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Abstract

Mirza Aga Tabrizi occupies a prominent position in the tradition of playwriting and the formation of Iranian theater. Under the direct
influence of the works and ideas of Mirza Fath-Ali Akhundzadeh, he took the earliest steps toward the continuation of modern playwriting
and, around 1868, composed three plays: The Story of Ashraf Khan, The Rule of Zaman Khan in Borujerd, and The Tale of Shah-Qoli
Mirza in Kermanshah. Drawing upon the social and political narratives of his era, his works are regarded as the first coherent attempts to
establish modern drama in Iran. Artistic performances possessed a critical spirit, and such a spirit was intolerable to authoritarian rulers;
consequently, theatrical performances were often reduced to aspects of buffoonery and clowning. Theater itself was considered a
reprehensible activity. The playwright intellectuals of the Constitutional era were among the most significant agents in transmitting
modernity to society. Through the use of satire, allegory, and staged narratives, they transformed complex political and social concepts
into a simple and comprehensible language accessible to various social classes. Plays provided a medium for the transmission of ideas
such as legalism, freedom, rationality, and the critique of despotism. As a result, intellectual concepts extended beyond the confines of
newspapers and educated circles. Through socio-political satire, playwrights exposed the inefficiency of absolute monarchy, bureaucratic
corruption, and obsolete structures. This artistic criticism encouraged audiences, without direct confrontation, to reconsider existing power
structures. After Mirza Fath-Ali Akhundzadeh, Mirza Aqa Tabrizi is considered the second modernist playwright of Iran and played a
distinguished role in the expansion of modern dramatic literature. He is generally associated with the development of Iranian theatrical
performances, particularly traditions of entertainment and stage performance. The central focus of his work lay primarily in dramatic
textual composition: constructing dialogue, advancing action through conversation, and shaping theatrical situations.
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Extended Abstract

This study examines the literature of playwriting by Mirza Aga Tabrizi as an early and decisive form of critique
against Qajar despotism, situating his works within the broader emergence of modern Iranian drama and the
intellectual transformations that accompanied the Constitutional period. In the late Qajar era, dramatic
literature became one of the most effective cultural media for transmitting modern concepts such as legality,
liberty, rational criticism, civic responsibility, and opposition to arbitrary rule. Unlike newspapers and books,
which were largely confined to literate and educated circles, theatrical writing possessed a broader
communicative potential because it could translate abstract political and social ideas into staged situations,
dialogue, satire, and recognizable social types. The rise of modern playwriting in Iran was closely tied to the
translation and adaptation of European drama, particularly through the influence of Moliére, Shakespeare,
Schiller, and Dumas, whose works introduced new narrative forms, dramatic conflict, characterization, and
social satire into Persian literary culture (6, 7, 11-13, 16, 35). Within this transitional context, Mirza Aga
Tabrizi’s dramatic writings occupy a foundational position, as they represent one of the earliest attempts to use
the modern dramatic form not merely for entertainment, but as a vehicle for exposing administrative
corruption, social ignorance, class exploitation, and the moral decay of absolutist governance (24, 25, 28).
The purpose of the study is to clarify how Mirza Aqa Tabrizi’s plays contributed to the formation of modern
Iranian dramatic literature and how they functioned as literary instruments for criticizing the social and political
order of the Qajar period. The article adopts a historical-literary approach and relies on the analysis of surviving
dramatic texts, critical accounts of early Iranian theater, and studies on the transition from classical Persian
literary expression to modern prose, translation, journalism, and theatrical writing. The historical background
of the study shows that Iran possessed long-standing indigenous performance traditions, including religious
drama, passion plays, puppet shows, festive performances, and popular entertainments; however, these forms
were structurally different from modern written drama and did not fully correspond to European concepts of
comedy, tragedy, and dramatic composition (4, 9, 17). The establishment of Dar al-Funun, the growth of
translation activity, the development of journalism, and the increasing contact with Europe and the Ottoman
world created the institutional and intellectual preconditions for the emergence of modern theater in Iran (1, 3,
22). In this process, translation was not a merely linguistic act; rather, it became a cultural strategy through
which Western dramatic structures were adapted to Iranian taste, moral expectations, political anxieties, and
social realities (2, 5).

The findings indicate that Mirza Aqa Tabrizi’s significance lies in his ability to combine imported dramatic
form with local social content. Influenced by Mirza Fath-Ali Akhundzadeh, he moved beyond translation and
attempted to compose original Persian plays that reflected the political and social life of his own time (8, 27,
36). His works, including The Story of Ashraf Khan, The Rule of Zaman Khan in Borujerd, The Tale of Shah-
Qoli Mirza in Kermanshah, The Story of Aqa Hashem Khalikhali’s Love for Sara, and The Tale of Haji Ahmad
the Alchemist, show a persistent concern with corruption, bribery, abuse of office, false piety, superstition,
social deception, and the vulnerability of ordinary people before predatory officials and opportunists (24-26,
28). In The Story of Ashraf Khan, the bureaucracy of Qajar government is represented as a network of bribery
and extortion in which political office becomes a commodity exchanged through gifts, payments, and
manipulation. In The Rule of Zaman Khan in Borujerd, Tabrizi develops a more coherent dramatic structure
and presents corruption not only as a courtly vice, but as a systemic mechanism that descends from the ruler
to subordinate agents and penetrates urban society (29, 30). These plays demonstrate that Tabrizi viewed
despotism not merely as the cruelty of an individual ruler, but as a social structure that reproduces dishonesty,
fear, opportunism, and moral collapse.
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The article also shows that Mirza Aqga Tabrizi’s dramatic technique reflects both innovation and
incompleteness. On the one hand, his plays introduced dialogue, staged conflict, social characterization, and
satirical exposure into Persian prose at a time when modern dramatic conventions were still unfamiliar to most
Iranian writers and readers. On the other hand, his works often remain close to narrative prose and popular
storytelling, and they do not always observe dramatic unity, theatrical economy, stage feasibility, or the
structural principles of European drama (4, 31, 34). This formal instability is not simply a technical weakness;
it reflects the transitional condition of Iranian literature in the nineteenth century, when inherited narrative
habits were being reworked under the pressure of newly imported literary genres. Akhundzadeh’s critical
comments on Tabrizi’s plays are especially important because they reveal an early awareness of dramatic
technique, including the need for conflict, characterization, plausible action, moral effect, and avoidance of
crude or theatrically ineffective incidents (17, 27). Yet Tabrizi’s achievement should not be measured only by
European dramatic standards. His originality lies in using the incomplete and still-emerging form of Persian
drama to create a public language of criticism, one capable of exposing despotism while avoiding direct
political confrontation in a heavily censored environment (24, 32).

The discussion emphasizes that modern Iranian playwriting developed at the intersection of translation,
journalism, nationalism, social reform, and anti-despotic critique. The Constitutional period transformed
Persian literature by encouraging simplicity of prose, public-oriented expression, political engagement, and
the use of literature as a tool of reform rather than merely ornament, entertainment, or courtly praise (19, 20,
23). In this atmosphere, drama acquired a quasi-media function: it enabled audiences to see their own social
reality at a critical distance and to recognize the absurdity, brutality, and moral bankruptcy of arbitrary power.
The influence of translated drama, especially Moliére’s satire and European social comedy, provided Iranian
writers with models for ridiculing hypocrisy, ignorance, and official corruption, while historical plays and
adaptations from Eastern and Western sources helped connect national memory with modern political
consciousness (10, 14, 15). Mirza Aga Tabrizi stands at the beginning of this development because his plays
transform concrete experiences of Qajar maladministration into dramatic situations. His satire does not merely
entertain; it teaches audiences to recognize corruption as a social order and to imagine the necessity of reform.
In this sense, his works constitute an early bridge between elite intellectual discourse and broader public
awareness (18, 21, 33, 37).

In conclusion, Mirza Aqa Tabrizi’s playwriting represents one of the earliest and most important efforts to
transform Persian dramatic expression into an instrument of social criticism and political awakening. Although
his works contain technical limitations and often preserve traces of narrative prose, popular storytelling, and
premodern performance traditions, their historical importance lies in their critical function and their pioneering
role in the formation of modern Iranian drama. Through satire, dialogue, recognizable social types, and the
representation of corrupt officials, deceived citizens, opportunistic intermediaries, and morally disordered
institutions, Tabrizi converted drama into a means of exposing Qajar despotism and its social consequences.
His plays helped prepare the ground for Constitutional dramatic literature by demonstrating that theater could
serve as a public medium for questioning power, criticizing administrative decay, and communicating
reformist ideas in accessible language. Therefore, the study concludes that Mirza Aga Tabrizi should not be
regarded merely as an early imitator of Western dramatic form, but as a transitional intellectual and literary
figure whose works mark the beginning of a distinctly Iranian attempt to combine modern drama with social
critique, anti-despotic consciousness, and the cultural project of modernization.
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