
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































the comic musical plays of ruhowzi or taghlid tradition, in which the typical behaviour and 

movements of people engaged in different professions or the accents and habits of people from 

different regions, were humorously depicted. I 18 While the routines and the basic movements of 

urban dances have their origins in the individual forms of regional dances; the e city forms are 

characterized by a range of erotic and comic movements of the torso and hip and occasional 

funny facial and physical gestures, scarcely seen in the rural forms. 

Scene of dance and music by court entertainer (1 century Mural in Chehel Sotoon, Isfahan, 

Some of the courtly dance styles, which were also occasionally performed in wedding 

celebrations in private homes or rarely in town centres by travelling groups, were similar to 

rural dances with some touches of acrobatic movements that could also be seen in some rural 

118 The favourite dance forms were the roughneck's dance (Jiiheli or BiiM karam) and the baker's dance 
(Raqs-e Shiiteri). For Iranian performing traditions, including musical plays, see Farrokh Gaffary (1984). 

119 Picture from 'Iranian Historical Photographs Gallery' in Fouman.com at 
<http://www.fouman.comlhistorylIranHistoricalPhotographsGallery. htm> 
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areas. While in some rural areas dance could be performed by men and women in mixed or 

segregated forms usually in the open, the popular urban dances were usually performed by men 

in the open and women in enclosed spaces, segregated according to the gender of the dancers. 

(Shahbazi & Friend 1993) The more erotically or elaborately designed dances were court 

dancers which were performed either by women or transvestite (zanpoosh) boys. Circular 

movements of the body to emphasize the circle of the skirt and delicate circular movements of 

fingers, shoulders and hips were essential to these forms. (Ameri 2003,69)120 

The dances associated with professions were performed by men, boys and at times by women. 

For instance, Jaheli (Roughneck) dance, which in its present form was developed during the 

twentieth century, was for men. But since the 1950s, women have regularly used 

cross-dressing to perform it in a spirit of fun. As seen from the snapshots below, the form 

emphasizes the use of costume, usually a black hat and a black suit and a handkerchief around 

the neck or as the dance demands in the hands. The dancer was supposed to imitate the 

movements of a typical roughneck with the hat and the handkerchief while moving to the 

rhythm of an appropriate music. The regular movements of the shoulders, chest, arms and neck 

were designed to suggest masculine presence and strength in rhythmic movements. 

Even though these comic dance forms were usually performed by male actors, who represented 

male and female characters before a mixed audience sitting separately, they also had their 

women-only types which were performed in the privacy of homes. 121 

120 Among the very rare published articles in post-revolution Iran this article can be mentioned: Azardokt Ameri, 
'Raqs-e Amiyaneh Shahri va Raqs-e mosoom be Kelasic-e Irani' (The City Folk Dance and the So-called Iranian 
Classical Dance) in Mahour Music Quarterly 20, (Summer 2003): 51-74. 

121 Life in pre-modem (1501-1906) Iranian cities was separated into two spheres known as andaruni (interior) and 
biruni (exterior). Andaruni referred to the families' private sphere protected by the walls as borders between 
public and private life. Only w~men ~d the male members of ~e imm~iate family (father, brother, husband son, 
and son-in-law) were allowed IOto thIS enclosed space. In specIal occaSIOns, by mutual agreement, even men of 
the family were excluded so that women could have their religious or celebratory gatherings. 
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Davood Asgharain, a comic entertainer, doing laheli Dance 

These women-only sketches were performed during parties, when some of the wittier and more 

humorous women entertained the group. Yet major cities, especially from the seventeenth 

century onward, when itinerant players settled in towns, had professional troupes of musicians, 

actors and dancers who were invited to parties. These entertainers were called mOlreb (musical 

entertainers), a term with negative connotations implying loose morals. Thus while people 

enjoyed their work, the players were never respected. During the Qajar period (1792-1925), 

these troupes became increasingly professional and by the end of the nineteenth century some 

female players established troupes that were invited to women-only parties in the house of rich 

families. When there were no female musicians for women-only parties, male musicians were 

invited and seated behind curtains, accompanying the female performers as requested. The 

professional female dancers (raqaseh-ha) and players (biizigar-hii) were known as prostitutes, 

even if they did nothing that suggested prostitution. 

As Carole Pateman explains, since patriarchal systems function by intensifying the biological 

difference between men and women, they set up models and forms to deemphasize women's 

potentials for public and political life. As a result, women are defined as irrational and 

disorderly, which signifies their inability to fulfil the requirements of public life and their need 

to be protected from themselves and potential exploiters. Thus 'women, womanhood and 

122 See 'Tehrani's Dance' You Tube <http://www.youtube.comlwatch?v=QsX4B7xDhz4> (Accessed on 
3/11/10). For the reconstruction of the form by the Iranian female dancer, Jamjleh (1946), see 'Jamjleh- Jaheli 
Dance' You Tube <http://www.youtube.comlwatch?v=GhjTjEVUdZE&NR=1&feature=fvwp> (Accessed on 

3/11/10). 
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women's bodies represent the private' and the publicized female body can be nothing but a 

threat to society, which should be annulled by the allegation of prostitution. (1989: 4). 

Some of the musical plays performed in these privately public spheres were similar to the ones 

performed by men in public spheres. Most of them, however, were exclusively related to 

women and reflected the significant issues of women's lives from the viewpoint of a worldly 

wise woman with a cutting tongue and a hilarious sense of humour. The dialogue, which was 

mostly improvised around a set of fixed scenarios and was accompanied by demonstrative 

dance moves and songs, provided the actresses, professional or amateur, with the opportunity 

to express their untold feelings or cynic beliefs about life, men and society. The image of the 

woman presented in these plays was one of a patient virtuous trickster who had to find ways to 

revenge herself on those men and women who tried to suppress her dreams. 

In some cases, the values they actually or ironically upheld or encouraged can be judged now, 

or even at the time they were regularly performed, as reflecting or responding to cultural biases 

and prejudices rather than resisting them. Yet it is precisely for this reason that they can be 

considered to be truthful readings of the culture. In terms of education, thus, they prepared 

younger women for the disillusionments of married life and offered strategies to escape 

depression and gain calculated advantages. They had two functions: to criticize and warn 

against overtly unconventional behaviours and to increase flexibility and make some less 

unconventional acts more acceptable. In terms of entertainment, they provided rhythmic 

cheerful music, belly laughter and emotional release, stimulation and satisfaction. As a social 

activity, they created a sense of togetherness among female relatives and friends that 

compensated for their enclosed lives. But they also functioned as a place for mothers or sisters 

to find wives for their sons or brothers and for young women to demonstrate their beauty, 

dancing skills and feminine attractions for potential in-laws. 
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The plays were in rhymed verse and were accompanied, even in amateur performances, by 

diiyereh or tombak (two Iranian percussion instruments). If there were no instruments 

available, they would use trays, pans or big bowls to keep the rhythm. Audience participation 

was essential and, due to the entertaining power of the plays, inevitable. In some plays, there 

were scenes of choreographed, rhythmic questioning and answering to encourage audience 

participation. There were no manuscripts, but the audience knew the words of the songs by 

heart and the players improvised the additional dialogue in ways that made it easy to respond. 

The plays also contained improvised solo or competitive mutual dancing in which the dancers 

used 'the shoulders, hips, torso, and head, and even nuanced movements of the lips and 

eyebrows'. (Shay 2001: 878) There were regional variations of the same plays, reflecting the 

dialects and specific issues exclusive to the region. Yet wherever they were performed; the 

themes, the mentality and the topics were all similar in being related to women's lives. 

With the rise of radio entertainment, western-style theatre performances and then national 

television; due to official indifference, religious pressure and cultural stereotyping, women 

taghlid plays gradually disappeared, giving their place to dance and song concerts of more 

formal nature and occasionally finding their ways into feature films or documentaries l23. 

The cultural renaissance that culminated in the constitutional revolution (1906-9) led to 

political and social changes that made performing arts, including music and dance more public. 

Contact with foreign opera and theatre groups during the 1910s played an important role in 

this. The Russian revolution and the exodus of Armenians from Turkey and the arrival of 

Armenian and Azari immigrants, theatre and opera groups created a momentum for performing 

arts. The occupation of Iran by the allied forces from 1941 to 1946 also played an important 

role in this. Direct contact with non-Iranian soldiers and the forms of entertainment devised to 

123 For more, see Anjavi Shirazi (1974). For a detailed study in English, see Safa-Isfehani (1980). 
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preserve their morale, created a momentum for the development of hybrid and original Iranian 

performing styles. Yet it was basically due to the cultural policies of the flrst Pahlavi 

(1925-1941) and then more extensively and systematically the second Pahlavi (1941-1979) 

that dance became a regular presence in Iranian public life. 124 

The tendency towards westernized modernization brought the gradual transformation of the 

downtown pubs into clubs between the 1930s and 1960s. Since the mid 1950s, with the 

establishment of modern night clubs, the intensity of dance related activities, particularly 

popular Iranian dance forms increased, and since the 1960s western forms such as 'cha cha', 

'twist' and 'rock and roll' became popular in the clubs in the wealthier parts of the city. 

Mainstream Iranian cinema played an important role in the process. The leading popular 

dancers and singers of nightclubs began to appear in semi-musical films that focused on the 

nightlife ofTehran and found its heroes and villains from the people frequenting Tehran's bars 

and clubs. Dance and stage performances of popular dancers and singers were inevitable parts 

of these fllms which popularized dance beyond any single factor in pre-revolution Iran. 125 

Dance as a formal art form, however, was much slower to establish. As it was the case with the 

reformulation of Iranian dramatic traditions, artists flrst immersed themselves in already 

standardized western forms to get ideas for formalizing Iranian forms. This period began with 

the introduction of ballet into upper class Iranian life, which commenced in 1928 with Madame 

Cornelli's ballet lessons in Tehran, which were then followed by Madame Yelena Avdessian 

and Sarkis Djanbazian classes in Tehran and Tabriz and Nilla Cram Cook's ballet group in the 

1940s. As Shay also suggests in his overview of the history of ballet and staged dance in Iran, 

Iranian Armenians played an important role in this early stage. (2005, 14) The growth of the 

124 For a study of the theatrical activities in the period, see Talajooy (2012). 

125 For more see Ameri (2003). For a history of Iranian cinema, see Sadr (2002). 
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circle of ballet continued by the establishment ofthe Classical Ballet Company in 1958 and the 

Iranian National Ballet in 1967. 

From its earliest stages, as the names of 'Madame Yelena's earliest choreographic works 

during the 1940s and 1950, such as "Rose of Shiraz," "Golnar," and "Song of the Canary" 

suggest; Iranian ballet performances were characterized by using Iranian themes and dance 

movements. (Kiann 2003 and Shay 2005) Since the mid 1950s, however, some scholars and 

practitioners began researching, gathering and working with Iranian rural and urban dances. 

Their work led to the establishment of a dance related group in the Ministry of Culture and Art 

in 1958, which was associated with other National Arts Groups. 126 

Thus since the late 1950s dance came under the direct support of the government, which used 

various means to institutionalize it as a reputable art form. Part of this process, of course, 

involved protecting dancers from the assaults of religious fanatics and implementing 

programmes and organizing serious performances to increase its stature as an art form. 

However, these dance centres and institutes were mainly in the capital city, Tehran, and were 

frequented by the westernized upper and upper middle class people. For ordinary people dance 

was not a socially respectable art form, but a hobby in private and semi-public spaces or a 

trivial form performed by 'not so respectable artists' on television or in mainstream films. Thus 

apart from the bulk of religious people, who usually avoided dancing or even watching it, 

people liked the dancers as entertainers or occasionally danced for fun, but did not respect 

dancers as artists and did not really thought of dance as a serious art form. 

As I already noted in my writing on Iranian music between 1920s and 1970s, the most 

important transformation that the process of modernization created in musical life of Iran was 

126 For more on dance and ballet in Iran see the collection of articles at Nima Kiann's Eastern Dance Forum at < 
http://www.eastemdanceforum.coml>. See also Ahmadzadeh (2008) and Ramazani (2002). 
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that it brought art music to the public life of people. Thus the traditional sy tern of a quiet 

performance in which one singer and one or two instrumentalists performed in ide private 

spaces changed to one in which several performers, singers and instrumentalists performed for 

large audiences in public spaces. 127 The same is true about dance. The process that transformed 

Iranian regional and city dances to the so-called 'national dance forms' or 'arti tic dance 

forms' was in essence one in which these forms were combined with the structural qualities 

and requirements of ballet to produce standard artistic forms. 

Ballet with Iranian Theme (Tehran 1968)128 

While courtly urban dances had been designed for intimate indoor space, and as a result facial 

impressions (movements of eyebrows, eyes and lips), horizontal neck movement, the rapid 

delicate shaking of the shoulders were central to them, modern forms that developed under the 

direct influence of ballet during the 1960s and 1970 were mostly designed for group dancing 

on the big stage and for large audiences. Thus in the forms that are usually called artistic dance 

127 As noted before, some practitioners of Iranian music believed that the process robbed Iranian classical music 
of some of its 'spiritual' qualities. 

128 picture from <http://www.iranian.comlmainlimagel39817> 
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(Raqs-e Honari) performance lart dance, the sensuality and the comicality that characterizes 

popular, motrebi (entertaining) or ru howzi (theatrical) forms were reduced to a minimum and 

their basic movements were combined with the basic movements of ballet. Abrupt comic 

movements were modified or replaced with smooth ones and moving individually or 

collectively across the stage became a recurrent feature. 

Dancers of the Art School of the National and Regional Dances of Iran 

These forms which were often referred to as national dance (Raqs-e MeW) forms were the most 

important staged production of dance in Iran. The first standardized stage forms were 

choreographed by western practitioners such as Robert De Warren with the help of Iranian 

professional practitioners. With the passage oftime, however, Iranian choreographers began to 

129 The picture is from my personal previously collected photograph archive. 
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reconstruct some of these forms either outside the country by those who had left due to the 

revolution or inside by those who tried to maintain some form of dance in Iranian public life. 

Dance after the 1979 Revolution: Restriction and Transformation 

After the revolution, due to governmental bans, the existence of dance as an art form 

encountered serious setbacks. It faced total annihilation through the closure of dance institutes 

and the illegalization of its performance. It was also denied any official public presence for 

nearly two decades after the revolution. Yet during the same decades, dance continued to be 

practised indoors and in various spaces as a form of leisure activity or family entertainment. 

This controversial situation continued through a hypocritical attitude towards dance. Thus, for 

instance, a member of the revolutionary guards, who participated in raiding private parties and 

arrested them with a number of accusations including dancing, may have participated in the 

wedding parties of his relatives in which people danced or even negotiated with his colleagues 

on behalf of his relatives so that everything goes smoothly with the party. 

As to dance as an art form, it was not until the presidency of the reformist Mohammad Khatami 

in the late 1990s that it began to appear. The people's attitudes towards dance and the attempts 

of certain layers of the establishment to suppress dance had led to a process of negotiation 

between the artists and the officials. The reformist government made some original decisions 

that though not completely satisfactory or successful, fulfilled some of the aims of this 

negotiation within the limits of Islamic jurisprudence. These measures gradually reshaped 

dance to bring it back to the public life of contemporary Iran. 

Dance re-entered the public life of Iranian screen and stage in the form of short scenes in 

historical films where the aim was to criticise the corrupt lives of kings. Its utilization, 

therefore, was as a means to depict and condemn the corrupt life style of those who were 
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obsessed with wine and earthly pleasures. For those who were enthusiastic about dance, 

however, even these short scenes promised a little space where they could reflect the 

expressive powers of dance and help its practitioners to practise their skills.130 Gradually, 

however, this little space expanded. Some directors and choreographers put it into innovative 

use in theatrical performances and organized performances of regional dances. Nevertheless, 

due to the negative connotations that they carried in the religious texts and among the more 

religious people, the very terms, 'dance' and 'dancer', were still troublesome and created more 

problem than the activities themselves. 

As a result, when it was to be authorized to enter the post-revolutionary discourse on the artistic 

and cultural establishment, it had to receive a less problematic title of Harakat-e Mozoon 

(rhythmic movements). The name was probably ftrst used when some practitioners were trying 

to establish a society for dance. The foundation of the society in 1999 was itself of great 

importance as two decades earlier nobody could have even dreamed of it. The name was 

accepted by the artists and people as it made it possible for dance to be used in public spaces or 

festivals and be discussed in articles. 

Since the focus of my chapter is the forms in which dance has appeared after the revolution; in 

this section I try to document the presence and the position of various dance forms in the 

context of urban lower, middle and upper middle classes in post-revolution Iran. As my study 

is mainly about dance in its socio-political urban context, I will exclude any discussion of 

sacred 'non-dance' activities - religious or therapeutic forms - and regional dances 

performed in rural areas of Iran. To clarify the forms through which dance continued to exist 

in post-revolution Iran and later reappeared in the public sphere, I will discuss them in the order 

130 The attitude towards dance was comparable to the reaction against 'wearing ties' in public. During the 1980s, 
wearing ties was forbidden and equated with supporting the previous regime and its values. In films and TV series 
ties were used to identify anti-revolutionary 'Shah-loving' characters. After a decade, however, it was no longer 
prohibited, but one was not allowed to wear it in governmental offices. 
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of appearance in their corresponding spaces since 1979. First I will discuss dance as an illegal 

leisure activity performed in (1) public-in-private sphere, (2) public sphere outside the country, 

and (3) private-in-public sphere inside the country. Then I will explore dance as an art form as 

(1) part of theatrical performances and films and as (2) a performing art per se. 

I discuss these forms to provide a map of dance activities in Iran, clarify the position of art 

dance in relationship to other dance activities and provide a context for my case study. In my 

study I focus on space because dance-related activities are among the major markers of the 

divide between the public and private presence of dance in post-revolution Iran. Thus I first 

examine some aspects of the divide between the public and private lives of people in Iran. 

The divide between the public and private lives of people in Iran. The divide between the 

public and private lives of people has long been an important fact of Iranian life. Apart from 

religiOUS prohibitions; the inherited autocratic political system and the state controlled 

economic structure have always forced people into compromising with the rules that they did 

not believe in, which in turn perpetuated and intensified this split. 131 In Iran, since many laws 

and regulations are imposed on people rather than made by them, and since individual rights 

are easily sacrificed for abstract political ideas or ideological beliefs, individual freedom means 

political rebellion. The state has so much power that it interferes with all aspects of life. Thus if 

the individual crosses the intrusive, state-made borderlines to assert her/his individual freedom, 

s/he comes face to face with the government. Under such circumstances, there is a wide gap 

between the public and private lives of people. 

Thus most Iranians are occasionally engaged in different private practices that have been in 

contrast with their public attitudes and pronouncement. After the revolution, the imposition of 

the Islamic codes of behaviour and dressing and the revolutionary zeal of some believers 

131 For more on the concept of autocratic despotism see Katouzain (2003). See also Mahrooyan (2002) 
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whose idea of Amr-e beh Ma'ruf va Nahi az Monkar (Encouraging Virtuous Deeds and 

Discouraging Forbidden OnesY32 was to beat people into compromise expanded this gap. In all 

governmental working spaces a new office entitled Dafatr-e Gozinesh-e Aghidati (The 

Committee ofIdeological Selection) was established to investigate the 'political', 'moral' and 

'ideological' propriety of job or university applicants who were also required to fill special 

forms acknowledging their beliefs in the essential tenets of the political establishment. Since 

the state is the major source of revenue in Iran, this pressure is economic, as well as political 

and widens the gap between the public and private lives of people. Yet the Iranian government 

has sometimes shown clear indication of being unsatisfied with this external compromise and 

intruded into people's private spaces to stop their practices. 

In the past, the walls of the house functioned as the border between the private and public 

spaces of Iranian life. Yet within these walls, which were the special domains of women, they 

were not passive and silent victims. They wielded special powers and at times, as in the case of 

female-only celebratory and mourning performances, turned this private space into a public 

one. The same is true of present day Iran, where because of governmental restrictions; the 

house is used for various functions, such as female only or mixed house parties and various 

forms of private tutorials. 133 Yet when even the simple act of having a party becomes a 

transgression, hypocrisy and having double standards become normal practice. 

Dance as an IDegal Leisure activity 

The total ban on some public practices after the revolution gave back to the house - as a 

private space - its pre-modern multi-functional role, turning it into a space for holding private 

tutorials - for such activities as music, dance, sports, sewing - small family parties, wedding 

132 In Islam the faithful are advised to encourage others to do good and avoid evil. 

133 Thus as it was with many nineteenth century masters who taught their students at home, in present Iran, male 
and female musicians accept students and practise with their colleagues at home. 
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ceremonies, etc. Among these activities, dance, has had a special place, both in tutorials and in 

parties. Registering dance as the most demonized art form, the post-revolution Iranian 

government have demonstrated a constant desire to exclude it from all public places. However, 

when the proponents of a dominant political or cultural discourse attempt to annihilate an 

aspect of a people's identity by force, they adhere to it by any means possible. Thus despite all 

prohibitions, dance remained popular in house parties and tutorials and in those spaces that 

were away from the direct gaze of officials. 

1. Public-in-private spheres. Despite the occasional raids of revolutionary guards into 

people's mixed parties during the fIrst, second and less frequently the third decades of the 

revolution; dance remained a central part of all indoor, mixed or segregated, parties. Dance in 

such parties has been influenced by the video tapes of western popular music, Bollywood 

films, Iranian pop singers based in Los Angeles, and the dance tutorial of Mohammad 

Khordadian (b.1957), which had a huge black market in Iran. In his videos, Khordadian 

introduced and taught some popularized versions of the main forms of Iranian melli (national) 

and mahali (regional) dances. Judging on the basis of my memories of the 1980s and 1990s, his 

work was so popular that in house parties those who had seen and learned from his videos were 

distinguishable because of the similarity of their movements. My observation, of many home 

videos of the wedding or normal parties of my friends and relatives during the period, also 

confrrm that particularly since 1985 when video players became prevalent in the houses of 

middle class and upper middle class people, Khordadian' s videos were very influential in 

shaping dance practices in indoor parties. This, however, does not preclude the lower and lower 

middle class youth who also regularly used such material. 

The impact of western popular music videos, particularly those of Michael Jackson and 

Madonna and movies such as Breakin ' (1984) was also considerable. From the late 1980s, with 
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the end of the Iran-Iraq war (1980-88) and the relative relaxation of pressures, many young 

people displayed a passion to practise the acrobatic moves of the dancers in the film and 

perform them in parties or even in parks (mainly in Tehran) whenever they felt immune from 

the gaze of the revolutionary guards. For a time doing break and techno dance moves in the 

parks became one of the regular daredevil practices of young people, particularly boys. 

However, as it may be expected from the regulating gaze of a surveillance political system 

which backs its rules by tacit judgement as well as punishment, the main body of dance 

activities remain indoors and are still influenced by music videos and films rather than artistic 

tutorials. In my last trip to Iran during July and August of 2009, for instance, I attended two 

wedding celebrations and a birthday party in Tehran. During these parties I noticed that apart 

from Iranian dance forms, dance routines from Anne Fletcher's Step Up (2006) had become 

popular, and many young people performed in ways that reflected a lot of practice. 

2. Public spheres outside the country. Since the early 1990s, some of the people who 

normally reside in Iran occasionally visit neighbouring countries - specifically Dubai and 

Turkey - to participate in the concerts of Los Angeles based Iranian pop stars. As dancing in 

pop concerts inside Iran is forbidden, people make use of the opportunity to dance in such 

concerts. The Iranian government has in several occasions cancelled flights to stop people from 

participating in these events, but they are still well attended. These events are significant in that 

they have had a marked impact on people's attitude towards dance. 

3. Private-in-public spheres inside the country. After the political reforms of the mid 1990s, 

which legalized some forms of pop music and increased social freedom; people, especially the 

younger generation, began to use any opportunity to dance in the public. For instance, when 

people go hiking or go to picnics in woods if they find a place, which is free from the direct 

gaze of the guards, they may dance. Or in their group trips, they may draw down the bus blinds 
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and start dancing. In two occasions when Iran's national football team qualified for the world 

cup in 1998 and 2006 such activities created a challenge for the police. In both cases people 

came out of their houses to celebrate the occasion by dancing, singing and cheering, but the 

police who had been taken by surprise did nothing significant. As the process involved 

impromptu acts of dance by hundreds of people, the guards either did not know how to react or 

could not react because of the large crowd of the people. 134 

Similar situations may develop during Chiihiirshanbeh Suri celebrations (the last Wednesday 

before the Iranian New Year) during which the merry ritual of jumping over the fIre is at times 

accompanied by dancing in alleys or even roundabouts. The same may happen every Sizdah be 

Dar (the thirteenth day of the Iranian New Year) when the festival of spending a day in nature 

is often made more interesting by people, particularly men playing music, dancing together and 

singing if the occasion allows. 

During popular concerts, it is also possible to see that at times some members of the audience 

dance on their seats though they know the guards may see and ask them to leave the hall. m Of 

course, the legal procedures for issuing permits for concerts involves checking the music to 

make sure that it does not encourage dancing. However in reality, the music does encourage 

dancing or the performers play a faster version than the one for which they have received their 

permit. Whatever the case, the desire for dancing in public in young people is intense. 

However, if one ignores these furtive, private, occasional or overseas transgressions, dance as 

an entertainment form is absent from Iranian public life. Dance as an art form, however, has 

had a different fate. Though it nearly disappeared between 1980 and 1997, during the reform 

era (1997-2005), it began to carve a little space for itself in the artistic life of Iran. 

134 The last minutes of lafar Panahi's feature film, Offside contains footage of such a public celebration in 2006. 

135 For more, see Nooshin (2005). 
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Dance as an art form 

Although dance is an inseparable part of most house parties in Iran, for many it is still 

considered a cheap hobby which can be enjoyed and cherished as fun but can never be turned 

into an artistic profession. As Anthony Shay states, 'dance is encouraged for an individual at 

specific times, but denied to the same individual at other times' (1999,8) Thus children, boys 

and girls, may be encouraged to dance in various occasions and praised for the beauty of their 

movements, but when they grow up they learn to limit their dancing to avoid giving wrong 

signals. As Martin Stokes argues, 'music is socially meaningful not entirely but largely because 

it provides means by which people recognise identity and places, and the boundaries which 

separate them'. (1994, 7) Among the music-related activities that function in this way in Iran, 

dance is the most important marker of what is properly possible within a space. In the cultural 

semiotics of Iranian life, it also used to judge the dancer's philosophy of life, class, moral and 

educational background and character potential. The judgements are so quickly and cruelly 

passed that people in general prefer to be very careful about the way they dance. One should 

dance in a carefree fun style, not as if he or she is doing something important. As people get 

older, they should also limit the intensity of their dance activity or risk being called trivial. 

There are also numerous tacit codes about the movements of the body that may be judged 

differently depending on the beholders' degree of familiarity with the dancer. Of course, during 

the last decade, with the general decline of the number of people who prioritize sobriety over 

fun, the number of people who dance in parties has drastically increased. But even among the 

middle and upper middle class families the attitude towards dance as an art form has not 

become so positive to make them encourage their children to pursue a career. These cultural 

tendencies which have religious and patriarchal roots, account for why dance as an art form has 

been rather slow to develop in Iran. 
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1. Dance in films and as part of theatrical performances. Dance re-entered the public life of 

Iranian cinema in the form of short scenes depicting men or children dancing in regional forms 

in historical films and television series such as Mohammad Ali Najafi's Sarbedaran (1984) or 

Davoud Mir-Baqeri's /mam Ali (1990), and in semi-popular or regional forms in wedding or 

house parties in contemporary films such as Daryush Mebrjui's Sara (1993) or Kioomars Pour 

Ahmad's Khaharan-e Gharib (Unbeknownst Sisters, 1995). The director, however, was to 

show it as a common trivial practice not as an art form. 

As part of theatrical performances, dance first appeared in puppet theatre where moving the 

puppets to suggest dance movements was for a time the only way to include at least the idea of 

dancing in the public. The fact that it was okay to use a puppet to create dance movements in 

funny styles suggest the importance of human body, particularly female body, for registering 

dance as a transgression. This has also been important in the later developments of dance as a 

part of theatrical activities, in which women at times may show dance moves in ways that 

suggest the movements of a puppet or an animal. 

The reform movements of the 1990s gradually allowed more space for dance so that some 

renowned pre-revolution dance practitioners began to hold private tutorials and to apply for 

permits to revive it in theatrical performances. This new development allowed professional 

dancers to sublimate their state from victims to surviving challengers. Some began to argue for 

dance as an art form and apply for permits to perform in female-only performances. 

The initial steps became possible by introducing dance not as dance per se but as part of 

theatrical performances and not under the name of 'dance' but under the new name of 

harakat-e mozoon, (rhythmic or harmonious movements). The society for rhythmic 

movements is a subdivision of Edareh-ye Taatr (The Office of Theatre), which works under 
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the supervision of the Centre for Performing Arts at the Ministry of Culture and Islamic 

Guidance (MCIG). 

The performers are thus officially known as theatre actors and since theatrical performances 

need to receive permits from Daftar-e Gozinesh (The Selection Office) of MCIG, all their 

theatrical activities are regulated by the state. As other forbidden art forms, dance has been 

forced to find new forms to appear in public spaces, new forms that have necessitated creating 

narrative/dramatic contexts for using dance movements. The process, however, has not been 

finalized. In 2008, for instance, the new officially selected heads of the Society changed its 

name from Anjoman-e Harakiit-e Mozoon (Society for Rhythmic Movements) to Anjoman-e 

Biizigariin-e Harekiit-e Bi Kaliim (Society for the Actors of the Silent Movements). This name, 

as Farzaneh Kaboli states, is more suitable for silent mimes, 'for instance, if someone scratches 

his head [as part of acting] on stage ... but I never do that in my dance ... or if I do, I will do it in 

a way that creates a beautiful movement .... Silent movement has nothing to do with dance.' 

(Mozafari F) However, it seems that under the new government the terms 'rhythmic' and 

'movement' are too provocative for the public space. 

From a technical point of view, the choreographers and theatre directors use a variety of ways 

to include dance movements. I noted that there are two major situations in which 

choreographers include dance moves in theatrical performances. The frrst is scenes which 

require the expression of intense emotions such as mourning, separation, delight, and pain. 

Kaboli, for instance, used 'rhythmic movements' to imply a rape scene in Hadi Marzban's 

staging of Akbar Radi's Shab Roo-ye Sangfarsh-e Khis (Night on the Wet Cobblestone) in 

1999. The second is scenes in which animals or supernatural beings are to appear on the stage, 

particularly observable in Pari Saberi's works. In Haft Khiin-e Rostam' (The Seven Labors of 
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Rostam),136 which was on stage in Rudaki Hall in Tehran during July and August of 2009 the 

main dance moves were performed by female dancers who acted as Rakhsh (Rostam's 

celebrated horse), a goat, and a witch. Another dance role was performed by a male dancer as 

Simorgh (the mythical bird of wisdom). The witch who supposed to appear as an attractive 

woman in her fIrst scene of encounter with Rostam danced as a robotic doll. Thus it seems that 

there is a red line for a performer to dance as a beautiful woman yet dancing as an animal or a 

robotic doll creates fewer problems. This suggests that the patriarchal conception involved in 

the process is the one that equates female dance with female body presenting itself for the 

voyeuristic gaze of the male audience. As such this body has to be de-gendered, dehumanized 

or turned into an object to avoid tempting the observer. 137 

Nevertheless, the red lines are not as clear as one may suppose. In the same performance, for 

instance, the female dancer who performed with a fluffy costume as a goat even did a split 

which I assumed would not be permitted by offIcials. Therefore as in the case of female singers 

who disguise their singing voices as children singing children's songs, these women need to be 

transfIgured into something else in order to be released from social control that determines 

what is religiously possible and what is not. What is significant is that the specifics of the plot 

and characterization cannot release the director from censor. For instance, though directors can 

show a man dancing to suggest his frivolity, they cannot show a woman dancing to suggest the 

same thing. Or while men can act as small children and dance it is not possible for women. 

However, it is possible to use female actors to dance as animals, and witches. Of course, more 

than anything these innovative uses of dance are the results of the creativity of the practitioners 

in their attempt to bring dance back to the Iranian stage, but the results reveal the limits of 

artistic representation. The female dancing body properly covered and deprived of its delicacy 

136 Rostam is the main hero in the epic section of Ferdowsi' s (940-1020) Shahnameh (ca. 1 000). 

137 For the working of this patriarchal attitude in an Islamic context, see Nieuwkerk (2006): 141-58. 
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and sexuality as a woman, and even of its humanity, seems to pose no challenge to the Islamic 

codes of behavior and its political manifestations that they have been trying to control this 

sexuality since 1979. 

2. Dance per se in semi-public and public spheres. These kinds of performances have faced 

more obstacles than the other forms. The ftrst occasions of these performances were in 

women-only, semi-public spheres. One early example was a series of performances in the 

Italian embassy. Held as part of a charity, these performances continued for three years from 

1997 to 1999 (the first year for three nights and the following two years for four nights). Such 

performances, of course, can not be fully described as public because they were women for 

women performances and rather than being publicly advertised, the audience had been selected 

from the luminaries and famous charitable individuals who had been offered to buy the tickets. 

Thus one may describe such performances as instances of border performances where 

diplomatic immunity and gender homogeneity creates a space for a selected number of people 

to participate in a communal activity which is not, otherwise, permitted. Another similar 

instance was the opening ceremony of 'The Muslim Women Olympic' in Tehran in 2005, 

choreographed by Farzaneh Kaboli and performed in an enclosed, all-female stadium. 

Some practitioners have also attempted to organize actual public performances of dance per se, 

but have had to go through so many difftcult offtcial stages that they have refrained from 

further attempts. To get permits, the heads of several different offices need to see and authorize 

the performance, a devastating process, in which what is ignored is the amount of stress and 

self-censorship that a professional has to undergo to get the approval of a number of offtcials 

who mostly do not know anything about the performance they are dealing with. In one 

occasion that involved the performance of regional dances, while ftnger snapping is the 

original form of a part of dance, the choreographer was told that women should not do it but it 
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was okay for men, so the choreographer decided to change it to clapping for both men and 

women. But sometimes the process of change continues until the last moments. (Mozafari F) 

While in other countries shows are designed for long term performances and may run for 

several months or years, in Iran a dance performance is like the coming of Halley's Comet. The 

performers undergo a lot of stress to get official permits - which, nevertheless, does not 

guarantee a safe performance. In fact, there have been music concerts and dance performances, 

the permits for which have been cancelled just hours before the performance; or even after the 

first performance. In one case, the director-choreographer had a permit for ten nights, but on 

the second night in the middle of the performance, she was informed that she should shorten 

and fmish it. Later all the performers spent a night in detention and the performance was 

cancelled. (Mozafari F) 

There have also been instances in which dance performances have been given permits for 

semi-public performances for opening or closing ceremonies of important festivals in presence 

of male and female audience. But the same programs have been denied public permits or been 

given permits for female-only performances and that under the condition that even in their 

female only performances the dancers consider the Islamic dress codes. 

As to the forms, the major transformation has been implemented to reduce the sensual or comic 

aspects of these dance forms. If during the pre-revolutionary period, the process of 

nationalizing Iranian art dance forms meant mingling them with ballet basic movements and 

reducing their sensual and comic qualities, after the revolution it has come to mean the total 

removal of these elements. The officials often require that such expressions of happiness as 

laughing, smiling or fmger snapping in the dance be removed from the performance. The 

imposition of the Islamic dress code has played an important role in this process. Because of 

the head scarves and the long dresses, the movements of head, neck and the hips have been 
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reduced to a minimum. The result is a dance which though butchered to become extremely 

chaste and even sombre is only seen in official performances by limited people. 

As one may expect from this situation, most dancers from the pre-revolution era have either left 

the country or changed their career. For the ones based in Iran, however, another option has 

been to choreograph for the dancers who perform abroad. For instance, Farzaneh Kaboli who is 

based in Iran choreographed the Toranj dance that was performed by Ida Meftahi in Harbour 

Front Centre in Toronto (March 2006). She also choreographed some of the dance 

performances that Vashtoon group performed in Canada during the summer of 2008. 

Teaching/Leaming Dance 

In his Choreophobia, Anthony Shay explains that 'Iranian dancers ... overwhelmingly learn 

their skills in informal settings.' (1999: 36) These informal settings are mostly limited to 

family parties and informal tutorials delivered by parents, aunties or cousins. In post-revolution 

Iran, besides these basic forms of learning, the music videos of Los Angeles based singers 

which include dance performances, and Khordadian's videos, have been very influential. 

However, with the gradual transformation of the musical culture of the country, since the mid 

1990s, it has also become possible to take part in tutorials that teach different forms of dance 

from Iranian regional dances to ballet and salsa. 

When after the revolution, music institutes were closed most musicians and singers who had 

remained in the country simply switched to private tutoring. But the case of dance was not as 

straightforward. The main reason, of course, was that during the 1970s, dance was still at its 

early stages of institutionalization as a public art form and was mainly treated as a form of 

vulgar entertainment or a private, family based hobby. The middle and upper middle class 

families, thus, did not show as much eagerness to teach artistic dancing to their children as in 
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the case of music. Another reason was that most leading dancers left Iran or remained inactive 

due to the threats of harassment. As a result, serious dance tutorials could not find their ways to 

houses as immediately as music. Another less obvious, but very powerful reason, was that 

within the borders of dominant cultural discourse and the unwritten rules of the new 

government, attending an indoor music lesson was less offensive than joining a dance tutorial. 

Music had the potential to be turned into 'useful' forms that served the aims of the revolution or 

encourage religious mystic devotion. According to the orthodox readings of Shi'a Islam, 

however, there was nothing in dance that could propose it for these purposes. Furthermore, 

since it had the body as its main means for keeping the rhythm and expressing feelings, it also 

had a powerful potential to distract attention from the soul to the body so that the individual 

could become obsessed with displaying her body to other women and men. 

Formal dance tutorials, therefore, were rather slow in finding a space in the houses of former 

dancers. The break came with the end of the war and the reopening of the music institutes after 

Ayatollah Khomeini'sfatwa that legalized music. With the reopening of music schools, as the 

government did not provide enough spaces for music, sewing, flower making, painting, 

calligraphy and even sports; these activities continued to be taught at homes, but dance also 

gradually became more popular in house tutorials. This was the continuation of the same 

processes that had led to the separation of public and private spaces in Iran. The limits set to the 

number of the public spaces where women could practise music and other activities were 

intended by the conservative officials to keep women indoors and within covered areas. Yet 

some women used any opportunity to establish their own transgressing spaces. 

During the 1980s, for instance, joining privately owned, all-female, covered sport clubs 

provided an opportunity for people to practise popular dance forms. These non-governmental, 

but regulated, spaces provided one of the few forms of activities that gave women the 
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opportunity to keep themselves healthy and busy. Yet the aerobic classes held in these clubs 

were also among those few places in which one could hear 'western popular music', albeit with 

omission of the singer's voice. 138 Some dance tutorials emerged from inside these aerobic 

clubs so that nowadays some aerobic clubs for women are in reality spaces for teaching and 

practising a variety of dance forms. The government is aware of these activities, but does not 

usually interfere unless there is clear evidence of mixed training or performance. 

Since it is forbidden to have dance as part of the curriculum in any institution, the main method 

to inform others or advertise the opening of a dance class has been through personal connection 

and word of mouth. In recent years some classes have also used other methods such as cards or 

even small billboards, which occasionally lead to problems with radicals. One report from a 

radical newspaper, for instance, states that 'tutorials for teaching raqiisi (a pejorative term for 

dancing) working under the name of "rhythmic movements" have grown fast in Tehran.' The 

report is there to criticize the existence of dance classes in an Islamic country, but even these 

kinds of reports at times raise curiosity and interest in readers and encourage them to look for 

these classes, particularly because the same report also gives the details of the different styles 

of dance illegally taught in one of these classes: 'Arabic, Iranian, Spanish, Turkish, Techno, 

Hip Hop, Indian, and Ballet'. 139 

A major problem in these practising spaces is that the difference between artistic dance and 

dance as entertainment is not clear. Because they do not work under any regulatory bodies, 

there are not any systems for the evaluation of the teachers and the examination of their 

capacities for working as dance tutors. These tutorials ,as Kaboli mentions, may 'ruin the 

138 Apparently to Iranian authorities some forms of western popular music are acceptable so far as the words, 
which may be 'offensive and problematic' , are removed. 

139 'Amoozesh-e Anva' -e Raqs dar Gheflat-e Masoolan-e Farhangi' [Teaching Different Dance Styles and the 
Negligence of the Officials], in Jomlwory-e Eslami at 

<http://www.jomhourieslami.coml1389/13890221/13890221 03 jomhori islami akhbar dakheli 0025.html> 
(Accessed on 21/0412010) 
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attitudes of talented students towards dance. They may become false beginners whose hands 

and feet movements are wrong and it takes a while to help them get rid of those wrong 

movements and get ready for the right ones.' (Mozafari F) It is thus very likely that those who 

have potential to become leading performers of dance as an art form lose their talents through 

misguided approaches of unqualified teachers. The price for these tutorials may vary between 

10 to 25 pounds per hour for group tutorials and up to 100 pounds for private ones. 

Since most of the Iranian city dance forms are done by one individual or two people, practising 

at home does not create any space problem. However, in the case of reconfigurations of the 

rural or city dance forms, more space is needed. As a result, the tutors usually teach these forms 

in bigger groups and in bigger spaces in their houses, either in their living rooms if it is big 

enough or in their basements. The space, therefore, has not resulted in any major 

transformation in the dance moves, but the general condition of these tutorials have limited the 

potential for an innovative approach to group dances, particularly because of the limits on the 

number of the attendees in one session and the freedom of their movements. 

Conclusion 

While dance, as an entertainment form, maintained its place in post-revolution Iran through 

house parties and celebrations, its presence as a performing art faced enormous difficulties and 

disappeared from the public lives of Iranians. Since the early days of the revolution, however, 

artists and people tried to push the new political boundaries on cultural activities and a tacit 

process of negotiation began immediately after the imposition of the bans. Thus it became 

possible for dance as an art form to emerge as a theatrical technique, opening the space for a 

few performances of dance per se during the last ten years. 
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The implicit process of negotiation between the artists and the officials still continues. Thus it 

is likely that the rare performances of dance become more frequent. Yet what is significant in 

the history of this negotiation is the constant transformation of forms and attitudes which has 

made the official approach to art more flexible than it seemed possible in the early 1980s. 

In this chapter I offered a general overview of the history of dance in Iran since the late 

nineteenth century. I also offered a general overview of the forms and places in which dance as 

an illegal activity or as part of theatrical performances may be practised or taught after the 

revolution. Since the focus was the dance activities of women, I paid more attention to female 

dance forms and spaces. In the following section, I will examine the career of a leading female 

dancer who has played an important role in bringing dance back to Iran's public life. 
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Chapter Seven 

Standardization of Dance, Post-Revolution Bans, Transformation and 

Continuity: A Case Study on Farzaneh Kaboli's Career 

Introduction: Catching up with the Memories of Childhood 

It was in spring 1978 when I fIrst heard my mother talking about her classmate being on 

television. It was during the school holidays of Iranian New Year in March. We were watching 

a group of dancers in colourful costumes performing a beautiful dance on a stage. My mother 

pointed to one of them, saying, 'the one in front, now in the middle'. That one, that one is 

Farzaneh'. I then learned that as primary school chums, they did jump ropes and played 

together. I remember seeing her on television in several other occasions, trying to spot her 

among the dancers. Such programmes were soon gone with the revolution. 

A few years after the revolution, one day as I was watching a film on television, my mother 

pointed out to one of the actresses asking me if remembered who she was. I had no idea, but 

found out to my surprise that she was the same lady whom we used to watch dancing in 

colourful costumes. So for a time, during my high school years in the late 1980s, she was back 

on the screen not as a leading dancer, but as an actress in supporting roles. A few years later 

when I was a graduate student, I heard she had been deprived of appearing on films because a 

home video in which she danced along with some of her students had been pirated. 

When I began to work more in Iran and came face to face with some of the challenges that 

female musicians faced in Iran, I always thought of her and wished to know how she had faced 

the bans, particularly because I learnt that she had been acting in plays and doing some 

choreography. In 1999, as my husband was writing for theatre journals in Iran, I learned that 
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she was playing the main female character in Akbar Radi's (1939-2007) Shah Roo-ye 

Sangfarsh-e Khis (Night on the Wet Cobblestone) in 1999, which had been directed by her 

husband. To my surprise she used choreographed movements in some parts of the theatre. The 

act attracted my attention to the possible revival of dance, and made me think of doing a study 

on the subject. 

As I began to think of doing my PhD, I thought a lot about whether to include dance or not. 

Though dance was not central to my studies of ethnomusicology, I saw a strong case that could 

be properly linked to my other case studies to offer a more precise picture of the careers of 

female performers in contemporary Iran. Soon, in winter 2008, I was on the phone talking to 

her about my project and arranging to meet her during the summer in her flat in Velenjak, an 

upper middle class district in Tehran. 

She was warm and welcoming. After the initial introduction, some Iranian style hospitability, 

and a brief conversation with her and her husband; we sat in her living room to have the 

interview, which lasted for about three hours and a half. She sounded very passionate about the 

subject and filled me in with many interesting details. As I go through her career, I will be using 

the material from this interview as Mozafari F, along my own knowledge on her life and on 

dance in Iran as Mozafari G or if I have the source with reference to the source. 

In the introduction and the fIrst chapter of this thesis, I examined the related literature on 

women and music and music in Iran and went through the history of female musicians in Iran. 

Then in chapters two to five, I presented general overviews of the conditions of female 

instrumentalists and singers in Iran and studied the careers of Maliheh Saeedi and Fatemeh 

Vaezi (Paris sa) as case studies of a leading composer/instrumentalist and a renowned solo 

singer. Finally in chapter six I offered an overview ofthe history of dance in Iran and examined 

its forms and transformations since the early twentieth century to set the context for the current 
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chapter in which 1 will discuss the career of Farzaneh Kaboli, the leading dancer and 

choreographer of Iranian national dance forms. The chapter thus will go through the problem 

that Kaboli has faced during her career, focusing on her early life, her training and 

performances as the leading female dancer of the 1970s, her acting career after the 1979 

revolution and the methods that she has used to overcome the ban on dance. 1 wiJI also touch 

upon her use of theatre to perform dance and her approach to teaching, performing, 

choreographing and directing dance performances after the revolution. 

Early Life, Learning and Practising /Social and Religious Contexts 

Farzaneh Kaboli was born in May 1949 in an art loving family in Tehran. Her talent in dancing 

was noticed and supported by her parents and relatives from early childhood. A he told me: '1 

remember it, or maybe it i because my mum reminds me of it, that as a baby, 1 used to hold on 

to the edge of a table, and rhythmically move myself up and down.' (Mozafari F) As it i the 

case with most Iranian families, and, indeed, most other nations, her parents adored her as a 
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toddler for moving in response to music. Kaboli began to practise dance as a typical Iranian 

girl. As stated earlier 'Iranian dancers', and any Iranian who dances, as Shay notes, 

'overwhelmingly learn their skills in informal settings.' (1999: 36) Kaboli was not an 

exception. She learned dancing in family parties, from her mother, aunties and cousins. Yet 

whereas this early learning support does not guarantee later encouragements for professional 

performance, in her case it did. Her parents, unlike the typical parents of her time did not limit 

her aspirations in fear of socio-religious ostracizing. 

The patriarchal stereotyping in many cultures has often associated female and male dancers 

with loose morals and promiscuity. Thus in Iran as a culture in transition in which dance as an 

art form had not yet found its proper place, it was hardly possible for any woman from middle 

class background to work as a dancer without family support. Thus, as in the case of Paris sa 

and Saeedi, Kaboli was blessed with parental support, which in her case was so affirmative that 

helped her embrace her career with no reservation. During the 1950s and 1960s, despite the 

efforts of the government to raise the stature of dance and turn it into a respected art form by 

founding dance institutes and supporting leading dancers, people in general considered dance a 

cheap hobby which can be enjoyed but can never be turned into an artistic profession. 

Ironically, this reaction to dance was fuelled by the overwhelming presence of dance as 'cheap 

entertainment' in Iranian films and on the stage of cabarets. 

In his Ethnicity, Identity and Music, Martin stokes states that 'Music does not...simply provide 

a marker in a prestructured social space, but the means by which this space can be 

transformed'. (1994: 6) This is potentially true of most social spaces, but if the space is 

financially predetermined by its customers who only pay for particular forms of entertainment 

the case becomes complicated. The social space in which the most intense dancing activities of 

pre-revolution Iran was taking place, however, determined the course of confrontation with 
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dance during the modernization period in Iran (1920-79). Before the establishment of cabarets 

in the upper middle class districts ofTehran; the city's lower class and uneducated roughnecks, 

who frequented downtown nightclubs, determined the nature of the music and entertainment in 

its public spaces. It was indeed, impossible to transform the space by music or try to educate 

them to understand different kinds of entertainment. A space can be transformed by music if 

those who frequent it welcome the transformation. Thus the policies ofthe Pahlavi government 

for keeping the urban lower class entertained in night clubs and cinemas reinforced the 

traditional conception of dance as a cheap activity and thus conflicted with its vision to devise 

ways to elevate the position of dance as an art form among the middle class families. It was 

thus only during the late 1960s that the launch of various art festivals, the gradual change in the 

favourite subject of Iranian cinema and the creation of art oriented music shows in television 

led to a steady but gradual rise in the status of dance as an art form. 

Nevertheless, this steady growth could not really transform all the cultural images that had 

been carved into the brains of people. Thus though there have always been a great number of 

girls as talented as Kaboli has been in childhood; one also knows that due to the stigma 

attached to dance as a profession many of these girls have never been allowed to consider 

practising dance professionally.14O Kaboli's success was, therefore, not just due to her talent 

and hard work but also because of the psychological support of her family, which enabled her 

to overcome the typical social and religious prohibitions that may make a woman feel guilty 

about choosing dance as her main career. These prohibitions which extended from the 

association of dance with promiscuity to the career based pressures that advised the youth to go 

140 The life story of one of my mother's friends, who is the same age as my interviewee, is a revealing case. Mrs. 
F. K. (b. 1950), now a retired teacher of English, had the same passion and talent for dance. As a child, she danced 
in various occasions and was praised for the beauty of her movements and even where it was not appropriate she 
'danced in her mind'. Noticing her talent, her parents registered her to attend the ballet class of Madame Yelena. 
However, after attending the first sess~on, her. gr~?father, a religiou~ dervish, forbade her from attending the 
class. She still regrets the lost opporturuty and IS cntlcal of the dogmatic turn in her otherwise loving grandfather 
who prevented her from fulfilling her dreams of becoming a ballerina. 
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for 'serious' professions such as medicine or engineering had little impact on her parents. She 

was thus made to feel that dancing can be a valuable profession, a situation that concentrated 

her creative energy in a field in which she demonstrated a talent. 

Her talents in dancing and helping with performances soon put her at the centre of attention in 

her primary school. The school staff used to ask her to arrange some dance performances for 

such events as the Mother's Day, Mohammad Reza Shah's birthday celebrations or local 

schools art competitions. She used to design the dresses and make up with the simple things 

available. For instance, she used charcoal to paint the performers' faces black for one of these 

events that won the first place in the national competition. 141 As she puts it, 'I didn't know what 

I did was choreography or designing [dance movements], but whenever I was told to do 

something, I used to say "all right, I will make up a dance of myself'.' (Mozafari F) The 

recurrence of these practices enhanced her creativity in improvisation and choreography. In 

fact, primary and high school competitions and parties provided her with those unique 

opportunities that help many leading artists - at least in Iran - to be creative and productive 

prior to having access to academic or professional knowledge and training. 

This form of creativity enhanced her self-confidence and desire for innovation. Kaboli knew 

what her future would be and in the absence of proper training, she got hold of any training 

possible while waiting for the opportunity to commence her professional training. Hers was the 

personality of the thirsty pupil that is described in Iranian music as the ideal learner, the one 

that is thirsty and should be made thirstier by not being accepted upon her/his ftrst request.142 

She had no access to teachers because during the early 1960s it was not customary to have 

141 'Then, believe me. We bought charcoal. I never forget it. I told everybody to buy black turtle neck blouses. 
Then to take care of those parts of the body that were out of the blouses, I told everybody to grind the coals and 
blacken their faces and hands. Those poor girls listened to me and then we just reddened our lips.' (Mozafari A) 

142 I am quoting Master ~aj~d Kiani' s (b. 1944 ) comment on master-pupil relationship in Iranian music expressed 
in a private Santoor tutonal ID 2002, Tehran. 
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dance teachers, but her father's support transformed the situation. Since he liked to provide her 

with proper training, when he found out about a recently established course in dance, he 

encouraged her to take the entrance exam, which she successfully passed. The entrance exam 

opened her way to Honarestiin-e Raqshii-ye Melli va Mahali-ye Iran (The Art School of 

National and Regional Dances of Iran) where in 1967 she commenced her training under the 

supervision of Jacqueline and Robert De Warren (b. 1933).143 

Kaboli's entrance to the world of formal education occurred when she was thirsty for advanced 

learning and thoroughly appreciated it. 

When I was given a lesson, I went home and practised it till morning. Well, when I say 

till morning, I truly mean I practised the movements for more than two hundred times 

[to see] whether they would be more beautiful if my hands moved in one way or the 

other, this way or that way [She shows the movements with her hands]. (Mozafari F) 

Her passion, talent and perseverance made her the best student of the Art School of National 

and Regional Dances of Iran. The main purpose of the school, which had been founded by the 

direct order of Mohammad Reza Shah and Empress Farah Diba, was to use dancers and the 

recordings of city and regional dances to reconstruct them and develop 'standard', 'national' 

forms for Iranian dances for formal performances inside and outside Iran. (Mozafari F) Thus 

having selected the best students, the ministry trained them by the help of foreign trainers and 

the original dancers from the different regions of Iran, refining these forms with the structural 

qualities of ballet. The best graduates of the school were, then, employed by Veziirat-e 

Farhang va Honar (the Ministry of Culture and Art) to form a group of 'specialists' in national 

Iranian dance forms for formal performances. Then the ministry fired the original dancers to 

present the work of these newly trained professionals as the standard national forms. As 

Kaboli puts it, 

143 Jacqueline and Robert De Warren were employed by Pahlavi government from 1965 to 1976 to work as ballet 
instructors. Later on Robert travelled to different regions of Iran to collect regional dances with the support of the 
Empress Farah Diba and the King. For more see his website <http://robertdewarren.org!>. 

261 



Then we were employed and those poor ones were sent to their homes. I mean they 
wished to kill us, to chop our heads off. But it wasn't our fault. It was the 
government's decision [that] one specific [educated] group performs the dances ... to 
have performances abroad and publicise our national and folk dances. (Mozafari F) 

The process was similar to many other top-down modernizing processes in Iran of the Pahlavi 

era. Following the dictates of a militarily autocratic vision, the project worked by an extreme 

form of centralization that craved for creating the coherent image of a nation by confronting 

variety. Thus though the process of modernization was usually initiated by the work of a few 

creative intellectuals, since it needed the financial support of the government, it was soon 

hijacked by the state's desire for control and a form of homogenising modernization that 

demanded rapid results. Thus turned into impositions, a desirable process which could easily 

gather grassroots support by respecting variety would easily go to extreme and create radical 

reactions among people, who in turn fall into other extremes. In the case of these dancers, the 

recording of regional dances began as academic research, but the government's radical and 

rushed changes simply omitted the original dancers and removed possibilities of variation, 

which could have provided encouragement for other forms of creativity and innovation. 

Farzaneh Kaboli's performing skills made her an ever present performer in all national 

festivals and ceremonies, but before her graduation, she was also assigned by Robert De 

Warren to teach at the primary levels in the School. Her creativity and relentless approach to 

practicing were two factors that made her special among all her other colleagues and 

co-dancers. As she happily reminisces: 'I was the best among girls and boys. Not one of the 

best. 1 was the only best student of my teacher.' (Mozafari F) She, thus, functioned as a dancer, 

a tutor for dancers in the lower grades and an assistant for the foreign teachers. She was also the 

only person in her group, attending the rehearsals of ballet dancers in The National Ballet 

School of Iran. Her skills were, of course, not concealed from her teacher, Robert De Warren: 
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Most of the times, Mr. De Warren choreographed our national dances. I mean, [on] 
music pieces which were based on our classical/traditional music and is performed 
with Iranian musical instruments. Whenever he wanted to choreograph on the basis of 
a piece of music, he brought the tape to the dance hall and said, 'Farzaneh, come 
forward and dance with this.' Well I danced for him and he took notes of my 
movements. He took notes while I was dancing. Then later when the dances were 
performed, while I was standing there and watching the girls that were dancing, each 
was performing two to three of those movements that I had danced and Mr. De 
Warren had taken notes of. Then I was thrilled, noticing that the movements were 
mine. Well, I couldn't talk there. I said [whispers, trying not to move her lips] 'this 
movement is mine, these are my movements'. I mean I was so happy that I would 
nearly die of excitement. (Mozafari F) 

Here Kaboli is referring to improvisation as one of the most important features of Iranian dance 

forms. As in the case of Iranian classical music and singing, Iranian dance forms are often 

characterized by improvisation within a given set of movements and gestures that form the 

semiotics of Iranian dance. Yet to improvise, the performer, as in the case of other performing 

arts in Iran, needs to be well-initiated in the form. In other words, authentic improvisation is 

only possible for a person who has become a master of the form. 

In the case of dance for which there was no formal artistic training then, it mostly worked like 

language acquisition, through a subconscious gathering and practising of the samples that the 

dancer encountered and practised in her or his life. The general knowledge of dance, in these 

cases, functions like what Noam Chomsky refers to as linguistic 'competence', the inherent 

system of linguistic knowledge that an ideal native speaker possesses and can use creatively in 

her or his linguistic 'performance'. Kaboli was not a master, but in the absence of masters, her 

inherent competence acquired through exposition and practice was the ideal option for a 

choreographer of De Warren's capacity who knew the language of ballet, and was rapidly 

learning the language of Iranian dance forms, but had not complete information on how this 

language may work in relationship to the individual instances of Iranian music. 
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Therefore by the time she got employed by the Ministry of Culture and Arts, her role as a 

leading performer had already been recognized, but her success enhanced this recognition so 

that soon she was at the centre of all performances in national and international festivals. In the 

Royal Celebrations of2500 Years of Monarchy in Iran, which were held in October 1971 with 

the presence of most of the leaders of the world, she was the only one from the School of 

National and Regional Dances of Iran who performed a self choreographed solo dance. She 

was also the only one from the School who performed along the members of the National 

Ballet School of Iran. Her first overseas performance was with a group of National and 

Regional dancers in 1972, in Saddler's Wells Theatre in London. This was the frrst of a series 

of overseas performances that continued for several years. She had a number of performances 

in the United States (1974, 1976 and 1977), Pakistan, Egypt, Turkey, Germany and France. 

The practitioners of Iranian Forum for National and Regional Dances (1970s), Kaboli in frontl44 

144 Picture from <http://www.robertdewarren.orglpage9.html> 
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However, in 1979 when she had established herself as a leading performer and chorographer 

and was at the height of her career as a professional dancer and trainer, her work was stymied 

by the new regulations imposed by the Islamic Republic, which outlawed dancing. 

The End of an Era: Revolution, Dance and Kaboli's Career 

Dance became the most demonized art form in the political system that was established in Iran 

after the revolution. Many art forms had the chance of surviving if they followed the political 

and the religious vision of the government or watched the red lines. Dance, however, was 

forbidden and non-approachable as a practice or a subject of study. As Kaboli puts it, to clerics 

and religious people dancing was equal to 'presenting one's body', a claim that she strongly 

disagrees with, stating that at least her version of it, is not 'presenting one's body': 

I always try to make my students understand that dance is far from presenting one's 
body, and I never like my students to be semi-naked or reveal parts of their body 
because I do not want the audience be trapped by such thoughts as, this one has a good 
figure, that one has beautiful legs, that one is well shaped. (Mozafari F) 

As it is with most performing arts, the spectatorship of dance as an art form is a 

convention-based process gradually developed through the socio-economic, cultural and 

political changes that reconfigure the relationship between the performer and the audiences. In 

the process the spectator is expected to note the differences between dance as vulgar 

entertainment investing in the revelation of body and dance as an art form that uses the 

aesthetic qualities of the movements of human body to express human emotion or experience. 

Most dancers have to be fit and have good figures, but having a good body has nothing to do 

with presenting it. 

The 1970s marks a particular period of the history of dance in Iran in which the more educated 

members of the middle class, due to their exposure to festivals and to formal performances of 

artistic dance began to appreciate these differences. With the establishment of the new 
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government, however, the people who came to power, at least during the first decade of their 

rule, made no distinction between dance as a refined art form and dance as a vulgar erotic act in 

bars full of drunken roughnecks. 145 From the original Islamic perspective, it was the latter that 

had to be banned. However, since the new form was not yet properly established, its potential 

use was not yet clear to the establishment. The new political establishment, therefore, 

associated it with the Pahlavi 'westernized extravaganza' and refused to include it in its plans 

for use of the arts to promote revolutionary values. 

If one examines the processes that create such assumptions about dance, one notices the 

following process: (1) the commercialization of the human body, particularly the female 

human body, as an object of desire and a commodity pushes economically deprived performers 

to present their body; (2) the gaze that reduces dance into the presentation of the body creates 

its own special forms of dance by encouraging them; (3) the clerics who are born within this 

system see this distorted gaze and its products as the ultimate product and then prohibit it. It is 

thus impossible for clerics to transcend this voyeuristic gaze and distinguish between the 

products of harmony and grace and that of sexual gaze. 

Confronting the bans through theatre. Whatever the case, Kaboli and her colleagues' 

positions as artistic dancers were overlooked by a homogenising gaze that saw dance as a form 

of sexual activity or a sign of 'western corruption'. Dance was announced as forbidden and 

Kaboli, therefore, stopped dancing. However, like some other male and female dancers who 

remained in Iran, she began to act in cinema and theatre. Between 1979 and 2009, she acted in 

more than thirty films and theatrical performances and worked as a choreographer for ten 

important plays. 

145 My purpose is not. of course, to deny the value of dance as pure, or even erotic, entertainment. Yet in Iran the 
presence of dance as erotic entertainment in the bars and films was so rife that it had made it very difficult for 
dance to produce new artistic forms. 
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She thinks that her insistence on keeping herself on the stage despite all the troubles, risks and 

failures that it may involve was because she strongly believed in what she was doing. After the 

revolution, because an Islamic revolutionary country did not need any dancers, all the 

employees of the Ministry of Culture and Art and other dance centres were banned from 

dancing. The ones who had remained in Iran and had no particular 'anti-Islamic' record, 

however, were not ftred. Some were transferred to the Office of Theatre and some to other less 

problematic departments in the ministry. 

Kaboli's ftrst performing role after the revolution was in Akbar Zanjanpoor's adaptation of 

Arthur Miller's All My Sons (1980), in which she and a group of players were to perform as the 

wind to break a tree. Yet even the act of embodying the flow of a natural element was not 

acceptable to the authorities of Anjoman Esliimi Tiiiitr (the Islamic Association of Theatre), 

and thus they announced that 'if people want to continue working in the Office of Theatre, they 

should refrain from taking part in this dance or else they should go back to their homes and 

forget about returning'. As it may be expected, 'all the people who were supposed to dance 

panicked and left the role' to her and a male actor 'who decided to resist and dance'. The head 

of the Office of Theatre attended the rehearsals to check the dance and told her: 'Farzaneh, you 

are so feminine. I mean it's noticeable that you are a woman'. Her response was 'Well, what 

shall I do?' Farzaneh and her colleague tried to ftnd ways to modify their costumes, using 

gloves and masks, to make them look completely alike so that the audience would not 

understand which one is a woman. But again the head of the office said 'Well, when you do this 

[makes a gesture with her hand], it's obvious that you are a woman. They [the hard liners] will 

break in and kill you .... It's impossible to perform this.' (Mozafari F) Therefore her initial 

hopes for performing dance moves on the theatre stage came to nothing. 
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The event, once more, reveals the patriarchal fear of the feminine body as a dangerous force 

that attracts the gaze and entices the mind. This fear has always been at the centre of the process 

of the post-revolution projects of Islamization in Iran and the projects for transforming public 

life in Iran, with compulsory veiling as the most obvious one. In the arts, its most famous 

instance is in Iranian cinema in which women are not shown in their intimate relationships or in 

way that may attract attention to their feminine beauty. In the case of dance, however, as seen 

in the case above, the presence of the body on stage is so strong that nothing can cover it. 

Despite this initial failure, Kaboli continued her work with theatre and cinema and in time had 

the opportunity to choreograph or perform minor or major acting or dancing roles in 

Sarbedaran (1981-2, TV series), The Second Hand Citizen (1986, film), The Swallows (1988, 

play) and The Azure City (1990, film). She then joined a group of other performers and her 

husband to establish Harekat group in 1991. The group now has more than one hundred 

dancers. Then she continued her acting career with The Lucky Fortune (1993, film), The 

Tambur Player (1993, play), Tehran's Symphony (1994, film), Unbeknownst Sisters, (1995, 

film), Amiz Ghalamdoon (1997, play), The Night on the Wet Cobblestone (1999, play), The 

Epic of the Stone Revolution (1980 & 2003, play), The Emperor of Love (2001, play), Simorgh 

(2002, play), Madness Time (2004, play), Below the Passage of Saghii Khiineh (2006, play) 

and The Magnificent Smile of Mr. Gil (2007 & 2008, play). 

As it is clear from above, most of her post-revolution works have taken place in theatre. Since 

after the revolution dance was forbidden, the only method that allowed its performance was to 

put it in a narrative context, as a means for telling a part of the story in a stylized fashion. As a 

result of her experience with these theatrical performances and the fact that it helped receive 

permits, later during the 1990s when it became possible to negotiate new forms of performance 
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even in her 'dance only' performances which she choreographed on the basis of regional dance 

forms, she put her major dance forms in narrative contexts. 

As to theatrical performances, if the context is neutral as in Rudaki, which depicted the life 

story of the Iranian poet, Rudaki (858-941), or revolutionary and pre-ordered [sefareshi] a in 

The Epic of Stone Revolution (about the Palestinians' resistance again t Israe l) g tting the 

permit is much easier than getting it for a scene of rape, as in The Night on the Wet 

Cobblestone. The handling of issues that are sensitive and involve the encount r of a man and a 

woman has always been problematic for the Iranian officials, even when the cene is v ry 

effective as a stylized demonstration of a behaviour. Yet even in the latter ca es, the process is 

still easier than receiving a permit for a performance of Iranian regional dance . 

146 picture from <http://www.iranian.comlNaderDavoodi/2004IFebruary/SandJ2.html> 
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Confronting the bans through teaching. In the early 1980s, to keep fit and active, Kaboli 

began to work as a trainer in aerobic exercise classes held in the basement of her friend's house. 

Though it began with training the participants in aerobic exercises, teaching in these classes 

made a huge impact on her career and helped her find new ways of expression after the 

revolution. It was through her classes at this private club that she began to teach dance. As she 

explains, there were five one-hour sessions. At first, during the exercise sessions, whenever the 

students felt tired, she used Iranian music and dance movements to help them slow down, yet 

keep up with the workout. 147 But she gradually discovered that some participants preferred to 

dance rather than exercise. Thus, as she puts it, 'the desire and enthusiasm of those women' 

made her think of having a dance class. It started with one session a day, but expanded to five 

sessions. For a while she was teaching ten hours a day, five hours of aerobic and five hours of 

dance. These long hours exhausted her, but she had to keep the aerobic sessions to continue 

teaching dance: 'I was nearly dead of exhaustion, but I had so much energy and love for 

dancing and teaching it that I didn't feel the pressure.' (Mozafari F) 

This teaching position satisfied her desire for dance, and as a result, for a time she did not try to 

include dance movements in the plays and films that she acted in. With the political reforms of 

the late 1990s; however, she began to think of new ways to practise her profession. Teaching, 

of course, had already become a major part of her life and though she stopped all the exercise 

sessions in 1991, she continued the dance sessions in her house. When I interviewed her in 

2009, she taught eight or nine forty-five-minute sessions per day. 

For her, teaching dance at her house has not been as straightforward a process as it was for 

singers and musicians. She has to be very careful about choosing her students and 'never 

147 As I mentioned earlier it was and still is customary to use western popular music in such classes. 
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accepts new students easily'. 148 Family background, education and career seem to be her 

primary criteria for selecting her students. This is, of course, acceptable and understandable in 

Iran. She has enough problems with the authorities and does not want to complicate the 

problems with those who may cause troubles for her or her students. She is meticulous in 

discovering her students' natural aptitudes and never overlooks wrong dance movements. She 

insists that her class is not like 'other dance classes' where the learners 'spend their time 

listening to music and assume they have learned everything in a few sessions. '(Mozafari F) 

Since women [in Iran] don't have much recreation facilities besides the sports club, 
which are mostly boring, they would go to dance classes. Unfortunately, however, as 
they haven't seen any [elegant] dance, they would be satisfied with such dances and 

would try to learn them. (Mozafari F) 

In such classes the students' 'attitudes towards dance and [their] understanding of it will be 

ruined'. They become false beginners whose hand and feet [movements] are wrong. It takes a 

while to help them get rid of those wrong movements so that they can learn the right ones. 

Unlike many dance classes in Tehran, which only focus on dancing itself, hers, along with a 

few others, is like a professional dance school in which the training is serious and involves 

various exercises for breathing, jumping, whirling, bending, etc to improve the trainees' 

potential for harmonizing their movements. Furthermore, apart from teaching them how to 

dance, she tries to provide guidance for her students in their personal and artistic lives. 

First Performance and conflicts. In 1997 Kaboli was asked by a charity organization to give 

a performance, with some of her students, in an all-female space. 149 Kaboli agreed and 

arranged a dance. As it is customary with charity performances, the ticket price was high, but 

148 The first time I called her home, her mother picked up the phone and anxiously asked who had given me their 
phone number and who I was. After I mentioned the name of the reference person, however she changed her tone 
and became very helpful. This constant worry is a major feature of the life of many Iranian artists. 

149 The charity'S mission is to help children suffering from cancer. At the time, their plan was to buy some medical 
equipment that cost about £4, 000. 
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they danced for free. The event, however, was of great importance because it was the fIrst 

post-revolution performance of dance per se - not as part of a play or fIlm - for which tickets 

had been sold. Of course, the performance was not advertised publically but as it was, and still 

is, the norm, the information was given to a selected number of charitable individuals and was 

circulated through them to other potential contributors. The performance which was held in the 

Italian embassy continued for three nights. As it was a success they launched similar charity 

performances in the same place in 1998 and 1999 for four nights each year. ISO 

In 1999 some members of Setiid-e Amr-e be Ma 'roof va Nahi az Monkar (the Centre for 

Encouraging Virtuous Deeds and Discouraging Forbidden Ones)151 went to the gates of the 

embassy and asked for her because they believed that during the performance wine had been 

served for the guests. According to Kaboli, they had been apparently watching them with 

binoculars and had mistaken juice for wine. She was asked to go to the Central Judiciary Office 

of Tehran the following day, where she received a notice for paying a fine of one million 

Tomans (then about £1,100) because of her performance for the charity. The director of the 

programme was required to pay 300,000 Tomans (about £350). 

She pleaded to a higher court and during the appeal trial talked to the judge about the 

philosophy of dance and, what she, as an artist, means by dancing. Convinced by her honesty 

and her explanations that related dance to harmony as one of God's gifts to mankind and to 

mystic alliance with God, the judiciary panel reduced her fine to 400,000 Tomans (about £450) 

under the pretexts that her intentions have been virtuous, but the result has been problematic. 

The fIne was paid by the charity. (Mozafari F) 

ISO After the revolution, the cultural attaches of European embassies, particularly those of Italy and Austria have 
on several occasions provided space for music-related activities, including the screening of opera videos. 

ISI This is one of the marginal responsibilities of individuals living in an Islamic society, but the 
post-revolutionary government has created an extended office with employees who stop people in the street to 
advise them or force them to follow the rules by imposing fines. 
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During the fIrst year of Mohammad Khatami's presidency, when his proposed reforms faced 

severe challenge from the radicals, something happened that prevented Kaboli from continuing 

her film career. She and her students used to record home videos of what they had learned 

during the year. In 1998, one of these videos slipped out and was circulated in Tehran. In the 

video she and her students were dancing with their usual performance costumes, which though 

duly covered, were by the government's standards completely inappropriate for the mixed 

audience of the parents of the students. 

Well, let me tell you how I was in the videos? Ha, ha, like this [points to her dresses 
and hair], or with my hair down. For instance with one of these leotards, that I 
explained earlier, collar like this [shows a broad one], skirt up to here [shows a short 
one] stretch trousers with a leotard. [Ironically] And that God forbid, in the Islamic 

Republic!? (Mozafari F) 

She was banned from appearing on Iranian television and cinema and sentenced to spend forty 

five days in Evin Prison where she was kept in the women's section along with smugglers, 

thieves and prostitutes. 152 The prison, as she reminisces, was hard, but being banned from 

appearing on the screen did not disappoint her. It rather gave her more time to concentrate on 

theatre and the possibilities that it could provide for dance performances. Since the early 1980s 

after her first attempts to include dance scenes in plays failed, one of her major activities was to 

work as an actress. In that capacity she had appeared in more than twenty films. Now that she 

had been deprived of acting in films, she dedicated her love for performance to theatre and to 

trying to launch female-only performances. This coincided with the flourishing of Iranian 

theatre under the reformist Ataollah Mohajerani as the Minister of Culture and Islamic 

Guidance. Finding a space that was now more open to the use of dance as an expressive tool, 

she cooperated with her husband, the director, Hadi Marzban, to include dance in several 

theatrical performances. 

152 The prison is a notorious one, particularly because it is the major centre for holding political dissidents. 
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The reformists' launching of new art festivals involving regional music and dance forms, 

created a better situation. In 2002, she choreographed the regional dances from seven regions 

of Iran to be performed in Amin Festival. As it was a success she tried to get a permit for public 

performance. The permit was not issued, but she was given a permit for a female-only 

performance for eleven nights. The tickets were sold out in two days. The first night 

performance was very successful. On the second night, in the middle of the performance, while 

she was in the dressing room, the stage manager told her that the performance had to be 

shortened. She called the head of the Vahdat Hall and after a while talked to him in his office: 

He said 'don't get upset. Just shorten it, skip some of the dances'. I said 'Why?' he 
said' ... they have come from the judiciary ... ' I said 'It's not a problem. We do have a 
permit from the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance .. .' He said 'Yes, but they 

say they want to take you with them.'(Mozafari F) 

Kaboli and twenty four female dancers were arrested and the rest of the performances were 

cancelled. All of them were taken to the Central Judiciary in a mini bus ready for them outside 

the Vahdat Hall. Since the minister himself, his assistant, and the heads of some related centres 

came to the judiciary to support them, the other dancers were released the following day at 

three o'clock in the afternoon. After everyone was released, she was told that she would be 

taken to the Tehran Office of Prosecution, but, instead, once more, she found herself at the 

gates of the Evin Prison, this time without being sentenced. She was sent to a section of the 

prison in which women who had killed their husbands were imprisoned. Fortunately, however, 

the direct intervention of the head of MCIG helped to relieve the pressures on her, and she was 

freed the following day at three o'clock in the afternoon. (Mozafari F) 

Of course, the main difference between her two imprisonments was that in the second one, she 

had a permit and the more open-minded members of the political structure, President Khatami 

and his cabinet supported her. The reforms that had been put in place during Khatami's 

presidency had resulted in a freer cultural atmosphere, which made it possible for her to hold 
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public performances and face less opposition. However, the major sources of power and 

control, the judiciary, the military and the police forces were still in the hands of the 

non-elected radicals who used any opportunity to undermine the activity of reformists by 

frightening the artists who had been encouraged to work under the reformist system. 

Dance Authorization and the Red Lines in Performances. After nearly three decades of 

encountering various problems and experiencing exhausting processes of rejection, correction 

and adjustments, Kaboli is wholly aware of red lines and restrictions. While she was 

choreographing the 'regional dances' that were performed in 1999 Fajr Theatre Festival, she 

regularly had to adjust the forms to the limits set by the council: 

They would come one day and say 'no, no, here, it should not be like this' [snapping 
her fingers] ... The original dance of Khoriisiin and Bojnord has this move for women 
[snaps her fingers], but they would say 'no, not this, not for women'. And 1 would say 
'Ok, women would clap [instead of snapping], men also would clap. [But they would 
say] 'No, for men it [snapping] is all right.' And 1 would say 'Ok'. Then the following 
day, they would come again and say 'Madame, this stretching movement here in this 
part should be omitted' and [1 would say] very well then I'll omit it ... and then again 
the next day they would come with two intelligence officers, asking questions. This 
went on every day, every day. (Mozafari F) 

Then on the night of the same performance, the head of the Centre for Performing Arts and the 

head of the Security Centre of the hall talked to her. 

They took me to a room and closed the door. They had wirelesses. 'Mrs. Kaboli, you 
should take care that the dancing women do not yell and shout. They shouldn't make 
sounds.' This was because the dancers were uttering sounds of hei, hei, hoo, hoo 
[utters the sounds rhythmically], with snapping and clapping. In regional dances these 
sounds are made quite naturally, 'Ladies shouldn't laugh.' For six months 1 had told 
them to show their teeth, laugh, and make noises and now [they said], 'They shouldn't 
laugh and make noises.' Well, 1 had no other choice. (Mozafari F) 

She explains that it is a real shame that regional dances are gradually disappearing only 

because of lack of support. Once in a trip for a film, she visited a family in one of the Bakhtiiiri 

tribes of Fiirs province and requested the mother of the family to dance for her. 
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She took two hankies in hands and started dancing. I was in ecstasy and said to myself, 
'it is such a pity'. She said 'we can't usually dance even in weddings. We can't. We fear 
that they [the revolutionary guards] will come. If they come, they will make trouble.' 
The dances have been transferred to the next generation through the few chances that 
the families have to perform, but unfortunately they don't have enough opportunities to 
practise and proper place to perform. (Mozafari F) 

Apart from the problems that she faces while designing regional dances, she also has to 

overcome restrictions on the theatrical performances of dances. She regrets that Ferdowsi' s Ziil 

o Roodiibeh could be performed in the USA but not in Iran. 153 

Yes, it was very important for me that Ferdowsi's Ziil 0 Roodiibeh was being 
performed in another country. But it is now five years that I have been suggesting a 
performance of Nezami's Leili 0 Majnoon [to the council] for five years, and it has 
been rejected each time for five years. 154 Last year I was told that I am allowed to 
work on it. And I choreographed and rehearsed one and a quarter of an hour of it. Then 
they came ... and rejected it. I do wish from the bottom of my heart that this art form 
will be revived ... and [people] can see live dance performances even on the stage of 
the theatre [as part of a play].' (Mozafari F) 

The situation is aggravated, of course, by the conflicts that exist between the various 

governmental organizations that determine cultural policies. The conflicts create a chaos that 

makes the work of artists and cultural activists very insecure. As they are waiting and 

practising for the rare moments, the 'once in a while' opportunities that they may have for 

performances, they always worry about the possibility of confronting the opposition of 

radicals. But even these few performances require a lot of compromise and patience on the part 

of the artists and organizers. The performers have to undergo a lot of stress to get official 

permits - which, nevertheless, does not guarantee a safe performance. 

In 2001, for instance, Kaboli was allowed to choreograph a thirty-minute work for a festival, 

yet to get the permit, the heads of several different offices needed to see and authorize the 

performance. Therefore, they attended a rehearsal to see and decide if they would grant the 

153 Based on a legend in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh (ca. 10(0) the ballet was produced by Robert De Warren in 2001. 

154 uili 0 Majnoon is a poetic love story by the twelfth century Persian poet Nezami Ganjavi (1141-1209). 
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permission. What is ignored in these kinds of processes, however, is the amount of agonizing 

stress and at times self-censorship that a professional has to undergo to get the approval of a 

number of officials who do not know anything about her profession: 'In my way to the place of 

the preview performance, I was so nervous that it was as if my heart was coming to my mouth! 

I was extremely agitated. I felt awful. ... I nearly died [of stress] because ... I thought that they 

would say no.' (Mozafari F) All this stress, all this checking and rechecking, it is good to know, 

was just for two nights of performance in a year. 

One of the major reasons why she dances in theatrical performances is that in comparison to 

dance per se performances, which occur very rarely, they give her more opportunities for 

practising her skills. One surprising turn of events came in 2003, when she was given a two 

night performance permit for a thirty-minute piece for Fajr International Theatre Festival and 

later a one-month permit for a series of one-hour evening public performances, which were 

warmly welcomed by the audience. Yet from the artists' perspectives, such happy turns are 

rare. In fact, they seem to be always engaged in praying, negotiating and waiting for miracles 

that may positively influence the opinions of the members of decision making councils. The 

opportunities are so rare that sometimes they themselves cannot believe what is happening: 

'The performance was great, perfect. Sometimes when I see the video, I say to myself 'Dear 

God, has this happened under the Islamic Republic?!' Yes, it happened.' (Mozafari F) 

To keep working in this atmosphere, compromise is essential, yet the pain of this compromise 

is sometimes so intense that many artists have either kept silent and retired to their homes or, as 

it has been customary since 1979, have left or are trying to leave the country. For those who are 

working inside the country, however, it is vital. For instance, after the two-night performances 

of regional daces in the Fajr Theatre Festival, Kaboli tried to get a permit for a public 
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performance because she did not want to see her choreography used for such a limited period. 

She tried hard, but what she finally got was a permit for a female only performance. 

They said 'women for women.' I said 'Ab! Women and men were on stage and they 
performed for men and women. So why women for women?' They said 'Mrs. Kaboli, 
women for women.' I thought for a while and realized that if I don't do it the way they 
want it, they won't allow me to perform. Anyway, I started again, because I had to 
choreograph it again, I mean I had to omit the men's part. (Mozafari F) 

Some of these discrepancies, of course, can be explained in term of the desire of the 

government to impress foreign visitors of the international festivals by including such 

performances which signify an inclusive approach to art forms and to women's performing 

practices. Thus the performance can be done in a festival that glorifies the national in the face 

of the global, but cannot be allowed in the mainstream system of permitted performances 

which may face the criticism of religious radicals. 

Kaboli believes that if she had rejected that performance she would have lost an opportunity, 

although it meant that she had to change the choreography and omit the men's part. It is 

interesting that in some dances where men have crucial roles she used women to put on men's 

dresses and dance men's parts. 'I said to myself "well let's have men, even though fake ones.'" 

Though her approach to the problem was unique, it reminds us of the traditional private 

performances of women dance and play troupes, who dressed and made up female performers 

as men. It also reminds us of Kaboli's school days when, since she was designing dance in a 

girl only school, she sometimes dressed up girls as boys. 

When she told officials she intended to dress women as men, they said, it is okay, but, that 

though the performance was a female-only one, the dancers had to wear their scarves. In 

response, she reminded them of men's hats and said, 'For the sake of the dance itself, they can't 

take the hats and scarves off. Theirs is a regional/ folk costume. Everything has to have its 

original form. It's obvious that they will keep their scarves and hats on.' " (Mozafari F) 
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Since the late 1990s, therefore, Kaboli has occasionally been allowed to perform and 

choreograph for festivals and formal ceremonies. For instance, she had dance performances for 

the closing ceremony of 2002 Amin Festival and the opening ceremony of The Women's 

Olympic of Islamic Countries (Olampik-e Biinoviin-e Keshvarhii-ye Esliimi) of 2005. She has 

also had overseas performances and choreographed for other dancers who have performed 

abroad. Nevertheless, unlike Parissa who performs without the Islamic cover outside Iran; in 

her overseas programmes, as her five day programme in Canada in 2008, she mostly works as 

director and choreographer and does not engage in dance. 

Choreography. Kaboli does not use any system of dance notation. This reveals the impact of 

the Iranian system of teaching music through oral transmission, or dance through actual 

movements, from master to the pupil on modem dance education in Iran. Part of the reason is 

that before the revolution dance was rather slow to develop as an academic subject and that 

during the last thirty years it has had no academic life. As a reSUlt, the notation system was 

never widely used. Kaboli's method for choreography is improvisation, which means that that 

she designs the dancers' movements while they are practising. 

I first listen to the music to see if it works for me, if it is good for my purpose. If it is, 
I don't listen to it anymore. I do the choreography with the dancers, just then. I never 
listen to a piece of music more than once because when I do so, my mind locks up. I 
mean, basically I can't work on it anymore. For this reason I just try to do it the first 
time. When I hear it for the first time it brings many movements to my mind. 

(Mozafari F) 

When a new movement comes to her mind, she needs to practice it at the moment so that she 

would not forget it. This was so even when she was at Prison for forty-five days. When a 

movement came to her mind, she had to practice it and maintain it in her mind. 

I lived in a terrible condition for one month and a half. It might be interesting for you, 
dear Parmis, to know that once in one of those days, suddenly a movement came to my 
mind. I said [to myself] 'Where shall I go? Where?' Immediately I went - please, 
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accept my apology - to the 100. I locked the door and started to practice the 
movement. At that time, there were five loos next to each other all with iron doors. I 
kept on dancing and dancing not to forget it. I told myself 'oh God; I should dance it 
every day until I get out of here. I never want this beautiful movement, which has 
occurred to me in a moment of inspiration to be lost'. But suddenly I heard someone 
banging on the door punching and kicking, and, ab, cursing. There [in prison] they use 
bad language with no trouble .... (Mozafari F) 

For Kaboli it is crucial to offer something new in every performance, a tendency which has its 

roots in her first experiences with choreography when she was at secondary school: 'I insisted 

that if this Mother's Day we had a Lezgi dance,m next time on another occasion, I would 

arrange another dance. I mean, everything had to be new for my audiences.' 

As she explains, she was once asked to choreograph a scene of mourning in a play, a task that 

would have become very easy and yet symbolic if she had followed the movements of iishura 

rituals. Yet she wished to transcend the form by doing something new: 'I thought if I show the 

same ritual of self flagellation and chest beating that people do every year during Moharram 

fa 'ziyeh rituals, it's worth nothing. So I decided to do something else, a unique performance. ls6 

Well, the result was indeed different'. She used techno music in combination with religious 

chants to create the impression of mourning with a hundred dancers on stage. 

Apart from using regional music for devising and performing regional dances, Kaboli has also 

used other types of music. This is mostly because after the revolution her work changed to be a 

combination of dance and theatre or, better to say, dance at the service of theatre. She has, 

therefore, used classical traditional or National Iranian music,157 popular and techno music, 

IS5 A dance form that is popular in North Western Iran, Azerbaijan, and Armenia. 

156 For more on Moharram mourning ceremonies see Kamran Scot Agahaie, The Martyres of Karbala: Shi'i 
Symbols and Rituals in Modem Iran, (Washington: WUP, 2004). 

IS7 The term 'national' can be used for any kind of Iranian melodies - regional, classical, religious, etc. -
arranged for symphonic orchestra and some Iranian musical instruments. 
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revolutionary songs or even religious chants. For instance, her Simorgh (2001), which was on 

stage for one month, was on the basis of Attar's Conference of the Birds (1177) and a 

well-known symphony piece by Loris Cheknavarian, the Iranian-Armenian composer. 

Decor, Dressing and Make Up in Perfonnances. Before the revolution, Kaboli was a 

professional dance performer and the decor and costume were designed and constructed by the 

choreographers, stage designers and other members of the staff. Therefore, she had no hand in 

determining the dress and decor. For regional dances, as she explains, the original village 

dresses were normally used to design the costumes and for other dances it was the designer's 

decision. In the performances after the revolution, however, she had to work as both the dancer 

and the choreographer and, thus, has made key decisions on how to dress up the dancers and 

design the stage. Of course, this is not unique to Kaboli. Due to the lack of technical facilities 

during the economic embargos of the 1980s or the absence of governmental support in general, 

many artists had to learn how to deal with numerous shortcomings and function in various 

positions to facilitate their work. 

As to costume, she believes that the audience should not want to see the dance because of the 

dancer's body: 'I think that anywhere in the world when a viewer wants to see the body of the 

dancer, s/he should go and see those kinds of dances [semi-naked or so]'. Her argument 

originates in the idea that people dance because they have to dance not because they want to 

show themselves and that dance as an art form is still in the process of existential becoming 

which involves separating itself from those forms that have developed in response to the sexual 

gaze of some male spectators. But her argument also has a more complicated origin. Due to the 

nature of censorship and control in Iran, the practitioners need to condemn most dance forms in 

order to be able to offer one or two forms as the sublimated artistic forms. 
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After the revolution, traditional, classical Iranian music became very popular because other 

types of music were banned. However, after the fIrst decade of the revolution, with the arrival 

of video players and satellite receivers, and a relatively more open socio-political atmosphere, 

once more, popular music got the upper hand over traditional, classical Iranian music. But for 

dance the story was different. As dance was, and still is one of the most popular and at the same 

time the most forbidden art form after the revolution, unlike traditional music, classical and 

regional dances did not have the chance of flourishing in the absence of popular forms. 

Therefore during the 1980s and 1990s, it was the popular dance that through the video cassettes 

of diaspora artists in the USA and later satellite TV channels filled the indoor lives of Iranians. 

This means that artistic dance forms faced more problems than the popular ones. The situation 

was, and to some extent still is, so desperate that despite her positive mentality, she sometimes 

becomes disappointed about the possibility of institutionalizing dance as an art form in Iran: 

'Nobody cares for this art form, and I believe it would gradually disappear and die in this 

country ... I will do my best but it can't be done [without government's support].' (Mozafari F) 

As to the decor, she does not like flashy and crowded ones and follows a rninimalist approach if 

possible: 'If we perform an elaborate dance, we won't need any decor and we can even work in 

front of a dark curtain.' In dance forms other than the regional ones, she is keen on the black 

leotard that 'makes the body look well shaped without showing it.' This of course is not 

allowed in mixed performances as the main dress code rule for women after the revolution is 

that the dress should be long and loose enough to cover the shape of one's body. 

In addition to her personal belief that makes her design her dance forms for properly covered 

bodies, Kaboli also tries not to violate the post-revolution dress codes for women. In an 

all-female performance for charity where the dancers were supposed to buy their own dresses, 

one of her dancers could not fmd a long sleeved leotard, so she asked Kaboli if she could wear 
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a short sleeved one. 'I said 'no', because some people from the Office of the Supreme Leader 

or the Office ofthe President may come to see the program, and I don't want them to think that 

I let your hands out for the pleasure of the viewers.' 

Thus as in the case of Maliheh Saeedi, it is this mixture of inevitable compromise, hard work 

and bold energy that has helped Kaboli survive under the Islamic republic and transform some 

of the bans on dance. This flexibility is a critical necessity for any artist who wishes to survive 

and continue to work under the Islamic republic. Yet Kaboli has strong ideals that have never 

left her during the last three decades. I will examine these views and psychological tendencies 

in the context of her relationships with her family. 

Ideals, Identity, Personality and Family Support 

For Kaboli dance is a means of self expression, a path where she can examine new ways of 

being and demonstrate her identity and the creative aspects of her personality. 'I am there to 

give that [message of] determination to the audience and demonstrate the confidence with 

which the girls/women make the right movements. And the people understand it. They are very 

intelligent, very clever and they keep saying it to me.' She remembers that once Sima Bina, the 

famous female singer, who is also a painter, told her that she talks through her dances: 'I 

watched your dances as if I am looking at a painting. [While you were dancing] I felt that you 

can talk to me with those movements, because I could understand you. I sometimes speak 

through my painting, and you do that through your dances.' (Mozafari F) 

This desire to communicate through her work and act as a role model for strength is at the heart 

of Kaboli's work. Her message, as she states, is a message of love and perseverance which 

despite all the pressures and bans she tries to share with her audience. She insists that: 
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'In my opinion, dance is the creation and presentation of all those movements that one 
is not able to or allowed to talk about. I think: the creation of those movements is 
beautiful. I mean this connection I can make with my audience [is beautiful] it's great 
that I can speak to my audience in different situations [through dance].' (Mozafari F) 

Yet Kaboli also states that all of these have become possible due to family support. With the 

degree of demonization that impacted the lives of professional dancers after revolution, the 

issue of family support became even more important than the pre-revolution era. The support 

that the Pahlavi government provided for dance-related activities was now replaced by a total 

ban and possible prosecution that necessitated family support. Kaboli believes that her 

husband's support was one ofthe main factors in her success in continuing her work. She states 

that her husband consciously included dance scenes in his theatrical performances to provide 

opportunities for her to demonstrate her skills in this restricted field. Thus Kaboli believes that 

by including dance scenes in his work, Marzban has been as brave as she has been in 

challenging the dominant discourse on dance. This is important because the process of 

negotiation to gain a performance permit for a play would be much more difficult if it includes 

dance scenes. She also appreciates her husband's support during her imprisonment. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I studied the career of Farzaneh Kaboli, the leading dancer and choreographer, 

to contemplate her intellectual, professional and emotional response to the bans. The chapter 

depicted her as a talented, energetic woman who has tried to continue her career through a 

variety of methods, teaching, acting in theatrical productions and films, choreographing for 

other dancers and performing in festivals and in female-only performances. The chapter, 

therefore, depicted the career of a leading practitioner whose approach to the post-revolution 

problems and bans revealed another form of resistance that has gradually transformed the 

status of female performers in post-revolution Iran. 
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Conclusion: Music, Dance and Post-revolution Iran 

In my thesis, I went through the history oflranian music to provide the context for my study of 

the lives of three practitioners in contemporary music. I selected these practitioners to discuss 

the multiplicity of intellectual, emotional and professional attitudes that characterizes the 

response of female musicians towards the problems that they faced during their careers, 

particularly after the revolution. A major focus of my study throughout the thesis was the 

process through which Iranian classical music, song and dance were reconstructed during the 

1960s and 1970s and how they transformed through the agency of female practitioners after the 

revolution. Thus it was gradually revealed through the general chapters on instrumental 

performance, song and dance and the case studies that supported them that many of these forms 

began to be reconstructed through a top-down development approach that tried to modify them 

for standardization by any means possible. Yet whereas in the case of music and song the major 

movement during the period was characterized by a back-to-the-roots approach that released 

new sets of forces in Iranian music and song; in dance the process was a belated westernized 

modernization that was derailed after the revolution. In other words, what happened to Iranian 

music during the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century through its encounter 

with western music began to happen to Iranian dance in the 1960s by its encounter with ballet. 

Dance, therefore, never went through the return-to-the-roots movements of the other two forms 

that tried to make them 'authentic' by enhancing the imaginary or real qualities of pre-modern 

music in them. 

Within the same context of transition and transformation, in relationship to Saeedi's work, I 

focused on her work to turn ghiinoon into an 'authentic' Iranian instrument by reconstructing it 

and using it for different types of Iranian music. In Parissa's case, since her approach is 

characterized by a rather idealistic attachment to the form of music in which she was trained in 

285 



CPPTMI I made regular references to the working of the term, 'authentic' and described it in 

the context of the vision of the people who launched the centre. I emphasized in the case of 

other people who worked with CPPTMI, rather than creating forms that were similar to the 

pre-modern forms, the process of reconstruction created new forms of standardization that 

triggered new forces in Iranian instrumental and song performances. But in the case of Parissa, 

the vision seemed to limit itself to an ideal that though silenced for a long time was reborn by 

finding its performance space outside the country. 

As to Kaboli, the key term was 'theatre', which gave her the new space in which she could 

practise her profession. Yet what is significant in her case is that already by the very act of 

attaching dance to narrative performance, she inadvertently took one step towards making her 

style of dance more similar to the traditional female only dance practices in which narrative 

and theatrical games were essential. The same was true about her approach to choreography, 

which used improvisation and action rather than notation. In other words, though she was 

concerned with maintaining the type of dance in which she had been trained; her products have 

come closer to Iranian dance forms as they were possibly practised in pre-modern era. 

The common denominator of all the three figures, however, was that they began to teach much 

more than they may have done before the revolution. As discussed in the chapter on 

instrumentalist, the sheltering of musicians in relentless teaching was one of the only ways 

through which they could survive, yet it was this very act of helpless teaching that produced the 

numerous musicians of the younger generation. In this regard, the roles of these women have 

been significant because they have produced new forms that did not exist before them, and 

trained numerous students who are likely to create new forms of their own. 

Most of these forms, have, of course, been the result of the bans that forced these practitioners 

to find new strategies to continue working. Some of them are also doomed to be discontinued if 
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the bans are relieved and people can produce music in the styles that they wish without 

prohibitions. Co-singing or female-only gatherings, for instance, are not likely to survive. Yet 

the same reactions have also created forms that are likely to survive. Using dance in narrative 

contexts, focusing on instrumental performance rather than glorifying the singers, using a 

classical instrument in different forms of performances, or singing with instrument-focused 

groups despite being a major traditionalist singer, are all new developments that are likely to 

remain valid in the long run. 

The major Iranian female performers, therefore, have continued to practise their profession in 

ways that have transformed the music life of their countries. Whether keeping silent in the 

country and singing abroad, as Parissa did, or doing everything that one can do by 

experimenting with new forms within the limits of Iranian music culture, as Saeedi and Kaboli 

did; the result has turned professional frustration into a formidable force that has helped them 

survive and transform their environment by teaching and producing new artistic forms and new 

practitioners whose work deserve attention. I focused on three major masters because I wished 

to pursue the lives of three major performers who were at the height of their professional career 

as performers, yet there are many other women who began their works after the revolution and 

their work deserves attention, particularly because now, unlike the era of Pahlavi 

modernization, rather than the government, these young practitioners are the ones who 

determine the course of cultural renovation and change. 
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