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 Karbala Drag Kings
 and Queens

 Negar Mottahedeh

 Ta'ziyeh historians claim that the introduction of veils into the passion play was
 meant to cover the fact that only men and children took part in the representa-
 tion of the Karbala tragedy. Women did not participate as actors-or, rather,
 role-carriers-on the public stage. To depict female characters such as the daugh-
 ter of the Prophet, Fatemeh, mortal men donned the veil. This minor "twist" has
 had major consequences for the ancient traditions of painting in Qajar Iran (1785-
 1925). Samuel Peterson writes:

 During the last half of the fifteenth century and until the Qajar period,
 the veil was an exclusive attribute of holy personages and was not used to
 cover the faces of women. However, once it became in ta'ziyeh produc-
 tions a standard part of the costume of women-a sign of their modesty

 [...] it becomes in Karbela paintings a standard feature of Alid women. No
 longer used so consistently as the sacred symbol it formerly had been, in
 Qajar religious painting the veil is ascribed somewhat arbitrarily to holy
 figures; thus the faces of the Shi'ih Imams appear veiled and unveiled.
 (1979:79)

 On the stage, the tone of the voice and the presence of the veil indicate the gen-
 der of the character in the ta'ziyeh performances. Young men with soft voices por-
 trayed female characters; young girls performed certain minor female roles until
 the age of nine-the age of maturity.

 One of the early Qajar performers of women's roles, Haji Mulla Hussein from
 Peek Zarand-Saveh, played female characters so well that each year he had to leave
 his farm for the months of Muharram and Safar in order to perform at the Takiyeh
 Dowlat (Royal Takiyeh). In the late Qajar period, Mulla Farj'ullah Sangani, Haji
 Mulla Hussein, and Gholi Khan Shahi were three of the most famous female role-

 carriers and were specifically hired to play the role of Imam Ali's daughter, Zinat
 (Beiza'i [1965] 2000:143-44). With the introduction of the gramophone to the
 Iranian court under the rule of Muzzaffar al-Din Shah, Gholi Khan Shahi's be-
 came one of the most recorded voices of the period (Reja'i 1994:29).

 According to Bahram Beiza'i, the female role-carrier would wear a long black
 shirt which was sometimes decorated with flowers and which reached down to

 the back of the leg. A second black piece of fabric would cover the head, the arms,
 and the hands. A third would cover the face, so that only a sliver of the eyes and
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 74 Negar Mottahedeh

 the fingertips of the actor would be visible. The female characters who belonged
 to Yazid's camp would wear the same costume, but in red (Beiza'i 2000:145).

 Western observers of the ta'ziyeh during the modern period-travelers and
 diplomats used to the European entertainment traditions-commented fre-
 quently on the lack of attention paid to the historical accuracy of costumes in the
 dramatic presentation of the ta'ziyeh. The Orientalist scholar, Edward G. Browne,
 observes that the performance of the ta'ziyeh on the 7th of Muharram 1888 C.E.
 was "spoiled in some measure by the introduction of a number of carriages, with
 pastilions barbarously dressed up in a half-European uniform, in the middle of
 the piece." He goes on to observe that this absurd piece of ostentation seemed
 typical of Qajar taste (Browne [1893] 1926:604).

 Writing in the I85os, Eugene Flandin recorded that the role-carriers who rep-
 resented Europeans on the stage, borrowed the French troupes' triangular hats and
 military uniforms in order to show themselves as realfarangis (foreigners). Flandin

 was moved by the realism, if not the historical accuracy, of the ta'ziyeh perfor-
 mance, much like Gaspand Drouville who, some 40 years earlier, could not fathom
 how the realistic and chaotic battle of 4,000 performers left no one hurt or
 wounded (in Beiza'i 2000:II9-20).

 For Comte de Gobineau, the simplicity of clothing seemed to recommend
 itself to the production of the ta'ziyehs-a drama that relied on the marked con-
 trast in clothing to convey a character's placement in the dramatic face-off be-
 tween good and evil. In order for the spectacle to work, Gobineau maintained,
 the holy men wore turbans and the feminine characters donned the present-day
 veils used in Baghdad and Damascus (de Gobineau 1900:389).

 The ta'ziyeh of The Christian Girl performed at the Shah's Niyavaran palace in
 124I and then at the Royal Takiyeh in Tehran the following year, struck Gobineau
 as one of most powerful ta'ziyehs performed in the Muharram sequence. In this
 performance the clothes of the Christian girl, played as usual by a man, are said to
 have been based on European paintings, so that in the passion play, the Christian
 girl appears as a stereotypical European woman in a straw hat, a fanned skirt, and
 an apron, performing her part in tall black boots. This is only one example of the
 cultural and sexual transvestism at the core of the ta'ziyeh performance.

 Ta'ziyeh and the Production of National Identity

 According to Comte de Gobineau, those who attended the ta'ziyeh spectacle
 participated without regard of religious opinion (1900:382). Observing the en-
 thusiasm for the ta'ziyeh performance, Gobineau claims that the Persians recog-
 nized in this history of brutality the legitimization of their belief in the rightful
 claimants of the Prophet Muhammad's throne and saw, in the ta'ziyeh drama, their
 national identity revealed:

 The Arabians, the Turks, the Afghans--Persia's implacable and hereditary
 enemies-recognize Yazid as legitimate Caliph; Persia finds therein an
 excuse for hating them the more and identifies itself with the usurper's
 victims. It is patriotism therefore, which has taken the form here, of
 drama to express itself. (Gobineau in Arnold 1871. :684)

 Thus the annual commemorative event offered not only a spiritual renewal for
 the Twelver Shiites, but highlighted the cultural difference of the Qajar Persians vis-
 a-vis their neighbors. The performance marked their national identity as "differ-
 ence." This difference could be formulated as an identity associated with the meek,
 but no less victorious, Imam Hussein-a validating identity that could be neither
 robbed nor destroyed by the machinations of the nation's Sunnite neighbors.
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 As William Beeman points out:

 [...The] ta'ziyeh performance offers the opportunity for the spectators rit-
 ually to renew their commitment to a religious and ideological order of
 which they are an integral part. This ideological order does not limit itself
 strictly to religious dimensions but includes a political and nationalistic di-
 mension as well. (1982:30)

 One should note, however, that this renewal was significantly more historical and
 more intrinsically linked to national identity formation than Beeman here indicates.
 The ta'ziyeh performances clearly captured the mythological forces and ideological
 discourses that filtered through various modern Persian institutions and animated
 both personal and collective initiatives at particular times in Iranian history.

 At times the structural elements of the ta'ziyeh were used to reinforce religious
 distinctions by casting "the good" as the Imam and his family, and "the evil" as
 the Caliph Yazid and his Sunnite adherents. At other times, the ta'ziyeh dramatic
 format was used to call the people to revolutionary action and to emphasize the
 role of the nation as Imam Hussein's representative in the world at large. Litera-
 ture, travel narratives, and invocations of various kinds, especially belonging to
 the Qajar period, demonstrate the ta'ziyeh's influence.

 What these texts highlight, in particular, is the degree to which the ta'ziyeh's
 impact went beyond nation-building and efforts to fix cultural boundaries. De-
 spite the ta'ziyeh's principal representation of what Sigmund Freud once called
 "the aggressive instinct in the human psyche," the performance distilled more
 than "narcissism in respect of minor differences." At the heart of the ta'ziyeh
 drama is an "underlying psychosocial effect" that extends further than the merely
 local or historical (Freud 1957:90).

 The appropriation of ta'ziyeh as a tool for revolutionary sociopolitical, cultural,
 and religious change suggests a malleability at the core of its drama,' a malleability
 that Marjorie Garber has called the "transvestite effect." The ta'ziyeh was not only
 a nationalistic site for identification and disidentification; it was also a place in
 which the culture of the other was donned and shed. In addition, the ta'ziyeh pro-
 vided a setting in which the category of gender could be boldly interrogated. This
 appropriation of other cultures and other genders points to "the centrality of the
 transvestite as an index of category destabilization altogether" (Garber 1998:I79).

 Because of the populist enthusiasm surrounding it, the ta'ziyeh must be recog-
 nized as a critical area for the study of perceptions of otherness, as well as a loca-
 tion for evaluating emerging notions of modern selfhood in Qajar culture. As
 women's bodies factored incessantly in debates about the definition of the national

 culture, especially in late-I8th-century and 19th-century Iran, the ta'ziyeh's pro-
 motion of male-female transvestitism must be seen as trenchant ground for femi-
 nist research in its articulation of gender differences and the role of women in the
 construction of national and religious identities.

 Gaining popularity during the 19th century's raging debates about Iran's mod-
 ernization in relation to Europe, the ta'ziyeh evoked key questions. Did clothes
 in fact make the man or woman? Did appearances determine a culture's devel-
 opment or mark its stagnation? Who looked at whom? And how? How did cul-
 ture, gender, and sexuality factor into the exchange of gazes and the circulation
 of desires?

 Ta'ziyeh of the Christian Girl

 The Ta 'ziyeh of the Christian Girl (which Beiza'i says may be the ta'ziyeh known
 as the Majlis-i zan-i Nasrani) is noteworthy in that it is the only known mourning
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 ta'ziyeh with a female lead character. Its staging is uncharacteristic, too, in that it
 begins with a curtain around the otherwise open circular stage, unlike traditional
 ta'ziyeh staging which does not incorporate a curtain.

 The scene is set on the barren plains of Karbala and the coffins bearing the re-
 mains of the third Imam, Imam Hussein, and his followers are visible. Lit candles

 atop a few of the coffins signify the holiness of the personages within. Weapons
 are scattered about on the ground, signifying the bloody end to a battle that has
 just been fought. In his description of the Ta'ziyeh of the Christian Girl, Gobineau
 muses that the staging gives the audience the sense that it can see both above and
 below ground (in Beizai 2000:141). The Christian girl enters with her entourage,
 riding a horse. Not knowing where she has arrived, she dismounts and asks her
 party to put up tents, but with every spike that penetrates the ground, blood
 gushes out as if from a fountain. Everyone in her party is perturbed. Eventually
 asleep in one of the upper rooms of the takiyeh, the girl has a dream in which
 Christ enters and tells the girl about the battle of Karbala. Meanwhile, an Arab
 thief enters the stage and, unaware of the Imam's station, opens his coffin. Look-
 ing for weapons and valuables he disrespectfully searches the Imam's coffin. The
 Arab is so evil at heart, Gobineau observes, that he does not notice the candles or
 the doves that encircle the holy corpse. He is suddenly frightened by the voice of
 the martyred Imam who speaks to him-and he is angered, too. After dismem-
 bering the body, the Arab thief leaves the scene. Then all the prophets of the past
 and the Fourteen Infallibles of Twelver Shiism enter with veiled faces. They walk
 toward the Imam's corpse. As the performance ends, the Christian girl, so moved
 by the tragic fate of the Imam, converts to Islam (in Beiza'i 2000:I41-42).

 As Mohammad Tavakoli-Targhi suggests, "Fascination with the non-Muslim
 woman has a long history in the Perso-Islamic literary culture" (2001:70). The
 Roman/Greek Christian girl who seduces Shaykh Sanan, the elderly mystic and
 keeper of Mecca's holy places, is one example of this type in Persian mythology.
 Representations of European women in Persian art and performance traditions
 similarly express the Persian "imagination on the erotic and exotic" in relation
 to the European Christian woman (2001:71). But in the representation of these
 women's eventual conversions to Islam, cultural productions also aim to situate the
 moral and ethical superiority of Shiite Iran against the economic and military threat
 of the West. As one antimodernist cautioned:

 [I]f Iranian women mingled with European women, they would be
 tempted to dress like Europeans, dance in public celebrations and gather-
 ings, drink wine and sit with men on benches and chairs and joke with
 strangers. By becoming a "land of freedom" [vilayat-i azadi] women of
 Iran would copulate with Europeans and no one would dare protest. (in
 Tavakoli-Targhi 2001:72)

 "This line of argument," Tavakoli-Targhi writes, "[...] equated undesirable socio-
 political reforms with the Europeanization and Christianization of Iran" (72). The
 Western female and her unveiled presence represented a threat to some Iranian
 antimodernists. Feminization of power in the Persian public sphere implied the
 threat of a heterosociality associated with the vices and mores of the West.

 The ta'ziyeh tradition's "transvestite effect" where men donned European
 women's clothing, can be seen and understood as a threat to the traditional sex-
 gender system, while simultaneously exploring the possibilities of reform to ex-
 tant traditions through representation. As Jean E. Howard writes:

 If a boy can so successfully personate the voice, gait and manner of a
 woman, how stable are those boundaries separating one sexual kind from
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 another, and thus how secure are those powers and privileges assigned to
 the hierarchically superior sex, which depends upon notions of difference
 to justify domination? (1998:49)

 If a Persian man could don the skirt and apron of a Christian girl, how big were
 the differences between Iran and Europe?

 The ta'ziyeh's transvestite effect located the place of women "at the crossroads
 of cultural change and contradiction" (51). It is important to emphasize further
 that beyond their implied gendered and cultural transvestitism, ta'ziyehs involv-
 ing foreign or European subjects were used to situate foreigners as independent
 witnesses to wrongs borne by the family of the Prophet at the hand of the Arabs.
 In the ta'ziyeh, the foreigner always corroborates the ethical and moral superior-
 ity of Iranian Shiism over Sunnite aggression. The foreigner's conversion at the
 end of the ta'ziyeh also establishes the potency of Shiite Islam against Western
 political and industrial power. But as the final slaughter of the foreigner in The
 Ta'ziyeh of the Arrival of the Family of the Prophet to Damascus shows, the transvestite

 effect is used to suggest that the industrially advanced West, represented by the for-
 eigner, and the emerging Iranian modern nation (as the sole national representa-
 tive of Imam Hussein) are one under drag. One, at least, in light of the evil
 machinations of Iran's Sunnite neighbors. The beloved Shiite leader of Iran and
 the representative of the industrially advanced European nations are sacrificed by
 the Sunni leader, whose evil soul cannot recognize worth.

 Gusheh

 The staging of the ta'ziyeh in the first Io days of the Muslim year is meant to
 function as an annual reminder of the nation's religious history. But clearly, some
 of the events represented in the ta'ziyeh have no grounding in history and are there
 to stimulate an emotional response. They were at times developed from shorter
 sketches whose function as prologue was to prepare the observers for the full-scale
 ta'ziyeh performance. Shorter dramas, called gusheh, appeared at the beginning,
 middle, or end of the ta'ziyeh and often led to a heart-wrenching scene that en-
 couraged and allowed the audience and the performers themselves to weep for the
 fate of those who suffered and died at Karbala. The gusheh often focused on the
 meekness and righteousness of Imam Hussein and his family. They represented
 the Imam as the apotheosis of God's revelation, as the quintessence of divine mir-
 acles, and as the embodiment of the supreme power of the divine. Gushehs were
 also used to emphasize the importance of individual and collective sacrifice fol-
 lowing the example of Imam Hussein.

 Many gushehs also boast women as lead characters. In the gusheh of Panj Tan
 (Five Beings), for example, Imam Ali's daughter Zinat takes a leading role. Zinat's
 representation in this gusheh is significantly different from the assertive and stub-
 born role she plays at the court of Yazid in the ta'ziyeh cycle. Here she is shown
 in a melancholic dream state, engaging in deeply affectionate dialogues with the
 Prophet Muhammad, his son-in-law, Ali, and his grandsons Hassan and Hussein.
 The gusheh of Panj Tan ends with a reminder spoken by Imam Hussein that Zinat,
 too, will be present at the Prophet's heavenly banquet the following day. This is
 an ominous reminder, not only of the tragic carnage in Karbala, but of the subse-
 quent slaughter of women and young children in Damascus. In some cases, such
 gushehs involving female characters were subject to such popular enthusiasm that
 they developed into full-scale ta'ziyehs, such as the gusheh of The Daughter of the
 Khatan Shah. Their popularity affected the placement and importance of the his-
 torical drama itself. In this way, The Ta 'ziyeh of the Martyrdom ofAliAkbar became
 a gusheh performed as prologue to the ta'ziyeh Daughter of the Khatan Shah. Other
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 gushehs were developed into completely independent ta'ziyehs. The Ta' ziyeh of the
 Children of Zinat was a gusheh performed as part of The Ta'ziyeh ofAli Akbar. A
 preserved historical script of the Children of Zinat suggests that a full-scale ta'ziyeh
 was later developed (Fath-Ali Beygi 1992:229-73).

 What Did Drag Allow?

 The Ta ziyeh of the Indian Girl is one of the ta'ziyehs that, like many gushehs, di-
 verges from the historical tradition. It demonstrates, though, the ways in which
 the inclusion of female characters in the ta'ziyeh tradition allows for a meditation
 on everyday worldly concerns and desires. The ta'ziyeh begins with a conversa-
 tion between a lover and his friend in which the lover discloses his passion for a
 beautiful Indian girl. The two friends decide to go to the home of the Indian girl
 to investigate the possibility of a union. They arrive at the home of the girl to find
 that she is already married to an Indian man and conspire to murder the husband.

 Having beheaded the husband, the lover tries to woo the Indian girl. But in
 prayer, she begs Imam Hussein to bring her husband back to life. Imam Hussein
 arrives onstage to prayerfully intervene on behalf of the dead Hindu man. This
 loving gesture miraculously brings the husband back to life. Joyfully, the Indian
 husband and wife recognize the status of the Imam and convert to Islam. They
 return to their homeland to prepare a mourning ta'ziyeh for Hussein (Fath-Ali
 Beygi 1990:246).

 Dating to June 1855, the currently available transcription of an earlier script of
 the ta'ziyeh of the Indian Girl is a rare representation of desire in Iranian 19th-
 century visual culture. In the painting tradition of earlier periods, we find fre-
 quent references to "the amorous couple." As Afsaneh Najmabadi observes:

 Representations of young men in late Zand and early Qajar paintings in-
 clude scenes of beautiful males, in particular representations ofJoseph,
 or of young princes [...) male-male gaze (the Sufi practice of nazar), and
 male-female couples. One distinction of the preceding era is the disap-
 pearance of male-male couples [...].

 By late Zand and early Qajar period, she writes, "we are left with only male-
 female couples, and as Layla Diba has noted, from early Qajar times on, there is
 a noticeable absence of amorous couples altogether" (Najmabadi 2001:92-93).

 It should be emphasized, as both B.W Robinson and Najmabadi have re-
 marked, that until the late 19th century, the beloved, in literary or visual form,
 could be represented by a youthful woman or a young beardless man. In literature
 and paintings of the period, the narrow-waisted and the cypress-statured beauties
 with crescent eyebrows and black scented hair, were as often young beardless men
 (ghilman) as they were paradisiacal female houris (paradisiacal virgins). Their eter-
 nally youthful bodies stood as metaphors for the paradisiacal pleasures described
 in surah 44 of the Qur'an, the sura of "Smoke."

 In the Indian Girl the lover shares his erotic desires with the audience as he de-

 scribes his Hindu beloved to his friend in precisely the lyrical terms ascribed by
 poets to the male and female beloved in Persian poetry. There is no body more
 slender and no face more radiant than that of the Indian girl. Drawing on the
 tropes of Persian poetry in which ringlets of hair spill across the beloved's face,
 the curled ends forming thousands of letters J and L, the lover tells his friend that
 his heart is entangled in the Indian girl's long dark locks. His very body is caught
 in the ringlets, which in the classical tradition represent both India and China.

 In the scenes that follow the murder of the husband, the staging of desire is
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 further intensified as the lover asks the Indian girl to run away with him. And
 though this is set up in narrative fiction as a heterosexual scene of desire, the
 transvestite effect provides the audience with an opportunity to contemplate and
 visually appreciate the features of the beautiful beardless man in drag. It enables
 male-male gazing (nazar)-a gaze directed at the transvestite role-carrier who
 is the object of lover's desire. As the ta'ziyeh is an interactive genre in which the
 viewer-participant is implicated, such scenes, much like the scenes of the hetero-
 sexual amorous couple in paintings of the period, invite "the viewer to become
 an accomplice in the pleasure of the visual [...,] to become actively engaged in the
 production and circulation of desire [...]" both within and outside the perfor-
 mance (Najmabadi 2001:96). Entangled in the web of desire for a transvestite sub-
 ject, both male and female audience participants become implicated in what was
 seen by Western observers as debauchery in Iranian modern culture. As the fe-
 male character is played by a young beardless male role-carrier-one who repre-
 sents himself as he recites the part of his female character-the "amorous couple"
 is simultaneously a "spectacle of heterosexuality" and a cauldron of homoerotic
 desires directed at the paradisiacal ghilman dressed in drag. This formal ambiva-
 lence, as Najmabadi notes, was critical to the constitution of the modern national
 identity:

 Iranians became acutely aware that Europeans considered older man-
 younger man love and sexual practices very prevalent in Iran and that they
 considered it a vice. [...] While disavowal and homophobic retaliation may
 have been only one response to this scrutiny. Dissimulation and "cross-
 representation" could have been another. (200I:99--00)

 Such scenes in the ta'ziyeh cycle suggest that the homoerotic, which was an
 integral part of the ta'ziyeh participants' adoration and emphatic mourning for
 the male beloved, had to be covered and remade into a masquerade of hetero-
 sexual desire. As Najmabadi suggests, "one marker of modernity became the trans-

 formation of homoeroticism into masqueraded hetero-eros (Ioo). The young
 beardless beauty dressed in women's clothing was the site of this recognition and
 its disavowal, in the ta'ziyeh retaining the affective pleasure of object-ambivalent
 desire and the unshakable horror of such pleasure as vice.

 Women's Ta'ziyehs

 Although female characters in ta'ziyehs were rare, their appearance on the public
 stage encouraged the impulse among the multitude of female ta'ziyeh enthusiasts
 to perform in ta'ziyehs and to convene exclusive performances for women.

 One annual females-only event during the reign of Nasser al-Din Shah involved
 the restaging of the wedding of Fatemeh's daughter-in-law. The annual perfor-
 mance was held on the birthday of Fatemeh at the Munirieh palace, the residence
 of Munir al-Saltanah, who was one of Nasser al-Din Shah's wives. On this oc-

 casion a young woman would be selected to play the part of Fatemeh's daughter-
 in-law. The assembled women would deck the halls and bejewel the actor, and
 restage the wedding ceremony and celebration before an all-female audience.
 Munis al-Dawlah ([1380] 2001) reports that among the women who gathered at
 the Munirieh palace, were eager young girls who wanted to marry Nasser al-Din
 Shah. Young girls would commonly form a line to greet the Shah when he en-
 tered. Nasser-al Din Shah would then select two or three young women or girls
 from a crowd of 2,000 as "brides." As the Shah and Kamran Mirza Nayeb al-
 Saltaneh were the only two noncastrate men allowed at the performance, court
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 i. Male actors as the women
 of Hussein throwing chaff off

 on their heads, symbolically

 representing grief and

 mourning. Lincoln Center,

 New York, 2002. (Courtesy

 of Mohammed Ghaffari

 Collection;photo by Rabeah
 Ghaffari)

 eunuchs would be ordered to swiftly transport the women on horseback to an-
 other room where a mullah would perform temporary marriage rites.2

 Before Nasser al-Din Shah's era (1848-1896), one of the daughters of Fath Ali
 Shah Qajar (1797-1834), Qamar al-Saltaneh, arranged to have the full ta'ziyeh
 sequence performed at her house to an all-female audience in the first io days
 of Muharram each year. Ta'ziyehs were performed in the evenings following all-
 female rawzeh-khanis (Karbala eulogies). In these performances, female rawzeh-
 khans such as Mullah Nabat, Mullah Fatemeh, and Mullah Maryam would often
 perform the leading roles.

 Because the Persian women of the day were largely illiterate, the process of
 performing for the all-female ta'ziyehs was slightly altered. Unlike the men who
 usually held a slip of paper in the palm of their hand and looked down as if to re-
 member their lines and to gesturally create a distance between themselves and the
 characters they played, women recited their lines from memory, making identi-
 fication complete. Literate castrates would go to Muin al-Baka's home and learn
 the various lines by heart. They would also learn the musical scores for each part.
 The eunuchs would search the andaruns (lit., interiors, or females-only spaces in
 homes) and harems and collect a variety of female mullahs and then teach them
 their designated lines for the all-female performances. The eunuchs themselves
 would perform the music onstage and at certain times a blind kamanche player,
 known by the title "Nadman-i koor," would also get onstage to play the traditional
 19th-century Persian string instrument.

 When she directed the all-female ta'ziyeh, Fath Ali Shah's daughter would typ-
 ically appear onstage and give her directorial instructions to the musicians and the
 actors with a walking stick. When necessary, she would slap a mullah across the
 face in order to get the desired effect for the mourning ta'ziyehs. The performer
 would start crying, imbuing her part with a sense of reality (Munis al-Dawleh
 [1380] 2001:105).
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 Ta'ziyehs performed in these all-female gatherings, though sometimes selected
 from among the more traditional scripts, were more often those with female leads.
 The Ta'ziyeh of Shahr-banu or The Wedding of a Koreyshite Daughter were among the
 most popular female ta'ziyehs. Munis al-Dawlah's memoir tells us that The Wed-
 ding of a Koreyshite Daughter was so popular that women came from far away towns
 and villages to participate in it when it was staged in Tehran.

 In this ta'ziyeh, the Quraish (Koreyshite) women prepare a sumptuous wedding
 for an ugly, pimpled bride. They decide to invite Fatemeh as a way of endearing
 themselves to the Prophet's daughter. Fatemeh, busy at home with housework,
 decides that she neither has the time, nor the clothes, to go to a wedding. A tall
 female beauty bedecked with wings, representing the angel Gabriel, appears in
 the sky (or rather, on the roof of one of the nearby buildings) singing aloud to the
 houris that they need to clothe and prepare Fatemeh for the wedding. Each of the
 12 houris arrives at Fatemeh's threshold, bearing gifts and treasure chests. We must
 assume that Fatemeh is convinced that she can be appropriately dressed because
 she finally agrees to attend the wedding. At the sight of Fatemeh's beauty, the ugly
 bride falls to the ground and passes out. The Quraish women beg Fatemeh to pray
 for the bride. She does, and the bride immediately comes to. The Quraish women,
 idol worshipers one and all, convert to Islam (Munis al-Dawleh [1380] 200I:Io5).

 Munis al-Dawlah writes that the more cheerful ta'ziyehs, such as the ones rep-
 resenting The Wedding of the Koreshite Daughter, were performed in Rabii al-Awal,
 the month following the months of mourning, while mourning ta'ziyehs by
 women and for women were more frequently produced in the months of Muhar-
 ram and Safar.

 Although women characters would appear without the veil in these all-female
 performances, women appeared as lead male characters in drag and with applied
 facial hair. Playing male roles, women often carried swords and rode on horse-
 back onstage. A particular breed of horse, the tatu, was bred for the occasion. Eu-
 nuchs walked alongside the tatu to guide them around the stage during the
 ta'ziyeh performance (Munis al-Dawleh [1380] 2001:98).

 Beiza'i maintains that performances by and for women not only showed
 women's appreciation of the art form but also their desire to gain the right to per-
 form women's roles in the larger and more traditional all-male arenas.3 Munis
 al-Dawlah's rendition of all-female performances, however, acknowledges the cir-
 culation of desire as constitutive of the ta'ziyeh performances, generally.

 As Janet Afary has observed:

 Many Muharram rituals routinely transgress gender boundaries. Muhar-
 ram festivities provide a rare occasion for individuals of the opposite sex
 and even lovers to meet in public places. An unacknowledged and un-
 spoken, but clearly palpable, sexual energy is released on the streets.
 Many young men, in anticipation of Muharram processions, attend tra-
 ditional bodybuilding clubs in the weeks preceding the events. Young
 women sometimes send marriage proposals to handsome leaders of the
 processions. (2003:16)

 Women have traditionally come to the performance not only to see, but to be
 seen. Women's ta'ziyehs were not only claims to performance rights by women
 in the I9th century, but acknowledgments of their determination to be a part of
 the circulation of desire in performance traditions, and thus to be key players in
 the "changes that we associate with the heterosexualization of love in Qajar Iran

 and in modernist imagination" (Najmabadi 200I:101).
 Women's ta'ziyehs did not reach the public, however. Rare and infrequently

 or poorly documented, they were only occasionally performed in larger private
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 spaces, specifically in the homes of the wealthy and powerful until the mid-1920s
 (Beiza'i 2000:151-52).

 Ta'ziyeh and New Iranian Cinema

 Although the ta'ziyeh tradition has lost the popularity it once had under the
 reign of Nasser al-Din Shah, the Islamic Republic has found dramatic perfor-
 mances useful tools for religious, moral, and national propaganda. Not surpris-
 ingly, the tropes of the ta'ziyeh and especially its focus on the recollection of
 history in light of the quotidian present seem to appear most forcefully on the
 screen of the post-Revolutionary Iranian cinema. Bahram Beiza'i, whose earlier
 work for the theatre was renowned for incorporating indigenous and Eastern
 dramatic techniques, has introduced some of these elements to his work for the
 screen. A ta'ziyeh performance appears, for example, in his Legend of Tara (1978)
 and time unfolds to awaken the dead for a festive wedding in the film The Travel-
 ers (1992). In the latter film's final sequence, the bride effectively enacts a gender
 reversal and plays the role of the bridegroom from a classical wedding ta'ziyeh, the
 ta'ziyeh of Qasem. In the film, the bride's final decision to move forward with the
 wedding despite the mourning ceremony arranged for her sister's sudden death,
 recalls the ta'ziyeh bridegroom whose decision to move forward with the marriage
 in the midst of a wake within that performance, returns the dead to the stage of
 the living.

 The much lauded tension between realism and illusion, which post-Revolution-
 ary Iranian cinema inherits from ta'ziyeh tradition, is sustained by the ta'ziyeh's
 constant play on recognition and disavowal. This ambivalence is not only pres-
 ent in the ta'ziyeh transvestite representations of female subjects onstage, but is
 also apparent in the ta'ziyeh's construction of temporality and spatiality. The
 ta'ziyeh stage, as PeterJ. Chelkowski has pointed out, is not only an historical stage.
 It is also the everyday present and the future Judgment Day brought together in
 an a-temporal constellation (see Chelkowski 1979a and 1979b). The staging of the
 performance situates the audience-participant as both a believer in the present
 who is mourning the carnage of Imam Hussein in the distant past, and a contem-
 porary of Hussein on the plains of Karbala. As Imam Hussein's return signals the
 Day ofJudgment in Shiite eschatology, the participant observer is there along with
 all those who arise on Judgment Day to right all historical wrongs. This temporal
 and spatial play within the ta'ziyeh structures the time-space coordinates of much
 of post-Revolutionary Iranian cinema, including director Mohsen Makhmalbaf's
 The Moment of Innocence (I995) and Gabbeh (I995), and Abbas Kiarostami's Ros-
 tamabad trilogy (1989, 1991, 1994) and The Wind Will Carry Us (I999).

 In post-revolutionary Iran where codes of modesty have curtailed the repre-
 sentation of women onscreen and onstage, female figures are often represented by
 technology. In ta'ziyeh performances, a loudspeaker stands in for the female. Male
 characters address their brave farewells-to their mothers, wives, and sisters-to
 a loudspeaker, which "tearfully" responds in kind. Here, neither voice nor veil is
 used to represent the female body, but the technology of representation itself.

 The female body is similarly associated with the technology of representation
 in post-Revolutionary Iranian cinema. The modest and averted gaze of the cam-
 era, in Kiarostami's oeuvre, for example, allegorizes the conditions offilmmak-
 ing, where the heterosexual desiring gaze is proscribed by law.4 The female body
 in Kiarostami's films is repeatedly and almost exclusively associated with the tech-
 nology of representation, appearing alongside still cameras (in Taste of Cherry),
 clapboards (in Through the Olive Trees), and in film segments that reflect on the pro-
 cess of film production and which formal laws of narrative coherence in film-
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 making require the film to leave on the cutting room floor (in Life and Nothing

 More [I991] and Ten [2002]; see Mottahedeh 2004:309-33).
 The most concentrated instance of this gesture that links the female body to

 the techniques and technologies of film production appears in Kiarostami's short
 film produced for the celebration of the centennial anniversary of the Lumiere
 cinematograph. As an obviously male hand enters the screen to crack an egg in
 a hot frying pan, a female voice speaks on an answering machine in the back-
 ground. Absent, the female body is associated with the technology of sound
 recording and representation, much like representations of female characters on
 the contemporary ta'ziyeh stage. Her body, though absent on the image track, is
 linked to the technology (of sound inscription and projection) that plays a role
 in the production of Kiarostami's short film. This cinematic celebration of the
 Lumiere camera simultaneously unearths another history of representational tech-
 nologies. Namely the early role played by the gramophone in recording the voice
 of the 19th-century ta'zieyh female role carrier, Gholi Khan Shahi. In my read-
 ing, this is Kiarostami's cinematic memento of the ways in which other bodies,
 including the technological, have displaced and replaced the embodied female
 form in the history of Iranian representational art.

 If the ta'ziyeh has influenced so many realms of cultural production in Iran
 then it has no doubt transformed notions of selfhood as well. But in what ways?
 How did the ta'ziyeh effect representations and conceptions of otherness in 19th-
 century and contemporary Iranian cultures? How did these representations form
 the basis for identifications and disidentifications in the decades that followed?

 Beyond producing a sense of national belonging and a conception of ethnic iden-
 tity based on a twist in the performance of Shiite history, did the ta'ziyeh also
 produce new configurations and alignments of gender and sexual identity, being
 that these too are products of culture and ideology? How did these performances
 affect and generate other understandings of gendered identification and sexual
 orientation? In what ways, in other words, did the ta'ziyeh "transvestite effect"
 unhinge static notions of identity and proliferate new public or private ways of
 perceiving gendered and sexual taxonomies in 19th-century Iran? How did these
 transformations shape contemporary cultural productions of gender and sexual-
 ity in Iranian visual culture as well as the culture at large? Part of my effort in this
 essay has been to foreground, however briefly, the performativity of gender and
 desire in the ta'ziyeh tradition and to highlight areas of cultural and historical re-
 search that can contribute to a better understanding of the place of gender in the
 production and perceptions of national identity.

 Notes

 I. This is particularly obvious in the ways that the Karbala story and the ta'ziyeh model in-
 fluenced the historical representation of the most ambitious messianic movements in Qajar
 Iran, the Babi movement. Several historical texts, among them works published under the

 titles Kitab-i Nuqtatu'l-Kaf, The New History of Mirza Ali Muhammad the Bab, and the narra-
 tives of the Babi upheavals in Nayriz by Mulla Muhammad-Shafi, show a strong reliance on
 the ta'ziyeh historical model as a means by which to validate and justify the messianic and
 revolutionary acts of their protagonists against an outdated, corrupt, and oppressive politi-
 cal and religious regime in Qajar Iran (Browne 1893 and 1998; Mottahedeh 1999).

 2. Historically, temporary marriage was a matter of course in Iranian culture. It officiated what
 we might call a fling or a one-night stand before the eyes of God.

 3. I write "all-male" with some hesitation, as women observers/audience members are, through
 their active participation as mourners, also in some ways "role-carriers"-though they do not
 appear on the stage.

 4. Notice, for example, how little emphasis there is on the narrative and what is going on in
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 the center of the frame in, for example, The Wind Will Carry Us. Notice how the camera fo-

 cuses on the seemingly irrelevant, such as the movement of shadows along the edges of the
 frames, or how it follows an apple as it falls, rolls around, and ends up by someone's elbow
 in a coffee shop (see Mottahedeh 2004).
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