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Abstract Theatrical performances, such as lamentation have always been part of
Iranian society and have a long history. However, theater as a cultural and modern
phenomenon was introduced to Iranian society in the late Qajar period. In theater,
the content of the show, the performance or acting style, and the language used to
convey concepts are three crucial elements. Historical studies and translation studies
have so far addressed various aspects of theater translation. Nevertheless, the role of
language and translation in theater in Mashhad, especially from the Constitutional
Revolution to the Islamic Revolution, has been virtually ignored. This paper aims to
examine the language and translation as two main elements of theater in Mashhad
and analyzes what changes Mashhad’s theater experienced from the first
performances in the late Qajar period to the Islamic Revolution. In doing so, drawing
on a library method, primary sources, including all Mashhad newspapers from the
Constitutional period to the Islamic Revolution, such as Aftab-e-Shargh, Azadi,
Bahar, Chaman, Khorasan, Seda-ye Khorasan, Nava-ye Khorasan, etc., were
investigated and all the themes related to the theater were extracted. Then, using
research and secondary sources, the results related to language and translation were
presented in a descriptive-analytical manner. Findings suggest that the early forms
of theaters in Mashhad were performed in Turkish. Then Turkish translation was
replaced by theaters in Persian. In the first Pahlavi era, the translation of Russian
works flourished in Iran, and the translation of prominent Turkish, English, and
French works was also added to this trend since 1951. During this period, the quality
of translation significantly declined as adaptation or free translation became the norm
in play translation. In the 1960s, with the emergence of new theater groups in
Mashhad, Persian became the dominant language of this art in Mashhad.
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1. Introduction

istory involves studying the past using evidence and documents to explain,
recount, and interpret events for the present (McCrank, 2001; Hermans,
2022). The interdisciplinary field of translation and history is of significance
since translation is a social process and social phenomena are inherently connected
to history (Lang & Monticelli, 2022). Research in theater translation has a long
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history, but it was not until the 1980s that it gained recognition as a distinct literary
genre in translation studies (Bassnett, 1991; Tarantini, 2022). Despite numerous
studies, many aspects, particularly the role of history, have remained largely under-
explored. The history of theater translation in Iran has not been well-studied or at
least received scant attention from history and translation studies scholars. Despite
its long history, the theater was introduced to Mashhad by Caucasians and embraced
by immigrant Turks in Mashhad. This paper traces the developments of language
and translation in Mashhad’s theater over 80 years, from the Constitutional
Revolution to the Islamic Revolution, providing historical, cultural, and practical
insights. It can encourage further research in the area of translation and theater and
contribute to our understanding of Mashhad’s theater and culture during the Qajar
and Pahlavi eras. Given the linguistic diversity of Mashhad, this study aims to answer
the following questions:

¢ What was the language of theater performance in Mashhad?

e What languages were the theatrical texts translated from for
performance?

e What role did translation play in Mashhad’s theaters?

2. Method

This research is qualitative and follows the principles of historical research
methodologies. In historical studies, researchers may have two primary types of
sources: primary and secondary. Primary sources include any document or evidence
that has been made or created by past generations from their endeavors; in other
words, sources that are directly derived from historical events themselves. Secondary
sources, in contrast, refer to any document or evidence that has emerged subsequent
to historical occurrences, such that the interpretations of others are embedded within
these sources (Cohen et al., 2018). Notably, the most crucial secondary sources
include books, articles, and research papers. While researchers may also derive
benefits from secondary sources, it is imperative to acknowledge that these sources
are products of the interpretation and analysis of another individual (Donnelly &
Norton, 2021). This present research endeavored to illuminate the role of language
and translation in Mashhad’s theater. To achieve the research objectives, the
historical research method, which is anchored in library-based studies, was
employed. Initially, utilizing the library approach, primary sources were
meticulously scrutinized, including all the newspapers published in Mashhad from
the Constitutional Revolution to the Islamic Revolution, such as Aftab-e Sharq,
Azadi, Bahar, Chaman, Khorasan, Seda-ye Khorasan, Nava-ye Khorasan, and
others. From these primary sources, all materials pertinent to the theater were
meticulously extracted. Subsequently, research and secondary sources were
employed to facilitate a more refined analysis, and the materials related to language
and translation were presented in a descriptive-analytical manner. No predefined
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model was employed to analyze the data; instead, the analysis was driven by the
significance of the data in addressing the research questions.

3. Results

The research results emphasize that the first plays in Mashhad were performed in
Turkish by Caucasian artists and then by Turkish immigrants. Subsequently, the Sun
Theater Association was formed by Persian-speaking youths who, in addition to
Persian plays, performed Turkish plays that had been translated into Mashhad,
because they believed that the Turkish language creates problems in understanding
the concepts of the play for Persian-speaking viewers. Abdol-Hossein Agahi was the
first to translate a play from Turkish to Persian for a performance in Mashhad. Until
the late Qajar period, numerous plays in Turkish, Persian, Russian, and Armenian
were performed in Mashhad because this city had a diverse population of Iranians,
Turks, Russians, Armenians, and others. In the Pahlavi period, the translation of
Russian works in Iran, especially Mashhad, flourished, which was mostly done by
immigrants or refugees from Russia and the Caucasus living in Mashhad, such as the
Azarkhshi family. After 1941, the translation of major Russian, English, and French
works increased, as the British Consulate in cooperation with Clarmont Skrine’s wife
established the Mashhad Theater Association, which performed translations of
English and French works. Mirdamadi, one of the translators of this group, believed
that only by translating foreign works can one gain experience. The Russian
Consulate also established the Iran-Soviet Cultural Relations Association, which of
course performed plays in Persian and Turkish.

The Theatrical troupe of the Tudeh Party also performed Persian and Turkish
works in their original language, but the Tehran Theatrical Assembly performed
more translated works in Mashhad. Abdul-Hussein Noshin, in addition to the Persian
plays written by himself, brought his translations, which were mostly from French,
to the stage. The theaters of Mashhad, including the National Theater and Golshan,
performed more Persian works and less translated works of excellence on the stage.
The translated works used by them were mostly subject to manipulation and
summarization and had little resemblance to the original text and even its translation.
The adapted works were even different from the original works in terms of names
and content. The theater troupes in Mashhad had a different approach from the
theaters. The translated plays that were performed by the theater groups revived the
national and Golshan theaters. Because they performed valuable and excellent works
that were translated by non-theatrical translators as readable texts. The theater groups
brought more translated works to the stage than the theaters and the originality of the
text and the good translations had an effective role in their success.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

This paper examined the history of theater in Mashhad and scrutinized the role of
language and translation in its development. It showed that Mashhad’s theater began
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with the arrival of traveling groups from the Caucasus, who performed their plays in
Turkish for the immigrant audience. Turkish was the dominant language of theater
in Mashhad until the Pahlavi era, when Persian became more prevalent. The paper
also traced the influence of different ethnic and religious minorities, such as
Armenians and Russians, on the introduction and translation of foreign plays,
especially from French and Russian. The paper argued that the translation of plays
was a significant factor in the cultural and social transformations of Mashhad,
especially during the second Pahlavi period, when the Tudeh Party promoted
socialist ideas through theater. The paper contributes to the understanding of the
history and diversity of Iranian theater, and highlights the need for more research on
the language and translation of plays in other Iranian cities. Future studies can
examine the other aspects of theater translation in Mashhad or elsewhere. The
reactions of the audience to translated theatrical plays can be a new line of inquiry.
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