves like a man fighting against his enemy. She
mourns and laments, and in doing so protests against the Umayyad caliph.
For instance, after the battle of Karbala she asks the mother of Qasem to ar-
range a mourning assembly for the martyrs. First, Zeynab asks her fellow
women to make a circle of mourning (matam) around her. She says,

zanid halqa-ye matam be dowram ey yaran
kunid nawha-u zari aya hava-daran (202).

O! My friends make a circle of mourning around me,
O! Partisans lament and wail (202).

Next, Zeynab gives them pieces from the clothes of the martyrs. She gives
the bloody flag of ‘Abbas to 'Umm al-Kultam her sister, the clothes of ‘Ali
Asgar to Sakina, the dress of Qasem that is drenched in his blood to his
mother, and the dress of ‘Ali Akbar to her sister, Fatima. Then she says, ‘My
part is putting the robe of Imam Huseyn on my head while I am wailing and
mourning’ (202).”

Matam is an Arabic term, referring to mourning and lamenting for a dead
person. In Shiite terminology, the term matam refers mainly to mourning
and wailing for the martyrs of Karbala. The mourners perform matam in
the form of repetitive chest beating (sina-zani). The sound of chest beat-
ing harmonizes with the chanting of elegies (nawha).’® In nawha, ‘vocal
recitation and public performance’ is an important factor. The expression,
‘circle of mourning’ (halga-ye matam) means that she asks them to mourn
for the martyrs with her. In the taziya performance the audience stands in
a circular form around the ta‘ziya players. Therefore the mourning circle is
ready. The spectators are friends who gather around the ahl al-bayt, the holy
family, and ease their sorrows by mourning with them. Zeynab addresses
the audience as ‘My friends and Partisans’ (yaran and hava-daran). The
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reference to the spectators motivates them. They lament bitterly, as Zeynab
asks them to. They wish that they could take part in the battle of Karbala
and assist Imam Huseyn and his family. Their chest-beating, and the lam-
entation of Imam Huseyn’s family, harmonizes with the sound of the nawha
chant. This motivates the spectators to participate in the taziya perfor-
mance. For the spectators, distinctions of time and place vanish and the
past and present mingle.

Another example of a direct address to the audience is in the passage just
mentioned, in which Zeynab says,

nagib-e man bowad ey khaharan be Sivan-o $in
be farg-e khud fekanam jama-ye Imam Huseyn (202).

O my sisters! My part in lamentation is,
To put Imam Huseyn’s robe over my head (202).

The expression ‘O my sisters!” (ey khaharan) is a reference to the audience.
In Persian literature, the term khahar has a profound meaning because the
khahar is the closest relative who sympathizes with her sister under all con-
ditions. Here, Zeynab calls the audience ‘sister’ On the one hand, she is
going to share her grief with the females who are present, as if they were
her sisters. She reminds them that Zeynab is their oppressed sister who was
alone and helpless before her enemies. Her helplessness invokes the image
of the Shiite community as helpless, but surviving despite the limitations
opposed on Shiites throughout history.”® On the other hand, Zeynab asks
them to lament and to mourn for their brother (Huseyn) and the other mar-
tyrs. Here the spectators beat their chests and lament bitterly.

The taziya texts show that the seed that Zeynab has cultivated grows.
The mourning of Imam Huseyn’s family attracts the people of Medina. They
ask Imam Zeyn al-Abedin to explain ‘how the Imam of salvation (Imam
Huseyn) was martyred’® The taziya spectators symbolically become the
people of Medina, gathering to hear about the martyrdom. Zeyn al-Abedin
recounts how Imam Huseyn’s loved ones were killed before his eyes. For
instance, he says how cruelly his half brother ‘Abbas, his son ‘Ali Akbar, and
his nephew Qasem were killed. The audience is taught, or reminded of, the
hardships that Imam Huseyn suffered before his death. They compare these
with their own hardships and find them tolerable.

The awareness of the people of Medina of Yazid’s cruel behaviour then
causes uproar in Medina. People sympathize with the family of Imam
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Huseyn and regret not being present at Karbala. Zeynab’s mourning is a
protest against the authority of the Umayyad caliph, a cry against oppres-
sion and for justice.

Zeynab as Saviour of the Shiite Tradition and the Line of Imams

In the ta’ziya texts, Zeynab has a symbolic role as the holder of the Shiite
Trusts (amandt, the things entrusted for safekeeping). On the Day of Judge-
ment, these Trusts will exempt Shiites from punishment. According to an
episode in the taziya on ‘the death of her holiness Zeynab’ (majles-e taziya
rehlat-e hazrat-e Zeynab), on her deathbed she passes on several Trusts
(amanat) to her sister 'Umm al-Kultim. Zeynab tells her sister to preserve
the Trusts, saying that on the Day of Judgement, her mother (Fatima, the
daughter of the Prophet) will intercede on behalf of the Shiites because they
have preserved the remembrance of the Trusts (210).

Amana (Persian amanat) is a Qur’anic term derived from the Arabic
root a-m-n. The most famous Qur’anic verse that refers to the amana is,
‘we offered the Trust to the heaven and the earth and the mountains, but
they refused to bear it and were afraid of it: but man undertook to bear it
[...](Q.33/72). The Trust here is ‘free will and moral responsibility;>° which
man alone was willing to bear. The Shiite Trust that Zeynab transmits is
responsibility for the preservation of the Faith and community, embodied
in certain relics. The fragment refers to the importance of preserving the
relics because the salvation of the Shiites depends on them. The amana are
two teeth of the Prophet that were broken in the battle against pagans for
the sake of the expansion of Islam; the turban of Imam ‘Ali who was mur-
dered by Ibn al-Muljam in 661/1262 because he wished to preserve Shiite
Islam; the torn liver of Imam Hasan, poisoned by the order of Muawiya,
the Umayyad caliph; and lastly, the shirt of Imam Huseyn, martyred on the
plain of Karbala by the Umayyad army. For a Shiite, the objects depict the
sequence of conflicts between the family of the Prophet and false claimants
to the caliphate. The question is, how can a Shiite today preserve these rel-
ics that no longer exist? The answer is that commemorating and mourn-
ing for the owners of the objects will prevent them being forgotten. The
remembrance of a thing is preserving its essence. In the taziya ‘on the death
of Zeynab, there is a reference to the intercession of Fatima, the Prophet’s
daughter, on the Day of Judgement,* for those who have preserved the rel-
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ics. It is suggested that one who mourns and wails for the owners of the
objects preserves their memory, so his salvation is assured.

Zeynab is the preserver of the line of Shiite Imams in another way,
because she prevented Imam Zeyn al-‘Abedin from being killed. After the
battle of Karbala, the severed heads of the dead were taken to Yazid’s court,
where Yazid desecrated them. According to the taziya texts, Imam Zeyn
al-Abedin criticized Yazid’s behaviour. He says to Yazid: ‘O! Oppressor! You
struck the one whom the Prophet had kissed’ (127). Yazid orders his execu-
tioner to kill him. Zeynab protects Imam Zeyn al-Abedin and threatens
Yazid,

If you kill him I will untie my hair [indicating the innocent victim], wail
in God’s court of law and ask him for justice [...] I will go to Najaf with-
out veil or footwear and lament so bitterly that the earth and heavens
roar (129).

Then she calls on her father Imam ‘Ali for help. Miraculously, Imam ‘Ali
appears to Semr and orders him,

makus makus ke del-e ’ahl-e bayt khiin gardad
makus makus ke samavat sarnegin gardad (129).

Do not kill him, do not kill him, lest the hearts of the Prophet’s family
turn to blood [...]
Do not kill him, do not kill him, lest the heavens be turned upside down

(129).

When this vision appears to Semr, he is frightened and does not dare to
murder Imam Zeyn al-Abedin. The lesson for the audience is that the fam-
ily of the Prophet is ‘spiritually present and actively involved in human
affairs long after her [their] deaths’* Zeynab’s words not only preserved
Imam Zeyn al-Abedin, they preserved ‘the line of the Imams in human
[Shiite] History’?3

Zeynab the Generous

The taziya teaches the virtues and norms of society. As the archetype of
Shiite virtues, Zeynab is described as a generous person. For instance, when
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Yazid releases Zeynab and the household of Imam Huseyn, they return to
Medina, assisted in their journey by a man named Basir. When they are near
Medina, Basir wants to separate from them. Zeynab thanks him and gives
him her ankle-ring as a gift. She apologizes to Basir and says that nothing
else is left to give, because their properties were plundered by Semr’s army.
Sakina imitates Zeynab’s action and gives her necklace to Basir, and Imam
Zeyn al-Abedin gives him his turban (184). The expectation is that the spec-
tators will likewise be generous.

Zeynab and the Protagonists
Zeynab and Imam Huseyn

The close relationship between Zeynab and her brother Imam Huseyn
is emphasized in the taZziya texts. She is his supporter and assistant. At
Karbala, as Imam Huseyn is going to the battlefield, he asks Zeynab to
bring his horse (9). She also hands him a weapon, saying ‘take the weapon
of war from your sister’ (selah-e razm ra bestan ze khahar) (10). When all
the men have been killed, she holds the flag of war as a man would (172).
Imam Huseyn is the last person to go the battlefield; no man is left alive
to help him, so Zeynab tells him that the women sheltered in his own tent
will assist him (172).

There is another episode, in which Zeynab finds her brother alone and
helpless on the battlefield. She sends her two sons, Muhammad and ‘Awn,
to help him. According to the taZiya texts, they were then aged seven and
eight. Zeynab offers her sons as a sacrifice (qurban) to her brother. She
ties them with a rope, like sheep being offered for sacrifice (12), and both
are killed in battle. Zeynab sacrifices her children to save her brother’s life;
the question is, why does she do so? There is no doubt that her love for
her brother is not the main reason. In fact, she sacrifices them to ensure
the survival of Shiite Islam. The implication is that Shiites should sacrifice
themselves and their children so that Islam can survive.

In the taZziya on Amir Musayeb (majles-e ta'ziya Amir Musayeb)>* there
is an episode in which Zeynab and Imam Huseyn talk about the coming
events of Karbala, and through their conversation reveal their spiritual
relationship and their foreknowledge. The events of Karbala are vividly
depicted. Imam Huseyn says,
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resida vaqt ey khahar ke ma az ham juda gardim
biya ta dar zaman-e hal az qesmat reza gardim (61).

My sister, the time of our separation has come
You know that in this world we must acquiesce to our fate (61).

The term gesmat is derived from the Arabic root q-s-m, meaning ‘to share’
In Persian literature, it appears with the meaning of ‘accepting the effect of
predestination’ (qadar). Acquiescence (reza) is a crucial concept in Islamic
culture. It refers to man’s submission to God’s will (az gesmat reza gastan)
(8). The fate of each man is written on the Well-Preserved Tablet (lawh-e
mahfiiz).” Thus, man cannot change his fate, but he can accept it happily.
When Imam Huseyn says to Zeynab that they must acquiesce to their fate,
he prepares the audience to hear unpleasant news. In this episode, Imam
Huseyn and Zeynab divide the coming events of Karbala between them,
each taking a number of parts. Zeynab tells Imam Huseyn that she will take
grief. He answers that he will take the parts of the plain of Karbala and the
shameless siege, as well as offering his head and his chest to the daggers of
the enemy. He says that he also takes the martyrs of the plain of Karbala as
his part. ‘Abbas, whose hands are cut off, the body of Qasem that is torn
into one hundred pieces, ‘Ali Akbar, whose face is as beautiful as the moon,
and ‘Ali Asgar, the infant whose life is sacrificed. He takes two further parts:
those of the pilgrim (zd’er) and of the preacher (Dhaker and rawza-khan)
(61-62), who will retell the events of Karbala and recite the suffering of
Imam Huseyn and elegies to him

The roles that Zeynab takes are affliction, mourning (matam), and the
events that happen after the day of Asura. Therefore, her share is to preserve
the indigent orphans from the attack of Samiyan’s army, to support Robab,
Sahrbanit and Umm al-Layl3,*® and the bride who does not have jahdz or
dowry (61-62). The last refers to Imam Huseyn’s daughter Fatima, who has
married Qasem in Karbala but does not consummate the marriage because
he is killed in the battle.

In the role of Imam Huseyn, the wounds of daggers refer to his badly
injured body, before his final death. The reference to his head and chest
summons up an image of his martyrdom. His head is mentioned because
he is beheaded, his chest because his body is trampled by his enemies.
The body of ‘Abbas that is ‘without hands’ refers to the death of ‘Abbas,
Imam Huseyn’s half-brother. According to Shiite sources, the blockade pre-
vented water from being obtained for ten days. Then, ‘Abbas galloped to
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the Euphrates for some water, but the enemy cut off his hands and he was
killed. The tearing of the body of Qasem reminds the audience that he was
newly married, and his body was torn to pieces. The sacrificed life of ‘Ali
Asgar reminds the audience of Imam Huseyn holding him, and demanding
a sip of water for him. Harmala shoots an arrow and murders the infant. The
last parts taken by Imam Huseyn are the pilgrims (zd’er) and the preachers
(dhaker and rawza-khan). The former refers to Shiite Muslims who visit the
shrine of Imam Huseyn. The reference in the ta'ziya increases the desire to
visit Imam Huseyn’s shrine. The latter (Dhaker and rawza-khan, see above)
refers to those whose profession is to recite the elegies of Imam Huseyn and
narrate the events of Karbala. The reference to them tells the audience that
the family of the Prophet respected this occupation, and that its practitio-
ners will be rewarded in the Hereafter (61-62).

The parts that Zeynab takes are the events after the day of Asura, begin-
ning with mourning and lamentation. Zeynab is described as a mournful
woman who takes responsibility for keeping the tragedy of Karbala alive. In
imitation of her, Shiite women have to mourn and lament for the martyrs
of Karbala. Second, Sémiyén’s attack on the destitute children, the occasion
when Ibn al-Ziyad’s army attacked the tents of Imam Huseyn’s family, set
them on fire, seized the women and children and marched them through
the desert to the palace of Yazid in Damascus. Third, Robab, Sahrbanii and
"Umm al-Layla are the wives of Imam Huseyn whom Zeynab agreed to sup-
port after his death. The name of Sahrbanii, between the names of Imam
Huseyn’s other two wives, gives an Iranian flavour to the taZiya. Sahrbanii
reminds the audience of the Iranian presence at Karbala, which underlines
the duty of Iranian women to take part in the faziya and mourn the mar-
tyrs. Fourth, the image of the bride who does not have jahaz, referring to the
marriage of Fatima and Qasem (the son of Imam Hasan) at Karbala. Qasem
was martyred while Fatima was captured and taken to Damascus. Accord-
ing to the taZiya texts, their marriage will be consummated in the heaven.

Through the conversation of Imam Huseyn and Zeynab, the audience
remembers the entire tragedy of Karbala and is moved to sympathy and to
active participation in the ta’ziya.
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Zeynab and Sakina
Zeynab as Mother

In the ta%ziya texts, Zeynab acts as a mother for Imam Huseyn’s children.
The most vivid picture is of the relationship between Zeynab and Sakina.
The word Sakina derives from the Arabic root s-k-n. There are many deriva-
tions from this root in the Qur’an. It means, “To go down, rest, be quiescent,
inhabit’*

Sakina is the daughter of Imam Huseyn. She was present at the battle
of Karbala, with the rest of Imam Huseyn’s family. Many ta%ziya texts refer
to the relationship between Sakina and her aunt Zeynab.?® Zeynab always
supports Sakina, like a mother who supports her daughter. When Sakina
cries for the death of her father, Zeynab tries to calm her, like a mother who
cannot bear to hear her daughter crying. When Zeynab talks with Sakina,
she uses the expressions that a mother uses to comfort a sorrowful daugh-
ter. For instance, Zeynab says ‘T sacrifice myself for you’ (be qurban-e tu) or
T sacrifice myself for your well-being’ (fadday-e halat). After the events at
Karbala, Sakina wails and laments for her father’s death. Zeynab says,

mazan bar sina-u sar ey Sakina

be qurban-e tu ey mehnat qarina
Cegiina bengaram geryan-u zarat
bemiram ta nabinam askbarat (199).

O Sakina! Do not beat your chest and head

I sacrifice myself for you, for whom grief is a companion
How can I see you, afflicted and shedding tears?

I wish I could die and not see your tears (199).

Several times, Zeynab says, ‘T sacrifice myself for the sake of your head’
(fada-ye sarat gardam).

makun tu gerya be qurbani-ye sarat gardam
faday-e an del-e andiih parvarat gardam (200).

Do not cry, I sacrifice myself for your head,
I sacrifice myself for your sorrowful heart (200).



90 | The Holy Drama

The expression (fadd-ye sar gastan) to make oneself a sacrifice for some-
one’s ‘head, has a profound meaning in Persian literature. The head (sar) is
much more than the seat of reason it represents the person’s life.

Zeynab speaks as a mother talks to her very young daughter.

agar madar nadari madarat man
agar yavar nadari yavarat man (122).

As you have no mother, I will be your mother
As you have no helper, I will be your helper (122).

The term child (tefl) has positive connotations. It is used to show kind-
ness and compassion towards someone who is not necessarily a child. Zey-
nab calls Sakina, ‘my child of Huseyn, who has no friend’ (tefl-e biyar-e
Huseynam) (199). This expression increases the empathy of the audience
for Sakina, and reinforces their hatred for Semr, who killed Imam Huseyn.

Zeynab takes risks to rescue Sakina. In the taziya on ‘the death of her
holiness Zeynab’ (taziya vafat-e hazrat-e Zeynab), Semr goes to Medina to
once again arrest Imam Huseyns family. He severely beats Sakina. When
Zeynab sees his cruel behaviour, she curses him and says, ‘O unfaithful ugly
oppressor, terms that show that Semr’s behaviour results from his lack of
faith. In this episode, Zeynab says,

¢itb bar peykaras mazan ze jafa
zan be farg-e man ey la‘in-e daga (206).

Do no beat her with a stick, for cruelty’s sake,
Instead, strike my head, you deceitful, cursed one (206).

Zeynab again behaves sacrificially when Semr is about to seize Sakina. See-
ing Sakina in danger, she asks Semr to arrest her instead. She says,

az yatimi ¢unin ¢e mikhahi
tu mara jay-e ti bebar mal‘in (205).

What do you want with such an orphan?
Seize me, instead of her, you accursed man! (205).
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Both these examples present ideals for the audience to follow. The audience
is deliberately involved. When Semr goes to arrest Sakina, Sakina turns to
the audience and seeks refuge. Her behaviour moves the audience to sym-
pathy. Several key terms such as, O Muslims! (ey musalmanan), O Friends!
(ey yaran), O my dears! (ey azizan)*® connect the player to the audience,
and motivate the audience to participate. This comes at the climax of the
taziya. The direct link with the player reinforces the emotions of the audi-
ence, and they wail and lament bitterly because they cannot help Sakina.
Sakina then rushes to her aunt asking for help. She says,

amma jan ‘amma jan be dadam res
juz tu ey amma jan nadaram kas (206).

Dear aunt, dear aunt, respond to my appeal
I have no one but you, dear aunt (206).

In Persian literature, dad means justice, but also a lament or appeal for
justice. The compound verb, be-dad residan means to respond, to release
someone from oppression or hardships. Sakina asks Zeynab for justice, giv-
ing Zeynab the role of a judge, Semr that of the oppressor, and Sakina is
the oppressed one. The audience wants to know whether Zeynab rescues
herself or assists the oppressed Sakina.

Zeynab several times refers to Sakina and Fatima, Imam Huseyn’s daugh-
ters, as orphans.?® The term orphan (yatim) is derived from the Arabic root
y-t-m. According to Shaham, it denotes ‘a child, below the age of puberty
who has lost his father’> The importance of observing an orphan’s rights is
emphasized in the Qur’an. For instance, the property of an orphan has to be
preserved for him until he reaches to the age of puberty, when he is free to
manage his property. Despoiling the property of an orphan is prohibited.*
It is said, ‘Do not approach the property of the orphan, save in the fairest
manner, until he is of age, and fulfill the covenant; surely the covenant shall
be questioned of’3

In the taZiya texts the theme of orphans is used to emphasize the cruel
and irreligious behaviour of Yazid and his commanders who neither obey
God’s commands, nor follow social customs. The faziya composer empha-
sizes the innocence and loneliness of the victims to highlight the unjust
behaviour of the Umayyad caliph.
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Zeynab as Defender

In the taZziya texts, Zeynab is present at almost all the events. When the
family of Imam Huseyn is humiliated by the enemy, she does not remain
silent. She always refers to her rank and dignity. Her honourable lineage is a
weapon. At Yazid’s court, when Sakina is asked about the reason for her sad-
ness and why she beats her chest and her face. Sakina answers in tears that
she is lamenting for her father. Hearing this, Yazid tells her, “You are correct,
being an orphan is very hard, but now that you have come near me, you can
be my daughter’s slave girl’ (124). Zeynab then defends Sakina, cursing Yazid
in aloud voice and wishing him to be dumb and blind. She continues: “‘Who
are you that you want to have a slave-girl from the family of the Prophet?
Should Sakina who is the love of Zahra [title of Fatima the Prophet’s daugh-
ter] ‘serve you as a slave-girl?’ (124). Yazid talks about Zeynab’s father and
grandfather, Imam ‘Ali and the Prophet. He says, ‘Is this she whose father
conquered the world with his sword? Is this she whose mighty grandfather
was lifted to the throne by God?’ Then he thanks God that Zeynab is now
humiliated and dishonoured (124). Although Yazid intends to mock her, his
words show the dignity of Zeynab and her family.

Zeynab and the Mother of Qasem3*

In the taZiya texts, Qasem’s mother is a close companion for Zeynab. She
follows Zeynab’s suggestions. Zeynab trusts her and turns to her in extreme
circumstances.

After the battle of Karbala, Sakina, Fatima and "Umm-e Kultim lament
for Imam Huseyn and other members of the family who were killed. Zeynab
tries to calm them but she cannot. She then asks the mother of Qasem to
arrange a mourning assembly. She answers, I will do it, O woman of power
(or rank) (be casm ey banity-e ba-eqtedaram) (201). Her answer shows
Zeynab's influence among her family. Zeynab asks her to mourn for the
oppressed (those killed at Karbala). Qasem’s mother prepares a space for
mourning for the martyrs (202). The episode shows that in the taziya texts,
mourning and lamentation are expected to calm a person.
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Zeynab and the Antagonists
Zeynab and Yazid

According to the taziya texts, Yazid orders to his commanders to kill Imam
Huseyn and his companions and to arrest his household. During the im-
prisonment period, Yazid’s men behave savagely to them. Zeynab is such a
strong woman that Yazid is frightened of her influence. For Yazid, Zeynab
is a real opponent and a major threat to his authority. So he puts her under
a lot of pressure to make her remain silent in the face of his cruel and im-
moral behaviour.

Yazid’s cruellest act towards the prisoners is that he orders them to be
led around in public places, such as the bazaar, without any veil or head-
scarf. In the taziya texts we see several references to this event. For instance,
Yazid thanks God when he sees Zeynab humble and dishonoured. Zeynab
answers: ‘Seventy maids of Medina eat from my table, such am I / I am
unveiled among the people, and yet the Holy Spirit, like a lady’s maid, is
proffering a veil’ (125). Here, Zeynab shows her rank both in this world,
among the people of Medina, and before God. Not being allowed a veil does
not prevent her from defending herself and her family.

Another act by Yazid that Shiites particularly loathe, and the protago-
nists criticize, is that he strikes the severed head of Imam Huseyn, in the
presence of the Imam’s household and sisters. For instance, in one episode,
Zeynab and Imam Huseyn’s daughter, Sakina, say several times that Yazid
strikes the head of Imam Huseyn (81). This behaviour is highlighted in the
ta‘ziya of ‘the Bazaar of Damascus, in which Imam Zeyn al-Abedin, the
son of Imam Huseyn, criticizes Yazid when he strikes Imam Huseyn’s head.
Yazid then orders the executioner to kill Zeyn al-Abedin (127). In the same
taziya, when the head of Imam Huseyn is taken to the ruins to be shown to
Imam Huseyn’s family, Zeynab says that the blackness of his lips shows that
Yazid has beaten him (133).

In the taziya texts, Yazid’s rancour toward Imam Huseyns family is
shown in several episodes. For instance, when the family of Imam Huseyn
is released and they return to Medina, the people of Medina commiserate
with them, wailing and mourning for Imam Huseyn. Yazid is informed of
this, and regrets allowing Zeynab and Sakina to live. He says,

Cera be kustan-e Zeynab nemiidehim qusiir
Sakina ra nanemiidim az ce zenda be giir (204).
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Why did we neglect to kill Zeynab?
Why we did not bury Sakina alive? (204).

In addition to showing his deep hatred for Zeynab and Sakina, there is an
allusion to the worst custom attributed to pre-Islamic Arabs, that of burying
newborn girls alive. By his words, Yazid shows that he is not a Muslim, but
rather a pagan at heart.

Zeynab is not frightened by Yazid’s authority. She threatens to reveal his
unjust behaviour to people. For instance, when the captives are being taken
to Damascus, Zeynab tells the audience that, when she reaches Damascus,
she will say what has happened and will disgrace Yazid (26). When the sur-
vivors of Imam Huseyn’s household arrive as prisoners at the court of Yazid,
Zeynab several times speaks harshly to Yazid and reminds him of his dis-
honourable lineage and his savage behaviour. She warns him of the divine
punishment that awaits him on the Day of Judgement.

Zeynab and Semr

Semr is Yazid’s commander, whose cruel behaviour to Imam Huseyn’s fam-
ily, and specifically to Zeynab, is emphasized in the ta’ziya texts. He is the
archetype of oppression, a person who killed Imdam Huseyn while he was
thirsty. In the taziya texts he is described as a heartless person who is happy
with his own unjust behaviour. He slaps the children of Imam Huseyn and
humiliates them. For instance, after the day of Asiird, Semr goes to arrest
Imam Huseyn’s family and to take them to the court of Yazid. Zeynab is the
first woman whom he seeks, and he wants to taunt her. Zeynab is not pres-
ent when he enters, and Semr tells the people,

khabar dahid be Zeynab du ¢esm-e tu rowsan
kuniin ze rah resid Semr-e zel-jowsan (204).

Tell Zeynab, ‘Now your eyes are delighted
Now Semr has come in his armour’ (204).

The expression ‘your eye is delighted,; (cesm-e tu rowsan) is used when a
loved one returns from a journey. But Zeynab hates Semr, as her father’s
murderer; he is being sarcastic and taunting her. Semr’s utterance increases
the audience’s hatred for him.
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Semr annoys Zeynab by reminding her of her frustrating situation on
the plain of Karbala and in the court of Yazid. For instance, in the taziya on
‘the Death of her holiness Zeynab’ (majles taziya vafat-e hazrat-e Zeynab),?
Semr says to her that she must go to the bazaar without headscarf or veil,
and be dishonoured (205). This harks back to what happened after the day
of Asura, in Damascus. The forced unveiling of Zeynab and other women
of Imam Huseyn’s family is so important that the audience is reminded of it
repeatedly, in almost all the ta’ziya episodes.3®

When Zeynab sees the cruel behaviour of her enemy, she raises her voice
and protests. She is presented as the voice of righteousness and justice; she
does not remain silent. She curses Semr and reminds the audience that he
is responsible for her death. Zeynab says,

vay ke an Semr-e diin an sag-e kafer resid
‘umr-e man-e khasta jan az setamas sar resid (204).

Alas! Despicable Semr, that infidel dog, has come
The life of this broken soul has reached its end because of his injustice
(204).

Zeynab provokes two responses in the audience. On the one hand, she
talks harshly to Semr, damns him and reminds him his ancestors were
pagans, creating admiration for her in the audience. On the other hand, she
addresses the audience as an oppressed, helpless, sorrowful woman who
has been left without any support because the men have all been killed in
battle, except for Imam Zeyn al-Abedin, who was too ill and very young.
Zeynab says,

musalmanan hamin Semr-e la‘in ast

ke az dastas del-e zaram gamin ast

hamin ast an ke amad Karbala vay

Huseyn ra sar burid i1 az qafa vay

haniiz az khanjaras az rah-e bidad

Cekad khiin-e Huseyn an Shah-e owtad (205).

O! Muslims this is that damned Semr
Because of him, my bitter heart is so sorrowful.
Alas, he is the one, who came to Karbala,
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Alas, he beheaded Huseyn.
The blood of Huseyn, the King of the pillars,?”
is still dripping from his dagger, because of his injustice (205).

Here, Zeynab addresses the audience as O! Muslims (ey musalmanan). Her
helplessness and her critique of Semr’s deeds encourage them to take part
in the taziya.

Zeynab and Ibn al-Ziyad

Ibn al-Ziyad is another of Yazid’s commanders. After the battle he orders his
army: ‘set fire to the tents of the household of Imam Huseyn and trample
the bodies of the dead’ In one episode, when the prisoners have been taken
to his palace, he strikes the lips of the severed head of Imam Huseyn with a
stick, as Yazid does, and says, ‘I was afraid of you. At that moment, Sakina
laments, referring to the head of her father as ‘you’ (fu), as if her father was
still living, rather than as ‘it’ (). She says,

¢itb zad Ibn-e Ziyad vay, vay, vay
bar lab-e tu az ‘enad vay, vay, vay (81).

Ibn al-Ziyad is striking, alas, alas, alas,
On your lips, out of enmity; alas, alas, alas (81).

Zeynab repeats Sakinas words, in an address to her own dead mother,
Fatima. Zeynab says,

fatima ey madaram vay, vay, vay

khak Suda bar saram vay, vay, vay

¢ib zad Ibn-e Ziyad vay, vay, vay
ra’s-e baradar baram vay, vay, vay (81).

O! My mother Fatima, alas, alas, alas

Dust is on my head, alas, alas, alas

Ibn al-Ziyad is striking, alas, alas, alas

On my brother’s head, in front of me; alas, alas, alas (81).

Then Zeynab says to Ibn Ziyad,
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¢itb mazan ey daga vay, vay, vay

bar sar-e Shah-e hoda vay, vay, vay

tesna-ye khuskida lab vay, vay, vay

bas ke bedida jafa vay, vay, vay

ey daga pur jafa kun haya vay, vay, vay (81).

You imposter! Do not strike, alas, alas, alas

The head of the King of Guidance, alas, alas, alas

His lip is dry with thirst, alas, alas, alas

He has suffered much tyranny, alas, alas, alas

You imposter, oppressor, be ashamed of yourself; alas, alas, alas (81).

Sakina then repeats almost the same words, and at last Ibn al-Ziyad himself,
referring to the severed head of Imam Huseyn, says,

mizanam az khayzaran bar lab-o dandan-e tu
miSekanam az ‘enad bas del-e yaran-e tu (81).

I beat on your lips and teeth with a bamboo rod,
I break your friends’ hearts because of my enmity (81).

In these lines, Ibn al-Ziyad’s striking the severed head of Imam Huseyn
is referred to four times. The composer uses a rhetorical figure ‘repeti-
tion’ (takrir), by repeating the compound verb ‘to strike with a stick’ (cab
zadan), in the words of Ibn al-Ziyad, Sakina and Zeynab. The repetition
is used to motivate the audience. For them, Ibn al-Ziyad’s behaviour is a
sign of his enmity for the family of Imam Huseyn. Thus, they hate him and
curse him.

In these lines, Zeynab criticizes Ibn al-Ziyad and calls him an imposter
or deceiver (daga), and an oppressor (pur jafa). Ibn al-Ziyad asks Zeynab
what her name is. She says, ‘I am one whose young sons you have killed, I
am Zeynab who has seen the mark [of fate] on her brother (dag-e baradar),
and I am Zeynab who is arrested by your hand [...]. We see that she is
constantly referring to Ibn al-Ziyad’s cruel behaviour to Imam Huseyn,
her sons and herself, reminding the audience how oppressed they are. Ibn
al-Ziyad then praises God, because he has taken the caliphate from the fam-
ily of the Prophet, and dishonoured Zeynab. Zeynab asks for help from
her mother (Fatima) and her father (Imam ‘Ali). She says to Ibn al-Ziyad:
‘God bestowed salvation on us, we are loved because of his Prophet and you
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will be publicly disgraced [...]" Ibn al-Ziyad threatens Zeynab, saying, I will
order your head to be cut off. Zeynab will not be silenced: she curses him,

O cursed one, O cursed one, you are the son of Marjana; now hear of the
dignity of the son of the Prophet [...]. God bestowed his grace on Imam
Huseyn from the cup of martyrdom. While you, you impure one, will be
disgraced because of your behaviour. O infidel! Keep silent do not bab-
ble. God will pour fire from hell into your heart (82-4).

Ibn al-Ziyad orders his executioner to kill Zeynab, but Sakina intervenes.
She laments and demands that Ibn al-Ziyad should leave Zeynab alive,
because the children of Imam Huseyn have no other supporter but her (81-
84).

In the above episode, we see that Zeynab identifies herself by her rela-
tionship to the martyrs, while she identifies Ibn al-Ziyad as the son of
Marjana,®® in order to disgrace him. Zeynab curses him, reminds him that
he killed her children and brother, while she praises her father and brother.
For Zeynab, martyrdom was God’s bounty for Imam Huseyn. She addresses
her enemy loudly and fearlessly. In imitation of her, a Shiite should protest
against oppressors, and there is nothing to fear: Imam’s martyrdom is the
grace of God for the best of His servants.

The first couplet of the passage cited above shows the belief in the pres-
ence of saintly spirits. Zeynab talks to her father and her mother as if they
were alive and could see her and help her. For instance, she says, ‘Come my
mother, cover my hair, see how red-faced I am because of shame’ (81). Her
utterance teaches the audience that they too can benefit from the assistance
of these saintly spirits, in opposing an oppressive ruler.
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The Transformation of History

In what follows, I will examine several examples of the transformation of
historical facts into oral tradition. In Shiite tradition, the events of Karbala
and the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn and his companions were crucial, and
their commemoration has become the most important devotional event in
the Shiite calendar. The popularity of the commemoration has meant that
several aspects of the historical events are now narrated in slightly different
forms. The taziya composers have added details to what is known about
the events of Karbala: details chosen to stimulate the audience’s empathy.

One example of this is the murder of Imam Huseyn. According to Aba
Ja‘far Muhammad Ibn Jarir Tabari (d.839-923), on the day of ‘A$ira, Imam
Huseyn went to the battlefield, where the men of his family and his compan-
ions were killed. The battle between him and Ibn al-Ziyad’s soldiers lasted a
long time. They were frightened to kill him. Several of them wounded him,
but did not dare to kill him, until Semr shouted at them, ‘Shame on you!
Why are you waiting for the man? Kill him, may your mothers be deprived
of you!” They then attacked Imam Huseyn: he fell from his horse and Sinan
Ibn Anas Ibn ‘Amr al-Nakha'’i stabbed him and killed him. Then he cut off
his head.> In the taziya texts, it is Semr who does this, and so incurs the
guilt. This is simply a collapsing of Tabari’s account, in which Semr does not
do the deed, but does prompt Imam Huseyn’s killers, who might otherwise
not have dared commit such an act.

Another historical fact that is transformed into oral tradition is Zeynab’s
behaviour in rescuing her nephew, ‘Ali Ibn Huseyn, from death. According
to Tabari, after the day of ‘Asura, the prisoners were taken to Ibn-e Ziyad’s
palace. When he noticed Imam Zeyn al-Abedin he asked his companions
whether he was mature or not. Receiving a positive answer, he ordered them
to kill him. Zeynab then said, ‘T plead to you by God, if you are a believer:
that if you kill him, you kill me with him’? Zeynab’s intervention led Ibn-e
Ziyad to free Imam Zeyn al-‘Abedin. In the ta%Ziya texts this event happens
in Yazid’s palace. Because Imam Zeyn al-‘Abedin objects to Yazid striking
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the lips of the severed head of Imam Huseyn, Yazid orders his men to kill
Zeyn al-Abedin. Zeynab then threatens Yazid, saying: ‘If you kill him, I
will untie my hair and complain to God. Then I will go, barefooted and
unveiled, to the tomb of the King of Najaf [her father Imam ‘Ali]. Then she
calls on her father and his image appears to Semr. He is frightened and does
not kill Imam Zeyn al-Abedin (129).

The place of Zeynab’s death is another detail that is transformed in the
taziya texts. Tabari says that Zeynab did not survive for long after returning
from Damascus to Medina.# According to the faziya texts, Zeynab dies in
the ruins in Damascus where the household of Imam Huseyn were impris-
oned (210-213).

A final example of the effect of the oral tradition is the person of Sakina,
the four-year-old daughter of Imam Huseyn who died during the impris-
onment in Damascus.’ In the ta’ziya texts, Sakina is a mature girl, Zeynab’s
closest companion and, next to Zeynab, the primary target of the tyran-
nies of the Umayyad caliph and his commanders. In the taziya texts, it is
Rugeya, another daughter of Imam Huseyn, who dies during the imprison-
ment in Damascus (133).
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Pre-Islamic Iranian Elements
in the Ta‘ziya Texts

Another important feature of the taziya texts is the way Shiite Arab tradi-
tions are linked to Iran. The taziya composers give the events of Karbala
an Iranian flavour by employing words and expressions that are integral to
Iranian life today. They also make plot links to Iran, so that the events of
Karbala seem more familiar to the audience. The most important of these is
the presence of Sahrbanii, an Iranian princess, at Karbala. She is the daugh-
ter of Yazdgerd 111 (r. 632-651), the last Sassanid (224-651) king of Iran before
the Arab invasion. According to popular Shiite tradition, before the Arabs
invaded Persia, Sahrbanii dreamt that Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet,
told her that she would go to Medina and marry Fatima’s son, Huseyn, and
a line of Imams would stem from this marriage (44). The day after her
dream, she was arrested and taken to Medina, where she married Imam
Huseyn, and so is present at the battle of Karbala. According to the ta%ziya
texts, Imam Huseyn told her that if he should be killed on the battlefield,
she had to take his horse and escape because the enemy must not arrest
her. After the death of Imam Huseyn, Sahrbant first asks permission from
Zeynab and then says farewell to other members of the family and leaves
them. From the texts of the taziya, one learns that Sakina, Fatima and Imam
Zeyn al-Abedin are the children of Sahrbani (43-45). Therefore, the line
of Imams is almost Iranian. So naturally, Iranians are responsible for con-
tinuing the commemoration of the martyrdom of Imam Huseyn and other
members of the Prophet’s family.

In the above episode, Sahrbani’s brother ‘Abd al-Allah has been expect-
ing Imam Huseyn, who does not arrive. ‘Abd al-Allah sends a messenger
to him, but the messenger does not return for two weeks. When he does
return, he explains to ‘Abd al-Allah the miserable situation of Imam Huseyn
and his companions on the plain of Karbala (37-38). ‘Abd al-Allah’s camp is
in the desert, and his sister Sahrbana comes to him there (48-49). In these
texts, Yazdgerd’s son is named ‘Abd al-Allah, whereas his real name was
Pirtiz.' The transformation of the name encourages Iranians to adopt Ara-
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bic names and choose them for their children. Yazdgerd’s supposed accep-
tance of this name is a sign of his respect for Arab customs.

Another important feature that makes the taziya seem more familiar for
Iranians is its suffusion with motifs drawn from the Persian ethic of king-
ship. Hereditary kingship has very ancient roots in Iran. Terms such as king
(Shah), crown prince (valiahd), and prince (Shahzada) are associated with
social rank in Persian. Iranians respect the idea of social rank: those who
bear one of these titles are entitled to at least a presumption of dignity. In
the taziya texts, Imam Huseyn is several times called the King of the Day
of Judgement (padesah-e riiz-e maad) (16), the King of Religion (Shah-e
din) (33), the headless king (Shah-e bi sar) and the thirsting king (Shah-e
tesna lab) (182). In the taZziya texts, the members of Imam Huseyn’s family
identify themselves with a lineage that can be traced back to royalty. For
example, Ruqeya, Imam Huseyn’s daughter, says to the daughter of Yazid,
‘our lineage traces back to kings, we are among the nobility of the world’
(ma az Sahanim ze khitban-e jahanim) (149).

The taziya texts sometimes name Persian kings. In the taZziya on ‘the
mourning of Dorra Sadaf’ (taziya Dorra Sadaf), Dorra and her compan-
ions are setting out to fight Ibn al-Sa'd and so free Imam Huseyn’s house-
hold (she is able to see Zeynab and offer her a headscarf (95-108)). On the
way, she meets a man named Saban, who is also going to take revenge on
the enemies of Imam Huseyn. He says to Dorra Sadaf that the legendary
kings Jams$id and Dara are mere slaves compared to her (101). This image
and several other Iranian names mentioned in this ta‘ziya assembly, such as
Mustary, Saban and Sanan, make the events of Karbala seem more familiar
to Iranians.

Note

1 SeeN. Garsoian, ‘Bizantium and the Sasanian, in The Cambridge History of Iran,
the Seleucid, Parthian and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3 (1), ed. E. Yarshater, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983, p. 177.



Conclusion

Taziya is the most important Shiite religious ritual. It is performed to com-
memorate Imam Huseyn’s tragic death at Karbala on the tenth of Muhar-
ram in 60/680. Taziya performances preserve the tragedy of Karbala to
the present day, by re-enacting it. These performances show us the core of
Shiite religious identity. They picture the afflictions that Imam Huseyn and
his family endured at Karbala, and motivate the audience to mourn and
lament for him.

The present study sheds light on several aspects of ta%ziya in Iran. It
appears to have some continuity with the pre-Islamic dramatic tragedies
of Mitra (an Iranian god), of Zarir and of Siyavus. Where ancient Iranians
mourned and lamented for the afflictions that Mitra had suffered, medieval
and modern Iranians mourn and wail for the afflictions that Imam Huseyn
endured on the plain of Karbala. Where once they applauded Zarir, who
fought a neighbouring king to defend the religion of Zoroastrianism, now
they applaud Imam Huseyn, who dies in the defence of his faith. Siyavus was
killed innocently, his head cut off, and after his death his wife was captured
by Afrasiyab, the king of Taran. This is similar to the events of Karbala:
after the death of Imam Huseyn his head was cut off and his household was
taken captive on the orders of Yazid, the Umayyad caliph. The common fea-
tures (fighting for religion, innocence, death, captivity, suffering, affliction,
and mourning) have prepared the ground for Iranians to commemorate the
tragic death of Imam Huseyn in a dramatic tragedy. For Shiites, the tragedy
of Karbala is a religious myth, and Imam Huseyn and Zeynab are the main
figures in it.

In ta’ziya the religious beliefs and virtues of Zeynab are highlighted and
mingled with Iranian terms and motifs. Although Zeynab is an Arab, she
is so close to the spirit and beliefs of Iranian women that they live with her
memories and emulate her behaviour. She is the heroine of the battle of
Karbala.
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The ta’ziya ritual unites Shiites and reminds them about their common
history. The women of Imam Huseyn’s household are role models for Ira-
nian women in various ways. Fatima and Imam Huseyn’s daughter Sakina
are the archetypes of suffering and endurance. Imam Huseyn’s sister Umme
Kultim is a support to his children and a helper for her sister Zeynab.
After the battle, Zeynab protests against the Umayyad caliph Yazid (r.60-3/
680-3). Her behaviour enabled the tragedy of Karbala to become a living
tradition. Zeynab played a major role both before the battle and after the
battle, during the imprisonment period. Zeynab’s character and her excep-
tional behaviour in standing up to Yazid have connected Shiite history with
the events of Karbala. Her behaviour made her an archetype for Iranian
women before the Islamic Revolution, during the Revolution, during the
Iran-Traq war (in the 1980s), and after it.

Imam Huseyn, too, is an archetype for Shiite behaviour. He teaches Shi-
ites not to accept the authority of a ruler who does not obey the religious
law. Imam Huseyn is the symbol of submission to God’s will. He sacrifices
himself and his family to preserve the faith. This image, repeated in the
taziya, has motivated Shiites to preserve their religion and show their loy-
alty to their Imam.

Zeynab is the archetype of protest against the ruling class. She transcends
all prohibitions and restrictions to preserve Shiite Islam and the memory of
her brother. Her loyalty to her mission makes her speak against Yazid. Zey-
nab’s story draws attention to the afflictions and hardships that the family
of Imam Huseyn suffered during the siege period at Karbala and in the
imprisonment period.

Before the Islamic Revolution, Zeynab was generally presented in Iran
as a passive protestor and an afflicted woman who stood up to Yazid. She
appeared only in the taZiya plays held during the month of Muharram.
During the Islamic Revolution (1979), Zeynab played a more prominent
role, as the archetype of protest for Iranian women as a whole. They pro-
tested against the tyrant Muhammad Reza Shah (1925-1979), whose father
had forced women to go to public places without a veil or headscarf. The
Shah had continued his father’s policies, and was treated as if he was the
return of the tyrant Yazid.

In the taZziya texts, Zeynab is also the archetype of self-sacrificing behav-
iour and of support for Imam Huseyn and his lineage. Zeynab is pictured
as a mother for the orphans of Imam Huseyn, especially Sakina, her clos-
est companion. During the Iran-Iraq war (1980-88), Zeynab was ‘present’
in every house: mothers would send their sons and husbands to battle in
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her name, to take revenge on the descendants of Yazid for Imam Huseyn’s
blood.

Those who died in the war were likened to the martyrs of the battle
of Karbala, because they died to preserve the religion of God, like Imam
Huseyn. For them, there was no doubt that the dead would live in para-
dise beside their master, Imam Huseyn. Women who supported the soldiers
from behind the lines were likened to Zeynab.

After the Iran-Iraq war (1980-88), Zeynab’s image was adopted by a
corps of moral police. Women who have taken on this role call themselves
‘the sisters of Zeynab’ (khaharan-e Zeynab). Thus, Zeynab is still among the
Iranians. She has taken on responsibility for directing women to follow the
religious law, she ‘commands the good and forbids the evil’ (amr-e be ma‘rif
va nahy-e az munkar). She emphasizes wearing the headscarf that Zeynab
was deprived of, after the battle of Karbala, and she restrains women from
doing what the religious law (Sariat) has prohibited.

Another important feature of Zeynab is her relationship with the saintly
spirits of the Prophet’s family, who assist her. This image is rooted among
Shiites. They believe in the presence of the holy spirits in the physical world
and their involvement in people’s affairs. In general, all the members of the
Prophet’s family (ahl al-bayt) have a significant role among Shiites. They
are their religious leaders, their moral teachers and their spiritual guides.
They intercede on behalf of the Shiites in the Hereafter. Thus, the Shiites are
responsible for preserving their memory.






Glossary: The Ta‘ziya of the Damascus Bazaar

I follow the Persian pronounciation and spelling of Arabic names.

‘Abbas [Abu al-Fazl al-‘Abbas] (d.680): a half brother of Imam Huseyn,
killed at Karbala
‘Abedin (Zeyn al-Abedin): the fourth Shiite Imam,
the son of Imam Huseyn
‘Abes: a representative follower of Imam Huseyn,
killed at the battle of Karbala
’Aba ‘Amr-e Nag‘ali: a representative follower of Imam Huseyn
Adam: the first man created by God
‘Ali (d.661): the first Imam of Shiite Muslims and the fourth caliph
of the Muslim community (656-661)
‘Ali Akbar (d.680): the son of Imam Huseyn.
He was killed at the battle of Karbala
‘Ali Asgar (d.680): the infant son of Imam Huseyn.
He was killed at the battle of Karbala
‘Ali Ibn al-Huseyn: see ‘Abedin
Amir-e gayeb: a title of Imam ‘Ali
‘Amr-o As: one of Yazid’s commanders; he fought against Imam Huseyn
‘Awn (d.680): Zeynab’s son
Ba Turab: a title of Imam ‘Ali
Doctor: a narrative figure
European: a narrative figure
Executioner: a narrative figure
Fatima: the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad and Khadija
Gassala: refers to a woman whose job is washing the dead
Habib Ibn Mazaher (d.680): a follower of Imam Huseyn,
killed at the battle of Karbala
Hasan (d.670): the son of Imam ‘Ali and Fatima
and the second Shiite Imam
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Hendeh: Yazid’s wife
Hendeh’s maid: a narrative figure
Heydar-e Safdar: a title of Imam Ali
Hunter: a narrative figure
Hurr ibn-Riyahi (d.680): Ibn-e Ziyad’s commander at the battle
of Karbala. Later, he joined Imam Huseyn and fought for him
Huseyn (d.680): the son of Imam ‘Ali and Fatima
and the third Shiite Imam. He was killed at Karbala
Ibn-e Sa'd: the governor of Kafa and one of Yazid’s commanders
Imam ‘Ebad: see ‘Abedin
Ishmael: son of Abraham. Refers to a Qur’anic story that Abraham
was told in a dream to sacrifice his son
Ja‘far (d.680): Zeynab’s son
Jacob: a Qur’anic figure
Joseph: a Qur’anic figure
Kaniz: a narrative figure
Messenger: a narrative figure
Minstrel: a narrative figure
Mu‘aviya [Muawiya Ibn Abi Sufyan] (d.680):
the founder of the Umayyad dynasty (661-680)
Muhammad (d.632): the Prophet, son of Abdullah and ’Amena
Muslim Ibn ‘Awseja: a narrative figure
New bride: a title for Fatima, Imam Huseyn’s daughter
Preacher: a narrative figure
Prophet: see Muhammad
Qasem (d.680): Imam Hasan’s son, killed at the battle of Karbala
Rugiya (d.680): Imam Huseyn’s daughter.
She died during the imprisonment period in Damascus
Sakina: Imam Huseyn’s daughter
Salma: a narrative figure
Salmi: a narrative figure
Semr: Ibn Ziyad’s commander
Seyed-e Sajjad: see ‘Abedin
Sowdhab: a narrative figure, a representative follower of Imam Huseyn
The Family of the Prophet: refers to the survivors
after the battle of Karbala
‘Umar-e Sa'd (d.680): the son of Vaqqas and the governor of Ray.
He took part in the battle of Karbala on Yazid’s side
Vizier: see Amr-o ‘As



Glossary

Yazid (d.683): the son of Muawiya and Marjana.
He is the second Umayyad caliph

Zahra: a title of Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter

Zeyn al-‘Ebad: see ‘Abedin

Zeynab (d.682): the daughter of Imam ‘Ali and Fatima.
The Prophet’s daughter

111



The Ta‘ziya of the Damascus Bazaar

Introduction

(Spoken by Sakina)

O European! Help us

O European! Our lives depend on you.
O European! Turn back from this ruin,
We are all unveiled, afflicted, naked!

O European! Help us

O European! Our lives depend on you

O Father! King of Medina! Where are you!

A European has come, his eyes are on Sakinal!
O European! Help us

O European! Our lives depend on you.

If my father was alive to support me

Surely, I would not be living in this ruin.

O! European! Help us

O! European! Our lives depend on you
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Yazid: Come ‘Amr-o ‘As, my companion in grief

Sit with me a while, here in private

Be the salve for my old wound

For the fire [of grief] has burned my wings.

Bring the word of God (the Qur’an)

So I may read the omens, my heart marked with grief.

‘Amr-o ‘As: You are a sea of subterfuge, compared to me;
Next to you, I am less than an ant.

Take the word of God

Read the omens, your heart marked with grief.

Yazid [in Arabic, reciting a formula]:

O God! Thou the Generous, Thou the Merciful, Thou the Judge;

Thou the Proof, Thou the Beneficent, Thou the Praised,

Thou the Patient, the Wise, the Lord of glory and honour.

I appeal to You for a sign.

O God! Heart of my heart, whose remembrance is the light of my heart, I
consult you regarding all my affairs.

‘Amr-o ‘As [Opens the Qur’an and reads]: Truly, the hypocrites will be in
the lowest depths of the fire,' then inform them of the supreme torment.

Yazid: O! ‘Amr-o ‘As, this is not a good omen, I will take another omen
and see what comes.

‘Amr-o ‘As gives the interpretation: ‘Soon will the oppressors know how
the changeable will be changed.”

Yazid: This is again bad,

The Pure One [God] has informed us

Through his own Word, of a painful torment.

I will put aside this ‘Word of God.’

I sigh from the depths of my heart.

The spark of fever has set my soul on fire,

All my bones are burning

The spark of fever fired my soul

Surely Huseyn’s anger has made me burn so hot
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O Vizier! I am dying of this pain!

‘Amr-o ‘As: how can I cure an incurable pain?

Yazid: O Vizier! I am dying because of this double-dealing.
‘Amr-o ‘As: I will invite one of the European doctors.
Yazid: Go and bring one of them as soon as possible.

‘Amr-o ‘As: (Now I invite the doctor for the patient)
O Doctor! The fate that was asleep, is wakened now
Yazid the shameless, is now ill
If you are able to kill, do it!3
Have mercy on his wife.

Doctor: Why am I in this wretched condition?
My heart and my eye are filled with blood,

I will go, but I do not want to.

It’s as if there is a pitfall on this path.

O Caliph! Greetings to you,

the sorrowful heart is cheered on meeting you.
Now, I have come to practise medicine

I am going to find the cause of your illness.

Yazid: Greetings to you, Aristotlean genius
Come and sit at the banquet of my favour.
Ho! My comely, charming, servants,

Bring some sherbet for the sage.

Doctor: O King! What is your condition?

[Yazid:] My condition? My heart is overflowing with blood?
[Doctor:] Give me your hand so that I can take your pulse.
[Yazid:] Doctor, I fear that I may die!

[Doctor:] Fear not, it is not the time for your death.

[Yazid:] Help me, Doctor.
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Doctor: Is any bone in your neck painful?

Yazid: Yes, I am fainting from pain.

Doctor: Can you sleep on your side?

Yazid: O Sage! Not for a long time, but for a short time.

Doctor: Tell me, is your breathing difficult?

Yazid: As if there is a stone on my chest.

Doctor: O afflicted man! And what taste is in your mouth?

Yazid: Sometimes it is bitter, sometimes sour, and sometimes it is salty.
Doctor: Now tell me, do you thirst for water?

Yazid: My heart is on fire for water.

Doctor: What is your condition when you cough?

Yazid: When I cough my headache increases.

Doctor: Open your mouth, I want to see inside.

Yazid: Look then! May all my pain and afflictions be on you.
Doctor: God be praised! There is an incurable disease in your throat.
Yazid: You villain, do not say useless words to me.

Doctor: Tell me does your wounded heart thirst for water?

Yazid: O Sage! I am dying because of the burning fever.

Doctor: Does your heart flutter like a slaughtered bird?

Yazid: It feels as if there are needles in my heart.
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Doctor: O good Vizier! It’s certain that
The reason of the illness has been found, I will tell you the remedy.

‘Amr-o ‘As: Tell me, what is the nature of this essence of rancour?
How did you find what the illness is?

Doctor: His essence is worthless,

But the illness is pneumonia of the chest.
You have to prepare a poultice for him.
Do not delay, prepare it quickly.

‘Amr-o ‘As: O skilful doctor! Blessed with the [healing] breath of Jesus!
Write a prescription for whatever ingredients you wish.

Doctor: Certainly. First, you have to prepare

A poultice from beeswax, camphor and sandalwood
Then add to it chalk, rose and sugar

Sweet basil, the seed of purslane and the seed of coriander,
Mallows, jujube and Sebestens,

the leaves of leek and the seeds of sweet basil.

Then add some chicken fat,

and peanut oil.

If his stomach is flatulent, I tell you next.

He must take some sodium bicarbonate

and three to six kilos of large plums,

and one hundred and seventy tortoise eggs.

Boil the medicines for him

Pour them in his poisoned throat.

‘Amr-o ‘As: Slave girls! Come to the threshold
Bring us the mortar and pestle.

O King! Arise, turn your face to your servants,
Drink the medicine that preserves your health.

Yazid: I'll have nothing to do with these ingredients.
The cure for my pain is a cup of wine.

These ingredients will make me more ill.

The cure for my pain is the blood of Huseyn.

When has jujube ever removed grief?

When has the violet ever caused cheerfulness?
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I am afflicted, I will be cheerful when
Ilead Zeynab around the bazaar.

My heart will be free of sorrow on the day
When a messenger comes from Karbala.

Messenger: I am a messenger and now

I am carrying a secret letter, with a hundred admonitions to Yazid.
Greetings, O commander of Damascus:

The bird of fortune has fallen in a trap.

I have brought a letter from the commanders of the army:

Take it the black-faced commander.

Yazid: Greetings, eloquent messenger,

You are welcome; weary one.

O Preacher, O nightingale in speech,

Mount the pulpit and recite the letter for me.

Preacher: I take refuge in God from Satan the damned,

In the name of God the compassionate the merciful.

Hear now, this letter is written by ‘Umar-e Sa‘d-e Vaqqas, a slave who is
ready to sacrifice his soul, and ‘the whisperer [of evil] who whispers in the
heart of man,’* to Yazid ibn Mu‘awiya, who deserves to go to the hell.
Now that the world has turned in your favour,

Your are appointed and ‘Ali is deposed.

The bright palace of the king of the two worlds is ruined,

The body of the king of the world was covered with the blood and dust.
They burnt the tents with the fire of rancour,

The veil of shame has been completely drawn from our face.

Semr has slapped the face of the children until they were as red as red
juniper.

Their ruby lips were dry with thirst, wanting one sip of water.

They cut off the hand of “Abbas, who carried the flag [of Huseyn]

The body of Akbar fell in the dust, and was seen drowned in blood.

Yazid: Thanks be to God, the sphere is turning to fulfil our desire
The wild bird of fortune has fallen in our trap

Grief is ended and sorrow is removed from our heart.

Pour the wine of good cheer in our cup,
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124 | The Holy Drama

Decorate my court like the garden of heaven
Decorate the streets and bazaar of our city, Damascus.
Bring the minstrels who sing lyrics and play the harp,
and our pretty dancers who walk gracefully.

O Cupbearer! Bring wine and make us cheerful,

Light our candle with the light of wine.

Yazid: Servants! Bring sherbet!

Make sweet the mouths of our friends and loved ones,

Slaves! Bring my water pipe,

that I may dispel from my heart the pain of disturbing speech.
Pour aloeswood, musk, rose, tulip and jasmine.

Sing, minstrel, so that grief may leave my heart.

Minstrel: The events of Karb and bala have made our heart bloody
Because there is no cure for an incurable pain,

Alas, that the sphere has lit such a fire in Damascus

That its smoke has darkened the lamp of Medina

This day is Yazid’s day: minstrels play the tambourine

The King of Religion has been martyred, all of you clap your hands
O Minstrels! play the tambourine and clap your hands

The King of Religion has been martyred, this day is Yazid’s day.

Yazid: Since Semr has given his allegiance to us,

It is fitting that we honour him.

Lead out seventy of my best horses,

with amphora, braziers and incense

Semr, come before us with such splendour

It is fitting that he should enter the city with honour and glory.

Semr: O Shiites! I have brought the musk of Tartar from Karbala,

I have brought the family of the Prophet, despised and afflicted,

I have chained the hand of Zeynab, the afflicted sister of Huseyn.

By God, I have brought the daughter of the lion of God [Imam ‘Ali] and
dishonoured her.

Semr: Greetings, O king of Damascus.

Yazid: Greetings!
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126 | The Holy Drama

Semr: I have brought news for you.

Yazid: From where?

Semr: From the plain of Karbala.

Yazid: Is it victory, or defeat?

Semr: Fortune favours the king, it is victory.

Yazid: Praised be God who has fulfilled our desire.
Has the King of Religion been martyred?

Semr: Yes, he was drowned in blood.

Yazid: Did no one assist him on the plain of calamity?
Semr: Yes.

Yazid: Who assisted him there?

Semr: His brother.

Yazid: What was his name?

Semr: His holiness ‘Abbas, the Faithful.

Yazid: Was ‘Abbas killed?

Semr: Yes, he was martyred.
For spite, both his hands were cut from his body.

Yazid: How did he fight?
Semr: Bravely.
Yazid: Give me a description.

Semr: He attacked our army like a brave dragon.
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128 | The Holy Drama

Yazid: Did the army resist?

Semr: No.

Yazid: Then what?

Semr: They fled.

Yazid: From one person?

Semr: Yes, they fled like the sparrow that flees the eagle.
Yazid: How many fighters were killed there?

Semr: One thousand.

Yazid: Over how many days?

Semr: In a single attack.

Yazid: Well done.
What did Hurr do with Huseyn?

Semr: He supported him.

Yazid: Was he not our friend?

Semr: No, he turned away from us.
Yazid: How many soldiers did we have?

Semr: One hundred thousand.
But the enemy’s army was larger than ours.

Yazid: Why did their army [Huseyn and his companions] leave Karbala?
Semr: Because most of them were turncoats.

Yazid: Who sacrificed himself for Huseyn there?
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Semr: The youth, Vahab.
Yazid: Who else?

Semr: Barir.

Yazid: Who else?

Semr: The moon-faced ‘Awn.
Yazid: Who else?

Semr: Habib, Ja‘far, the Turkish slave,
and Muslim Ibn ‘Awseje, the servant of God.

Yazid: Who else was there?

Semr: ’Abii ‘Amr-e Nasali.

Yazid: Who else?

Semr: Sowzab fought in many encounters beside ‘Abes.
Yazid: How did ‘Abes fight?

Semr: He was naked.

Yazid: Did ‘Abes fight naked?s

Semr: Yes from head to foot.

Yazid: Was he not frightened of our army?

Semr: No, he was ready to sacrifice his life, He fought and killed [our sol-
diers] until he was killed and his head was cut off.

Yazid: Who else was killed among the companions of the King of Religion?
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132 | The Holy Drama

Semr: Seyf Ibn abit Tamame and the faithful Tarma.
Yazid: Was his son ‘Ali-ye Akbar martyred?

Semr: Yes he was drowned in blood on the plain of Karbala.
Yazid: Didn’t he have a mother? Alas, for the youth, alas.
Semr: His mother wept many tears beside his corpse.
Yazid: Was no-one thinking of his wedding?

Semr: Yes, they were.

Yazid: Then what happened?

Semr: It turned into a wake!

Yazid: Did Huseyn plead with you on the plain of Karbala?
Semr: Yes.

Yazid: How did he beg? Tell me, you deceitful dog!

Semr: I am ashamed to say it, while people sit silently,

And are not waking heaven with the cry ‘Ya! Huseyn!’

The first time, he held up his infant Asgar,

and said, O Soldiers! O Shameless people!

For three days now my child has had no water,

Give me some water for my infant ‘Ali Asgar.

Yazid: Who gave water to Huseyn’s suckling babe?

Semr: Heartless Harmala, shot an arrow at his throat.

Yazid: When else did Huseyn plead with you?

Semr: In the battlefield, when he had been knocked down.
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134 | The Holy Drama

Yazid: So he pleaded with you, covered in dust and blood?
Semr: No!

Yazid: Then how was it, and where was it?

Semr: When the King of Religion fell on that ground

Ibn-e Sa‘d said, “Who is ready to cut off his head?’

We ten, all swore to kill him,

We went to the place where that shining sun [Imam Huseyn], was to die
O Yazid! When we came to the place of execution,

nine of us fled and I alone remained.

I took the dagger from my belt and I tied in my cloak,

Then I lifted my sleeve above my hand,

I had no shame before God: in a foul rage, I placed my boot
On the chest of the King of Karbala.

Suddenly, he opened those eyes that see the truth, he looked at me,
He sighed, and said, ‘O Shameless Semr!’

Yazid: What did he say?

Semr: He said a word that burned my heart.

Yazid: Damn you! Tell me what Huseyn said!

Semr: With his dry lips, he said, T am thirsty’

Yazid: Did you give him water?

Semr: No, I didn’t.

Yazid: Tell me, why?

Semr: I wanted him to be martyred, suffering from thirst.

Yazid: So! Because of what you did, our faces are blackened.
Now tell me, did Huseyn cry?

Semr: Yes, he cried twice.
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136 | The Holy Drama

Yazid: Where?

Semr: Once, when his son Akbar fell to the ground,

He cried out, ‘O kind father! Help me!’

The King of Religion mounted [his horse] like the Valiant Lion [Imam ‘Ali].
He attacked the army like the leviathan that attacks from the sea of calamity.
Sometimes he attacked on the right, sometimes he attacked on the left
Sometimes he was busy with the army and sometimes with the tents.

Yazid: Did he cry when he saw the army of the infidels?
Semr: No, he did not cry because of fear.

Yazid: Then why?

Semr: The King of Religion leapt from zu al-Faqar [his horse]
Tenderly, he lifted the head of his son from the ground,
Tearfully, he said one thing, and the heavens wept tears,
He said ‘T will carry your body to the bridal chamber’.
He sighed, and raised a lament that rose to the sky.
‘Alas! That a youth like you should be felled,’

He held up the body of that green youth,

He carried his body from the battlefield to the tents.

Yazid: O Shameless one! Didn’t your heart burn,
When you inflicted so many tyrannies and oppressions?

Semr: I'm the mother of villainy and master of tyranny
My heart has never burned for tyranny! Never!

Yazid: Where else did Huseyn cry?
Semr: When I was about to sever his head from his body.
Yazid: Was he frightened of death, then?

Semr: No, he had no fear.
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138 | The Holy Drama

Yazid: Why did he cry, tell me what happened.

Semr: When the King of Religion fell from the back of his saddle,
He said, ‘Allow me to pray’.

He was allowed, and he performed his ablutions with sand,

He prostrated himself, and he prayed to God.

Some time passed, but he did not lift his head from prostration.
Ibn-s Sa‘d said, ‘He is praying that we be dammed.’

Slowly and silently, I crept to his side.

I heard him, he was crooning, like this...

Weeping and lamenting, he was praying this prayer,

‘O God! Forgive the sins of my people.’

Yazid: What did you do after you had martyred him?

Semr: [ inflicted a thousand tyrannies on the people of his house, to make
you pleased with me.

Yazid: Did you burn the tents to take revenge?

Semr: Yes, they burned, and went up in smoke.

Yazid: And what of Huseyn’s children? Do any remain?
Semr: One son survives him, and he is ill.

Yazid: Is there any thing else that you want to say?
Semr: I want to ask you to bestow a robe of honour on me.
Yazid: Well done! This is the path of fidelity,

This was service to the family of Sufyan.

You deserve a robe, and gold, a garland, and jewels,
Because you have destroyed the family of the Lion, ‘Ali.
You who attend me in my throne-room,

bring two robes of honour from the treasury, fitting for Semr.

Semr: What do you order to do with these captives?
Should we bring them with respect or humiliation?

Yazid: Go, bring them like *Uzbak or Tatar prisoners,
lead them, bareheaded, through the streets and bazaar.



The Ta‘ziya of the Damascus Bazaar | 139

hole 930S Olo 0,5 40,5 4z Ha0- W3

O3 2 2385 (5 db 0T sz ) Cudig 3l - e
18l o5 556 o3l ods LS

I g9y 4 a3 3,5 9 L85 Cuas

Jas b Ololie Sl 9 Cd )y ddsww o
bl ) odzmas 3w &S Gz WudS b

lo 40 uS (0,85 &S dsew (1l 0508

SIS @85 92 Uilgy 3 dtwa]

155 021 955 o 4e3e) BsS 32 03,5

led gl S bisg i boyS s

las gl 5 1y (e Caal LS Licsu

1605 dz o5 idolad 3 sy - d

Loy 30 5 80,5 5 a5 ol Caw Jol 0 y92 1o - o

693 e 00,5l 4 (S 0y 5 (13T - w3
loo 5 C8) 9 db 390 &S Gliz )T - o
fke Glo 4y @IS G 31 G358 - Wi
lo 4y a9l 3 Gl oo slows - yod

$650 (S |y 3 Cwl 0lo dz Sod - W

e o &y loy Gi=ls &S eolss - ol

39 () $uloly ey &S L o o - M
393 oz Oldw odlgils 4y Cous
Sk JT oS Qs 0Ll 05z
3255 926 953 9 W arwls
s Sl 3 oo pulzme (2 2l

o Gl Sl 90 dl3s 31wyl

Rlosd 5ad 4 Oyl 999 50 dz - pod
Rlgwy 0 b eslo pl i @

JBG 5 ) Ol Sl 43 955 - W30
b9 dzsS 4 OIS0 dis



140 | The Holy Drama

Semr: After enduring tyranny and oppression,

when they have passed through the bazaar,

Where are the strangers to be housed?

Where is the dwelling of those whose portion is sorrow?

Yazid: On the far side of the square, there is a ruined building,
It is a mosque, without a door or prayer niche,

I think there is no place better,

for the family of the Prophet, than that ruin.

Semr (to the audience): Know, all you people of Damascus,
That the household of Huseyn the thirsty are arriving.
Come Zeynab, Sakina and ‘Abedin,

Now, for cruelty’s sake, I am going to take you to Damascus.

Zeynab: Helpless, unfortunate Zeynab,

In one place she is imprisoned, in another she is a stranger,

In one place she is mounted on a bare camel

In another, people are playing instruments and beating the drum.
Where is my son Akbar, that he may see how I am injured,
Where is the King of my Faith? I bear no more.

O My brother! O My brother! You have been martyred with the sword of
tyranny,

And I am a prisoner in the land of strangers,

Here are the heads of the virtuous, here are the lances of villains,’
Here is Zeynab the afflicted, here in the streets and bazaar!

Imam ‘Ebad: O father! O father! My martyred father

O Head! On your account, black bile has filled my heart.
Your love has drawn us to the bazaars.”

We are prisoners, ashamed of our appearance,

You, who aspire to nothing, let these words teach you shame.

Sakina: O Father! Grief for you left me despised and afflicted
The sphere® has left me an orphan in childhood.
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142 | The Holy Drama

Semr: Soldiers! Play the drum and tabor,
For the world has turned to Yazid’s desire.

Zeynab: O apostate, deceitful Semr! Come before me,

Both God and the soul of Mohammad hate your face.

Tell me the reason for the lamentation in the city.

Is today the Feast of Sacrifice,? according to the doctrines held here?

Semr: O daughter of the seal of the prophets,

You are the pure essence of lineage of the Prophet,
Did you hear the sound of the drums?

Did you see the people of Damascus?

The feast that you see

Is newly prepared for you, by Yazid.

Zeynab: O Semr! What has happened to dignity and honour?

After all, you are an Arab! What has happened to manly behaviour?
I have no companion or helper,

and now, I have no brother.

O Semr! Show mercy!

Do not take us among the people.

Semr: I have cut your Huseyn’s head from his neck,
I have drowned the body of ‘Ali Akbar in blood,
You have no other companion or helper.

Why don’t you give up your haughtiness?

Zeynab: (Why does the infidel Semr have no shame?
No one would inflict such tyranny on unbelievers.)
O Infidel dog!

You imagine that no-one could cure my pain.

I will complain to God about you.

By God! My sigh will not miss its mark.

But I fear that God

Does not separate wet from dry.



The Ta‘ziya of the Damascus Bazaar | 143

S ) a3 dab ded Wl - e
S @l g olgsds b CiS Ol &S

J1e W ye e Gl e 03 Lo - i)
W3 8 89y ) demme zoy 9 s

Cowl QL) dr ol 54 ol 90 &S 650 e )
Cewl 0L e o8 (ol cde 4 Se

Sl @ 750 Gl - ed
Q-A-wl-j JI kaL» d.s”):)

Gt Lo 0,85 31T

S el Jol Cusan
oded b Ol & s o
odaz 030 W5 o5 42

95 C53e 5,85 b - o)
$S Cilns (3,5 55

£l S5k 9 pwge e
SISSRCSN S RTEVY

(SIS WEVS

£330 Ol e 5315 Lo

fLR o ymio 5 1) S - o
pdedS SISl (s 095 @
I 5ok 9 puige o3 SO
S 2 S5 3 Cewd Ly

WSS Lo g 020 (2 e - )
M6 Lz Gz 80 4y oS

A5 S ¢l 8 dls @

FASS 199 e 30 S &S

NS Gig 4 pyp o Ol 058
WSS bas e o lus 4

b O pam &S g 5 el

WSS oz o 3 1y 3 9 s



144 | The Holy Drama

Semr: O family of Muhammad, dismount, all of you.
Go into this roofless ruin with no door.

Imam ‘Ebad: O People! Go to one side,

So that we may sit in a private place,

wailing and lamenting,

and conduct the mourning rite.

May the nightingales gather, that we in concert

may lament the memory of the garden, our homeland.

The nightingale is a stranger, lamentation is foreign, the meadow is not here
Zeynab is an exile, the city is alien, our motherland is far away.

Yazid: Bring all the prisoners to our throne-room
Give them a place in some corner at our gathering.

Semr: Have all of you given up all hope for your lives?
You are all going to the court of Yazid.

The family of the Prophet (together): We are being taken to Yazid, bound
in the chains of tyranny.
These shameless people are taking us before Yazid.

Yazid: O Slave! Your task is to go to the chamberlain’s office™

Pass through the curtain to the private apartments

On this radiant day, to the court of that shining moon.

To the private sanctuary of my palace,

say to Hindeh, my silvery, moon-faced idol:

‘Come here because I am going to take the veil of grief from your face.’

Semr: I obey your command, with pleasure,
obeying your order is a grace to my soul.
Greetings, O intimate [of the king]! O houri-faced!
The king has summoned you.

Hendeh: I obey the king’s command, with pleasure.
Come, girl," we are going to watch them.
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146 | The Holy Drama

We are going to see who these prisoners are
O Slave! You go ahead, we will follow.

Yazid: Welcome, my faithful wife.
Sit beside me, my moon-like cypress.

Zeynab: O Sphere! May you turn upside down for grief.
May grief fill your liver as it fills mine, in my misery.
You have brought the family of the martyred king,

to Damascus because of your enmity.

I hope that you will be turned upside down!

O Sphere, you have ruined my house.

Hendeh: Look, my aunt, at these prisoners,

Light shines from their faces, up to the heavens.

Look at the moon-faced girls

They all put their heads on their knees.

These moon-like women, who are despised and afflicted,
From which city and land do they come?

O aunt! It is clear,

that they are nobles.

Hendeh’s maid: O Hendeh! Know that all these prisoners
Are natives of Medina.

It seems that they are all Arabian,

They are people of stature.

Handeh: Do not mention Medina to me,

It makes my heart burn.

My master and lord lives in Medina,

Don’t you know that my master lives there?

Hendeh’s maid: Your stature puts the cypress tree to shame,

Say, who was your master in Medina?

Truly, your face is like paradise, your stature like the tree of Ttba,
whoever hear of a king talking with a poor man.

Do you not scorn to look on the prisoners?

Please, sit on the golden chair.
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148 | The Holy Drama

Hendeh: Know that my master is the light of my eyes
He is the honourable Huseyn, the Imam and the King of Religion.

Zeynab: Hendeh! Blessed was the day when your master lived,
and you lived with us, Hendeh.

Blessed was the day in Medina when,

My slave girl was a unique person, like you.

O sphere, be just, for the sake of chivalry,

Where is chivalry, where is manliness?

Hendeh: Who was this woman? My soul burns,

I swear to God, the marrow in my bones is burnt.

The lamentation of this prisoner has turned me to water.
O My aunt, my aunt, she has burnt me with grief.

Dear aunt, let me go beside her,

I see her sorrowful state.

Kaniz: Truly, your face is like paradise, your stature like the tree of Ttba,
Whoever heard of a king talking with a poor man.

Do you not scorn to look on the prisoners?

Please, sit on the golden chair.

Zeynab: It is fitting that you scorn me,

There you are, and here am I, in my misery.

You are adorned in a gown, gold and jewellery.

I beat on my chest and head because I have no one,
You are sitting on the golden chair,

I am sitting in the dust of calamities.

Hendeh: Dust be on my head, this is the voice of my lady

This is the complaining song of a nightingale far from the meadow,
Dust be on your head, Hendeh, because of this tyranny and oppression.
Zeynab goes bareheaded while you are sheltered behind the curtain.
My day has been turned to night by watching this scene,

I will go out from behind the curtain, to Zeynab’s side.

Yazid: O My shameless, ill-behaved wife!
I am shamed in my throne-room by your behaviour.
You come out from our private apartment, your head bare.
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150 | The Holy Drama

The court is filled with strangers.

Does the matchless private sanctuary mean nothing?
What is the meaning of this disorder and uproar?
You make yourself the topic of banter and jest,

and in the end the reproach is on me.

Hendeh: O cursed one! Am I shameless, or is it you?
Am I the black-faced deceiver, or are you?

Do you find it too grievous to look on your wife,

in the presence of strangers?

Are they not the family of the Prophet?

You ill-fated, cursed fellow.

Rejected one, you sped to cover my head with a cloak,
so hurriedly, hastily.

I am adorned in a gown, gold and jewellery,

While the daughter of Fatima has no head covering.

Yazid (to his slaves): take Hendeh whose heart is filled with blood,
to the private apartments, and bring me red wine.

Semr: O wise commander, I have a message for you,
An envoy has arrived from European lands.

Yazid: Tell the people of Kufa and Damascus
to come quickly and welcome the messenger of the European king.

Semr: O people of Kufa and Damascus,
Quickly, welcome the European.

European: what is this burning coal in my chest?

Once more: what is the coal, I feel in my heart?

Saturn is bent double because of the dagger of grief.

The sword of mourning is on Gemini’s skull.

The leader of prayers is busy with dancing and play,

The ear of the sphere is deafened by the sound of drums and trumpets
I had heard that in Damascus,

An event has occurred that is causing grief.

One party is playing the flute and tambour in flowering gardens,
Another group in an uproar are wailing and beating their heads.
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152 | The Holy Drama

Sakina: O King of Medina, where are you?
The European has come to look at Sakina.

European: O God! Who are this group of beauties?
They are bound in chains from head to foot,

O God! Who has chained a woman?

It seems that the necklace of the Pleiades has been scattered.
I cry out against the hand of the executioner

who has brought down these noble people.

This head on a lance, its lips red as ruby,

has drunk without pause to the health of these two beauties.”*
There’s no doubt that he must be the brother

Of these two sisters who are younger.

From the mystery of this [other] head, I am certain

That he desires this moon-like countenance.

This is a new bride and he is a new groom,

This one is like Salmi, the other like Salma.

This infant has no milk, no blame, no guilt,

has never seen the breast of his mother.

And this bright head: from every side we see that he

is one who is straight-necked, his head held high.

It seems that he was the water carrier for the children,
He has never found any water in the world.

O Acclaimed and Living Lord, O Only God,

reveal this hidden mystery,

kam kus jaras paras fluriyani Bonjour Monsieur Yazid."

Yazid: Do not speak in that foreign tongue, speak in another language,
Submit to the religious law of the Prophet.

European: O Wise king, my greetings to you,

I am one of the viziers of the European king,

I have brought two cameras,'* two watches and two sword sheathes,
to present them to you, O great commander.
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154 | The Holy Drama

And further, out of loyalty, the king has sent a message:
If there is anything else that you seek, tell me.

Yazid: Greeting to you, O envoy from foreign lands,
These multicoloured presents are accepted from you.

Zeynab: O God! My heart is wounded by this grief
O God, a foreigner is more honourable than we are.
The European is honoured while the family of the Prophet suffers tyranny,
The European is respected while the family of Ahmad™ suffers oppression.

Yazid: One of you trustworthy courtiers

who is allowed to enter the private apartments:
Go and bring my daughter.

My moon-faced flower-faced daughter.

Semr: I obey your commands and whatever you wish,
Because you are king.

Greetings, O fairy-faced ward of the palace apartments,
Your father has summoned you.

Yazid’s daughter: This is a fortunate, auspicious omen;
You go ahead, I will follow.

Greetings, Father, to your beautiful and bright face,

May the shade of fortune remain over your head forever.
Sit me on your lap like the bloom of a rose,

I am like a particle of dust in search of the sun, shelter me.

Yazid: My greetings to you, with your rose-like face and moon-like coun-
tenance,

Come here and sit like the rose bloom on my lap,

Come here, take your place like the rose bloom on my lap.

Look at this group of captives for a moment.

Now ‘ariis: O God! Why do I have no father!
Since I am an orphan, people do not honour me.
If my kind father was alive
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156 | The Holy Drama

Semr the vile would not slap my face.
Where are you, my mother Sahrbani,
That you may put my head on your lap?

Zeynab: O Sakina! Your afflicted aunt dies for you,
she cannot bear this sorrow for your pain.

Since you have no mother, I will be your mother,
Since you have no support, I will be your support.
Come here, so I, in place of your mother

may put your head on my lap.

Yazid: Who is this small homeless child?
A child who is bareheaded, barefoot, her heart full of blood.

Semr: She is the new bride of Qasem, the new groom
who was martyred at Karbala.

Yazid: O unhappy child of Huseyn!

The new bride of the Huseyn’s new son-in-law,

why are you crying, so young and marked by fate,

You lament like the nightingale.

Now ‘ariis:'® How can I not weep and wail like a bell?

May no one see what I have seen!

I have suffered much grief and heartfelt sorrows,

I am one whose father has been killed, whose brother is dead.
Yazid: Don’t cry so much, O daughter of the martyred king.
Now ‘ariis: How can I not cry, I am in mourning, Yazid.
Yazid: Why have you covered your face with your hands?
Now ‘ariis: I have no face veil, and all these people are strangers.

Yazid: Who is looking at you here?

Now ‘ariis: My new groom is watching me.
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158 | The Holy Drama

Yazid: Why has your tulip-like face gone pale?

Now ‘ariis: Because I am so very thirsty, Yazid.

Yazid: No one has seen one marked like you,

Both your father and brother are martyrs.

Tell me, do you have another brother in this world?

Now ‘ariis: Know, O Oppressor, I have one brother.

Yazid: Tell me, do you have any sister in your wailing and lamenting?
Now ‘ariis: One or two sisters survive, from my father Huseyn.
Yazid: There is no hope for you! Tell me their names.

Now ‘arais: O Yazid, one is Sakina and the other is Ruqaya.

Yazid: Are you Sakina the daughter of the peerless king?
Are you the one who cheered the heart of Huseyn the thirsty?

Sakina: O Yazid, O Yazid: I am Sakina the daughter of the king of east and
west

O Yazid, O Yazid: My God kill me, I am the daughter of Huseyn.

Yazid: O child! Why do you beat your head and your chest?

Sakina: Because of the recent fate of my ‘Ali Akbar, who died young.
Yazid: Why do you hold the chain so firmly in your hand?

Sakina: Because my neck is wounded by cruelty.

Yazid: Why do you cover your face with your hands in your bewilderment?

Sakina: I protect my face with my hands because I am distressed.

Yazid: Sakina, why has your face turned livid with resentment?
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160 | The Holy Drama

Sakina: Because Semr the shameless slapped me several times.
Yazid: Orphan of Huseyn, why are you crying constantly?

Sakina: How could I not cry, How could I not lament?
I am an orphan; I have no father,

Your daughter is seated beside you,

I am standing before you.

In that sitting, and my standing,

There is nothing for me but a heart full of blood.

A cry has blocked my throat.

May God give what they deserve!

Yazid: You are right; it is not easy to be an orphan,
There is no one in distress like you.

O child, come to my side,

From now on, be a slave girl to my daughter.

Zeynab: May God strike you dumb and blind your eyes!
May you be far removed from the grace of God.

Who are you that you call yourself great,

and want a slave girl from the family of the Prophet?
How far has this high rank of yours gone?

That you want Zahra’s” darling to be your slave girl."®
Yazid: who is this fortunate, blessed woman?

Whose voice rose from among [the captives]?

May God requite you! What can I say?

Semr: She is one, whom you have despised,
whom you have dishonoured.

She is Zeynab, Huseyn’s sister.

You should know her by her tearful eyes.

Yazid: She is one, whose father seized the world,
with the blows of his sword, zulfagar.

She is one, whose most laudable grandfather
was taken up to the throne by his God.
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162 | The Holy Drama

A thousand thanks to God that I can see her
dishonoured, despised and afflicted.

Zeynab: I am the daughter of the father of seven and four."
I am alone, without assistance or support.

Seventy maids of Medina ate from my table,

sucham I.

I am unveiled among the people, yet the Holy Spirit,

like a lady’s maid, is proffering a veil.

I am Zeynab, Huseyn’s sister,

you should know me by my tearful eyes.

Yazid: When women’s souls are on fire,
There’s no answer, it’s best to hold one’s tongue.
Bring in the heads of the martyrs,

Put them in a corner at our gathering.

Semr: These thirsty ones have drunk water from the sword’s blade,
They gave the world its soul, in giving their souls.

Yazid: Tell me, whose is this shining head?

Semr: That is the head of the hero, Hurr.

Yazid: And whose is this pure, unsullied head?
Semr: This is the head of Habib Ibn Mazaher.
Yazid: I see two heads; tell me each of their names.
Semr: One is ‘Abes, the other is his slave Sowzab.
Yazid: The head of a black man lies before me.

Semr: That is the head of the Turkish slave of Huseyn, the King of Religion.
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164 | The Holy Drama

Yazid: I see two heads here, like a pair of stars.

Semr: They are the heads of Zeynab’s sons.

Yazid: I see a head whose face is like the Houris.>®

Semr: This is ‘Abbas, standard-bearer to Huseyn.

Yazid: Tell me about the swordsmanship of that skillful man.
Semr: He cut, killed, bound or felled many.

Yazid: Bravo, well done, to that strength and that arm.

Semr: Yes, he had the strength of Heydar.

Yazid: Tell me, whose is this shining head?

Semr: That is the head of Prince Akbar.

Yazid: I heard that his heart had been cheered by marriage.
Semr: He was not the groom, Qasem was the groom.

Yazid: How was the candle of Qasem’s soul blown out?
Semr: He married, but he died young.

Yazid: Semr, you scoundrel, whose is this head?

Semr: It is ‘Ali Asgar, who did not drink milk.

Yazid: I do not see the head that I am looking for.

Semr: The head that you cannot see, that you say is not here, is this.

You say it is not on his enemy’s lance, but it is.
[To himself] O Huseyn! I'm like a blind man, who has fallen in a well,
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A blind man is aware of what he has done: you may say he is not, but he is.
O bloody head, Yazid demanded you from me.

This court will surely pass away; one may think not, but it is so.
[To the head] Yazid, Henda’s son, is coming; receive him.
Honouring the king is a good deed; you may say it is not, but it is.
[Holding it up] This is Huseyn, this is Huseyn, this is Huseyn’s [head].
Yazid: Bring him before me, he who has two houris beneath him.*
O adornment on the Prophet’s shoulder! You are welcome

O successor of Heydar-e Safdar! You are welcome

You did not want to come alone to our presence?

You are welcome, with ‘Awn, Qasem and ‘Ali Akbar.

Yazid: O Semr! Know that I have several questions.

Semr: Tell me, so that I may cheer your soul.

Yazid: Was this head severed with a cleaver?

Semr: O Commander, what do you mean by asking this question?
Yazid: Why are the bones of his neck broken in pieces?

Semr: If I say it, the [hearts of] friends and enemies will burn.
Yazid: Say it, to ease the fire in my heart.

May Muslims never hear it, and the infidel never see it.

Did you cut through it, or strike it off from a distance?

Semr: As butchers do, I cut it off with a cleaver.

Yazid: How many blows did you take to cut off his head?

Semr: I cut off his head with ten blows, in my enmity.
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Yazid: What did he say when you struck the first blow?
Semr: He cried, ‘O Muhammad! O Muhammad!’

Yazid: What did he say in his helplessness, when you struck the second
blow?

Semr: He said, ‘O Mother Fatima! Where are you?’

Yazid: And what did that solitary king say when you struck the third blow?
Semr: He said, ‘O Ali! Come to my aid!’

Yazid: What did he say when you struck the fourth blow?

Semr: He said, ‘O Hasan! Look to Huseyn!”

Yazid: By God, tell me what he said at the fifth blow?

Semr: He said, ‘Alas Zeynab, alas Zeynab.’

Yazid: What did that peerless man say when you struck the sixth blow?
Semr: He said, ‘O Sakina, my daughter you have lost your father.’
Yazid: May I know what he said at the seventh blow?

Semr: He said, T am the intercessor for the Shiites.’

Yazid: What did he say when you struck the eighth blow, O Semr?
Semr: He said, ‘Where is faithfulness, where is chivalry, O Semr?’
Yazid: My soul burns! What did he say when you struck the ninth blow?

Semr: He said, ‘Alas for my wives!’
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Yazid: What did he say when you struck the tenth blow, O disciple of cruelty?
Semr: He said one word that struck fire in my soul!

Yazid: What did he say, you scoundrel? Answer me!

Semr: He said, ‘I thirst for one drop of water.’

Yazid: Did you pour any water on the fire in his soul?

Semr: I kicked his mouth with my booted foot.

Yazid: What did he say when you kicked him?

Semr: At that, he fainted, and surrendered his soul with his lips still dry.
Yazid: What happened after his death?

Semr: Both the earth and the sky were shaken.

Yazid: O Cupbearer, pour the sun-like wine

Quickly, the movement of the sphere knows no delay,

O Cupbearer! Remove the veil from the face of that lady, the wine jar,
Pour blood in the spirit of the lineage of Ba Turab*

O thirsting King! Taste this, the day of our pleasure

Wet your dry lips with wine.

O King! Come, so that I may pour wine on your face

O noble Seyed! Abstain from wine.

O Yazid! Alas what a sin this was, what an act this was?

Be ashamed before the beauty of He who is the intercessor on the Day of
Judgment,

Where is the Qur’an? Where is the wine? Dust be on my head!

You there! Fill the cup with wine.

Although you cannot sleep, come,

put your head on Yazid’s lap and sleep a while.

Zeynab: O hand of the heavens, set to work!
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Zeynab’s veil is gone to the winds,
Lay hands on the ring on Damascus’ gates,
Destroy them, as Kheybar’s tower and wall were destroyed.

Yazid: Alas, I have remembered the battle of Nahravan.

[To Huseyn’s head] Sit in the golden bowl, and parry questions with me.
How does it feel to be beaten with a stick, O son of Ba Torab?

Now complain about me to your grandfather and father.

Imam ‘Ebad: You oppressor! You beat one whom the Prophet has kissed.
May your hand be cut offl Hammer away, do your worst.

O Shameless One! The friend of God is present,

you are beating the beloved in the presence of the lover.

He is Jacob and I am Joseph, under the oppression of Egypt.

I am Joseph and you are beating Jacob in my presence.

Yazid: Who are you, poor suffering soul,
burning with fever and bound in chains?
With such dignity, glory and finery,
perhaps you are ‘Ali Ibn Huseyn.

Imam ‘Ebad: May you be struck blind, if you do not know me!
I will tell you my name, that you may know me,

The highest throne is the carpet in our portico,

all who breathe are our guests.

North South East and West are like the ball to our polo stick.
The wind, rain and clouds obey our commands.

I am heir to the king through whom the Faith has flourished,
O Infidel! I am the enemy of your soul,

Do I have to say my name more clearly than this?

[ am Seyed-e Sajjad, Zeyn al-‘Abedin.

Yazid: O ‘Ali! Have you seen the justice of God?
How justice has been placed at the centre?
Though Huseyn’s heart was turned away from us,
You see, in the end, he was killed with a dagger.

Imam ‘Ebad: O shame of the Arabs, uncouth fellow,
Do you boast without reason, in the presence of this head?
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His father’s rank is higher than the sphere,
His mother is the Prophet’s daughter.

Yazid: You, who have survived the storm of Karbala,
You victim of injustice, honourable Zeyn al-‘Eba,
Listen to me! Break with your practice,

confirm my leadership.

Imam ‘Ebad: You imagine that you have merely killed Huseyn,
You have only drowned one body in blood.

But you have killed both Muhammad and ‘Ali.

You have killed both the Prophet and his vicegerent.

You have killed three sisters and six brothers.

You have killed seven fathers and eight mothers.

O oppressor! You killed the essence of the world beyond.

O Shameless one! You have killed the blood of God.

If you wish to consult with me,

Tell me about your grandfather, your father and your mother.
You adulterer, son of an adulterer, son of an adulteress.

Both your father and your mother were criminals.

Yazid: Ho! Executioner! Ho! Executioner!
You apostate, deceitful executioner! I am talking to you!
Cut off the head of Zeyn al-‘Ebad, ill as he is.

Semr: I obey you, I obey you.
Confess the oneness of God, because I am going to cut off your head.
I am going to separate your soul from your body.

Imam ‘Ebad: Farewell, my homeless aunts,
Farwell, my broken-hearted sisters.

Zeynab: Alas, ‘Abedin, your aunt is dying for you.

You look at me each moment,

my dear, but I have no remedy.

What can I do? [Confess that] there is no God but God.

Sakina and Now ‘ariis together (to the audience):
O you who are present! If you are Muslim,
say something in intercession.
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Is there no Muslim among you?

Is there no firm believer in Damascus?

Now I beat my head with a stone for the [lack of] manliness [here].
I will go to the European ambassadors to entreat them.

O Europeans! We are so cowed by the tyranny of Semr and Yazid
That now we entreat you.

European: O God! What do I see?

The eye of the sphere has never seen its like!

I am amazed at the Muslim sovereign,

why is he the enemy of the faithful?

No one has done the like to the people of his own religion,
for as long as the heavens have been turning.

O Muslims present in this meeting,

someone should intercede for these prisoners.

It is not acceptable, to our way of thinking,

for a Christian to intercede for Muslims.

But where there is immeasurable oppression,

intercession for the innocents will be rewarded [in the hereafter].
Come, executioner, that I may kiss your hand and foot,
Do not kill him, may my soul be a sacrifice for you.

Semr: No Muslim in the court of Yazid

intercedes on behalf of this person who must give up all hope of life.
Leave me, because I will not release him.

[To Imam ‘Ebad] Confess the oneness of God, my blade is on your throat.

Sakina: O European! We are strangers in this city.
Here, we are foreigners, who have no portion.

European: Executioner, stay your hand.

Do not torment a person who is ill, like this.

I am going to meet Yazid the Unchivalrous.

I will intercede on their behalf,

I will have no regard for my own dignity, in his presence,
so that he may refrain from execution.

O Yazid, show mercy to these children,

or may I be a sacrifice in their path.

Do not kill a youth who is ill,

who is ailing, and weeping and pitiful.
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Have mercy on these strangers,

These people whose portion is grief are innocent.

It is obvious that this despised group

Have no [male] relative, except this helpless one.
What is the benefit of killing an ill person?

Is there even any blood in his veins, for you to spill?
Have mercy on him, leave him alone, he has no-one.
Otherwise, I offer my head to your dagger.

Yazid: Come European; sit on the throne [beside me].
You have distressed us to no effect.

Intervention is not acceptable here.

Order is necessary.

Ho, Executioner! Ho, Executioner!

Zeynab: Withdraw your hand from the family of the Prophet.
Otherwise I will untie my hair in this court.

I will wail in God’s court of law,

I will plead with the Almighty for vengeance.

I will go to Najaf without veil or footwear.

I will hold fast to the grillwork around the tomb of the king of Najaf,
to arouse the zeal of the lion of God [Imam ‘Ali].

I will lament so bitterly that the earth and heavens roar.

O “Ali, my dear father! O ‘Ali, my dear father!

Amir-e gayeb (Imam ‘Ali): Do not kill him, do not kill him, lest the heavens
be turned upside down.

Do not kill him, do not kill him, lest the hearts of the Prophet’s family turn
to blood.

Do not kill him; do not kill him, because the daughters of Huseyn have been
dishonored.

Do not kill him, do not kill him, because the sisters of Huseyn are prisoners.

Imam ‘Ebad: O my grandfather! Look at my broken head.
O my grandfather! Look at my hands that they are bound in chains.

Amir-e gayeb: I wanted your head to be broken, so that,
I may faithfully intercede for my people on the Day of Judgement.
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Semr: O ill-fated Yazid! I am speaking to you.

Listen, I will explain the condition of this distressed soul.
When I was about to cut off his head in my rancour,

Someone in a black veil came, from the direction of the kiblah.
The masked one terrified me so that,

my whole body was trembling for fear.

A sudden terror so petrified me

that the dagger fell from my hand at once.

Yazid: Apostate, deceitful Semr: go to one side.
Do not repeat what you have said to anyone.

European: O God, who is this shining moon?

He is covered in blood, as if he were rolled in it.

It seems that I have seen him in some city.

He looks familiar to me.

O head, tell me the circumstances.

You are like the sun passing over the contingent world.>
If you are Adam, where is Ceylon?**

If you are Noah, where are the sea and the storm?
If you are Khalil, where is the fire of Namrad?

If you are the Ishmael, where is the Ram?

If you are Jacob, separated from Joseph,

this is neither Egypt, nor Canaan.

From [the sight of] these demons and beasts,

I am sure that you are Solomon among them.

I am certain that you are Muhammad,

reciting the verses of the Qur’an like this.

It seems that Ahmad said, ‘O Huseyn,

your head will be cut off with a sharp blade.’

It seems that you are a stranger here and have no mother,
that she cries for your sake like a cloud giving rain.
Do not be sorrowful, because Christians will cry,
in sympathy with you.

Yazid: Tell me European, what nonsense is this?
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What are you telling that head, here?
What are these tears amidst our festivity?
All the time you are debating with yourself!

European: The infidel Zoroastrian, are you questioning me?
See the result of your own behaviour.

By God! The injustice you have done to Islam,

I have never seen from one infidel to another.

What I have seen, is beyond words.

The Lord, whose head this is, amazes me:

how honoured he is in the eyes of God,

how honoured he is in the eyes of the Prophet.

I see angels standing wing to wing.

From the heavens to the earth’s surface.

Now explain to me in detail, the circumstances of this head
So that I can recount these things day and night,

in Europe, from the top of the pulpit.

Yazid: You are asking me about the circumstances? Listen then,
I cut off his head as one kills a sheep.

His name is Huseyn the son of Heydar.

His grandfather is Muhammad, his mother is Zahra.

European: May your tongue be cut out

by a bolt of lightening.

In the end, you killed Huseyn out of enmity.
May your line die out!

You chained his wives in a line,

despised and bareheaded.

God is great, God is great.

Yazid: Did you see Huseyn in some city?
Did you touch your head to his foot?

European: Listen, I will tell one secret about this head.
Remember my gem-like words.
I was King John’s ambassador
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to Medina, to the Prophet.

At once, I saw the face of this lord coming in.
like a shining moon.

Muhammad rose immediately,

He took him to his bosom like his own dear soul.
Zahra the Pure

put a vest on him.

The fastening was so tight around his pure throat,
you could see a circular line.

Muhammad kissed him constantly

and shed tears like pearl.

I asked him: “Why you are crying?’

He said: “This line will be cut with a dagger.’

I asked him where this event would be seen.

That glorious king said: ‘At Karbala.’

I asked: “‘What is his worthy name?’

He said: ‘His name is Huseyn. It is a pure name.’
I asked: “Who will his killer be?’

He said: ‘Yazid, an infidel.

Yazid: If you have anything else to narrate, do it.
Tell me about the condition of this man.

Bahr-e tavil®

European: O Yazid, do you not know that this pure shining head, lying
despised in the golden bowl, is a portion of Zahra’s heart? You will not
know and will not understand, unless I tell you this story: there was once
a young gazelle, it was beautiful, elegant and delicate. In the open plains, it
fell in a trap, and a hunter brought it before the Lord of ‘But for Thee.”® He

presented it to the lord of the spheres.
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That King of Religion, that companion and friend of the trustworthy Ga-
briel, took the fawn and gave it to Hasan. He was his little darling, his grand-
child, the son of her Holiness, Zahra.

When Huseyn, another grandson [of the Prophet], saw Hasan’s fawn, he
jumped up and went directly to the al-Agsa mosque.”” He asked his grand-
father, “Where is my gazelle?” The Prophet said, ‘Another gazelle will arrive
at any moment. It is for Huseyn, the light of my eyes’.

At once a voice cried out from the throne [of God] to a mother gazelle,
saying ‘You are the ornament of the gazelles of the world, take your fawn
quickly to the mosque of al-Agsa, to the Ornament of the Prophets. He is
going to give your fawn to Huseyn, the light of his eyes, so that the heart of
that darling child should not be saddened’.

I will tell you another story. Once, the one whose head lies here, along with
his grandfather who is the ornament of mankind, was on the way to the
noble and pure house, as a guest.”® At once a cloud appeared. It rained fire,
and water. As Huseyn was passing through to go to his mother, the Prophet,
who is the master and chief [of both worlds], turned his face to implore the
heavens, saying, ‘O Powerful Creator, stop the rain from this cloud for a
while, so that it does not rain on the head of one who is the light of Zahra’s
heart and eyes’.

O Yazid! Son of the adulterous sinner Henda, the tyrant. You cut at the
roots of Islam by killing one whom the Prophet loved and honoured. On
top of that, why are you now beating his pure lips and teeth with a stick?
May God cut off your hands, you wicked scoundrel! May God strike you
dumb and cut off both your hands [sic] for killing the son of the Lion of
God, Imam ‘Ali.
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Yazid: Be silent, you Zoroastrian infidel!

I will order them to cut your head from your body.

Ho, executioner! Ho, executioner!

O Executioner you are a master of tyranny,

Cut off the head of this idol worshipper, for injustice’s sake.

Semr: Confess the Oneness of God, because I am going to cut your head
from your body.
I am going to separate your soul from your body.

European: Stop it, you cursed, merciless, oppressor, Yazid.

I am a Christian, but I have not martyred the family of the Prophet.
You thirst for my blood: very well: give me some water.

Give a sip of water for my sorrowing, restless heart.

Yazid: O Semr, give water to the European, for fidelity’s sake,
then cut his head from his body.

Semr: Yazid, we did not give water to Huseyn.

We martyred him while his lips were dry.

Why should I give water to the European?

It is not a sign of fairness and fidelity.

[To the European]: Take this crystal cup full of water,
Now, quench the fire in your heart with water.

European: [To Imam Huseyn] O thirsty one, you had no power over the
dagger.

It seems you were a stranger and lost your mother.

[To Semr]: I am a European, and you give me water.

You killed Huseyn while he was thirsty and distressed.

I will not drink this water, God forbid!

while Zahra’s children are thirsty.

[To Imam ‘Ebad]: O Memento of the King of the Virtuous,

make me a Muslim now.
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Imam ‘Ebad: You have been favoured, O devout European

that you confess the religion of Muhammad.

Say: ‘there is no God but God,

Muhammad is the Messenger and ‘Ali is the Vicegerent of God.’

European: O Master, on the Day of Resurrection, bear witness
that I said, ‘there is no God but God
Muhammad is the Messenger and ‘Ali is the Vicegerent of God.’

Semr: Get out of here, European, because I am going to cut off your head.
I am going to separate your body from your soul.

European: I am delighted to go now, to the Messenger of God,
Saying, ‘there is no God but God.
Muhammad is the Messenger and ‘Ali is the Vicegerent of God.’

Yazid: Put the head of Huseyn Ibn ‘Ali in a golden bowl,
Take it to his sorrowing daughter in the ruins.

Semr: I place the head of Huseyn Ibn ‘Ali in a golden bowl.
I take it to his sorrowing daughter in the ruins.

Zaynab: This scent is like the flowering path to Huseyn’s door.
I am amazed! From whom can the scent of Huseyn be coming?
O Women! Huseyn has come, with honour and glory.

Offer all your souls at his feet.

Semr: O group of prisoners! Huseyn’s head is coming.
O army of mourning!* The General of the two worlds is coming.

Zeynab: O head! My heart is crushed on seeing your face, brother, brother.
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How strange, how strange, that you have remembered those who have no-
one, brother, brother.

You are not on the road now; why do you have your face covered, brother,
brother?

I am the one who came on foot, why are you tired, brother, brother?

You have come to this ruin without roof, without door, brother, brother,
Did you have no feet that you come with a head, brother, brother?

Zeynab: How black your lip is, O pearl on the exalted throne, my dear
brother Huseyn.

If T am not mistaken, it is the sign of Yazid’s stick, my dear brother Huseyn.
When they took your head to the monastery and church, my dear brother
Huseyn,

They took me to the cities as a spectacle, my dear brother Huseyn.

I smelled the food in all the houses, my dear brother Huseyn,

But for three days and nights I went to sleep hungry, my dear Huseyn.
Drink no water, although you desire it, my brother, my brother,

No-one gave us water, not for forty stations,® my dear brother Huseyn.
Enough salt is poured on the wound in my heart, my brother, my brother,
To see your killer standing before me, dear brother Huseyn.

O Rugiya! This is life for your lifeless body.

Good news, good news! Your father is our guest.

Rugqiya: O dear father, have you heard any news about me?

My hands are tied with rope, did you know that?

A yellow-haired [European] asked me from Yazid, to be his slave girl.
Did you know how despised I am?

Semr slapped my face and said: ‘you are orphaned’.

Alas, did you have any news of this pain and sorrow?
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The women gave me bread and dates, as alms.

Nothing passed my lips, did you hear any news of that?

The pillow for my head was gold brocade.

Now, a brick is my pillow, did you hear any news of that?

O Father, I have used an old worn rug,

to cover my body, did you hear any news of that?

[Soliloquy] I am so happy on seeing my father’s beautiful face
that I am freed from the pain of the world.

O Aunt, come beside me for a moment.

Listen to this, my Will.

Take Akbar’s curl,

when you go to Medina, give it to Sugra.

O noble one! By the truth of the Qur’an,

by the dignity of exalted ‘Ali,

send me quickly to my father.

I am freed from the pain of the world.

O Father! The pain of separation from you takes me to the grave.
I say, I bear witness that there is no God but God.

Zeynab: O Muslims! Reason and wisdom have left me,
I do not hear the voice of my child.

O my nightingale, why are you silent?

O my dove, why have you swooned?

O my dear, why are you lifeless, having surrendered your life
like a rose petal, in a corner of this ruin.

Come my dear, that I may close your eyes,

I will stretch out your arms and legs towards the Kiblah.
Come, I will lay a brick under your head.

I am a sacrifice for your sorrow-filled heart.

O my dear ones, this is the ancient custom of the world.
Rugiya’s covering is a worn out rug.

O my master Huseyn, Zeynab’s support,

Where are you, light of my eyes?

Why you do not enter these ruins?

Why are you separated from we prisoners?

O enfeebled ‘Abedin, may I be your sacrifice!
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May you live long, now that your sister is dead.

Imam ‘Ebad: Come my sister that I may close your eyes.

I will stretch out your arms and legs towards the Kiblah.

O my sister! Why are you lifeless, having surrendered your life

like a rose petal, in this roofless ruin?

O God, O God! I am sorrowful and alone in the corner of this ruin.
O God, O God! To whom can I turn my face, in Damascus?

Zeynab: There is no candle, no lantern, no assistance or companion
There is no light in my dark night. O God, O God!

Imam ‘Ebad: O my sister! I sacrifice myself for the chain on your neck.
I weep for your condition, O God, O God!

Zeynab: Yesterday this afflicted one [Ruqiya] said one word to me,
That burnt my wounded soul, O God, O God!

Imam ‘Ebad: Tell me, what my afflicted sister said to you?
I am sorrowful and lamenting for her.

Zeynab: She said ‘There is no one in Damascus as hungry as I am.’
I have no more strength or energy, O God, O God!

Yazid: One of you, go to the ruins,
Bring me some news quickly.

Semr: I will go to the ruins again.

I will bring news for you, O ill-fated one.

O Yazid the unchivalrous, how long will you oppress?
O Yazid the unbridled, how long will you oppress?
The storm of tyranny has taken a rose.

O Yazid! A child has died in these ruins.

What a beautiful and well-spoken child she was.
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She told her secret grief to me.

She told me, ‘My father is dead,

I am an orphan, so people do not honour me.’

My heart burnt for her when they slapped her face.
Your slave girls pulled her hair from her head.

Semr: O Yazid! Be manly, bridle your desires, you will be rewarded.
O Yazid! Zeynab’s heart is burning tonight.

Yazid: Alas, that there is no cure for my pain.

On the Day of Judgment, Murteza [Imam ‘Ali] will be my enemy.
Go and tell the woman who washes the dead [the Gassala],

To wash Huseyn’s pitiful child, with wailing and lamenting.

Semr: Ho! Gassala, go and wash Huseyn’s pitiful child,
with wailing and lamenting.

Gassala: O my dears, I am going to the ruins,
to wash the body of this dead child.

Greeting, you who are alone in the trap of affliction.
I wish you all well.

O my dears! Go to one side,

that I may wash the body of this dead child.
Why is the mouth of this child so dry?

Why is her pillow made of raw brick?

I am sure that she has no mother.

She is an orphan, she has no protector.

Why is the chin bound to her arm?

Why is her body afflicted and broken?

What was her sin in this life?

Who has bound her arm in this way?

Gassala: O Lady, may I ask you a question?

Zeynab: Ask your question, I have no heart [for this] any more.
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Gassila: It seems that you are the first among these women.
Zeynab: Why do you pour salt on my wounds?

Gassala: Why is her neck as black as tar?

Zeynab: Know that this sign shows that she was chained.
Gassila: Why has a thorn pricked her foot?

Zeynab: She was running in the desert so much.

Gassala: Tam sure that she has no mother.

She is an orphan and has no protector.

I am not going to wash her body right now.

They have killed this child with sticks and stones.

The family of the Prophet (in unison): Where are you Fatima?
O mother! Where are you?

In the corner of these ruins?

Why you do not visit your children

in the corner of these ruins?

O Sphere! Was it fair, that in Karb-o bala,

you inflicted such injustice on Huseyn?

See what you have done to those whose hearts burned!

O Sphere, may your house prosper!
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Notes

1 Q. 4:145.

2 Q.26:227.

3 oS Gdle 386 g St the meaning is obscure: ‘release him from his misery’
may be meant.

4 Q.114/4-5.

5 Le., Without armour.

6 The heads are carried in on lances.

7 In mystic poetry and love poetry, the lover is ‘drawn to the bazaar’: he wanders
in public showing how love has maddened him.

Fate, destiny.
‘eyd-e qurban’, the last day of the pilgrimage to Mecca, when sheep are sacri-
ficed.

10 dar al-Nazam.

11 Literally ‘Aunt’, an affectionate name for her maid, who appears below.

12 Zaynab and her sister ‘Umm-e Kultam.

13 Nonsense words, to show that the speaker is a foreigner.

14 In Steingass’s Persian dictionary (1892), diir-bin is a telescope and the players
would presumably have had two telescopes as props. Nowadays the word refers
to a camera.

15 Ahmad is a name of the Prophet Muhammad.

16 Fatima, the daughter of Imam Huseyn, is called Now ‘ariis throughout the text,
perhaps to avoid confusion with Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet Muham-
mad.

17 Zahra is a title of Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter.

18 There is a play on two meanings of ‘aziz here: grandeur and beloved.

19 Seven and four allude to the seven planets: the moon, Mercury, Venus, the Sun,
Mars, Jupiter and Saturn; and the four elements: air, wind, fire and water. See
A.A. Seyed-Gohrab, The Mirror of Meanings, p. 2.

20 Har-e ‘eyn, referring to the Qur’an 44/5s.

21 Reading ‘eyn as the plural of a‘yan, the word has different meanings; the name of
a letter ‘eyn, eye; source; essence; and appearance. With respect to the meanings
the line may be translated in different ways. See A.A. Seyed-Gohrab, The Mirror
of Meanings, p. 22.

22 Ba Turab is a title of Imam °Ali.

23 Lit: ‘in the tower of the contingent world,” but ‘tower” here refers to a sign of the
zodiac.

24 In the Islamic tradition, the story of Adam and Eve is located in Ceylon.

25 This refers to the metre of the section that follows: long’ metre.

26 A title of the Prophet, referring to a tradition in which God says: ‘But for thee, I

would not have created the heavens.’
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27 Sic. When this ta‘ziya text was composed, this could only refer to the al-Agsa
mosque in Jerusalem.

28 This could be a particular house known by this title, but the term is not in com-
mon use today. The meaning may simply be that the Prophet has been invited
to a noble, pure house.

29 Sepah-e ta‘ziya, referring both to the defeated remnants of Huseyn’s army, and
the audience of the ta%ziya.

30 Meaning stations on the road, where travellers stop.
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