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Dramatic Reading of the Story of Uwais al-Qarani in Tadhkirat al-Awliya by Attar of Nishapur
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Abstract

Tadhkirat al-Awliya by Attar is a mystical work written in simple prose, with some sections in rhymed prose (saj‘), in which the life
accounts of seventy-two saints and Sufi sheikhs are presented. Attar has sought to reflect the political, social, economic, and literary
conditions of his time. In examining the dramatic aspects of this work, it is necessary not only to understand the mindset and language of
Attar, but also to possess comprehensive familiarity and command over elements of dramatic structure, including plot motifs, genre, style,
and theatrical techniques. The story of Uwais al-Qarani holds significant dramatic potential, which can be actualized through the
identification of theatrical elements within the narrative and analysis of various methods of adapting these elements for performance. The
central question posed in this study is: What are the dramatic aspects of this story, and how can a dramatic reading be produced through
their analysis? The method employed in this research is descriptive-analytical, and the data were collected through library-based research.
The findings of this study demonstrate, to a certain extent, the dramatic value of a sample narrative from Tadhkirat al-Awliya, and provide
a foundation for adapting other narratives from the text into theatrical plays.

Keywords: Tadhkirat al-Awliya by Attar, Sufism, dramatic aspects, play, Uwais al-Qarani.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The dramatic reading of the story of Uwais al-
Qarani in Tadhkirat al-Awliya by Attar of
Nishapur exemplifies the convergence of
mystical narrative and theatrical potential
within  classical Persian literature. This
research begins by placing the story within the
broader context of dramatic literature,
asserting that drama, as a literary and
performative art form, finds its strength not

solely in written words but in their embodiment
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through action, dialogue, and stagecraft (2).
The central claim is that while Tadhkirat al-
Awliya is fundamentally a hagiographical text,
it harbors rich dramatic structures that can be

actualized for performance. Drawing on

Aristotelian theory and subsequent
refinements by theorists such as Holten, the
study identifies core dramatic components—
plot (mythos), character (ethos), dialogue
(lexis), thought (dianoia), and spectacle

(opsis)—within the narrative of Uwais al-
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Qarani, arguing for their latent theatrical
expressiveness (6). Importantly, this analysis
refrains from merely retrofitting modern
dramatic theory onto pre-modern texts;
instead, it respects the original mystic-
philosophical framework while showing how
dramatic modalities naturally emerge from
Attar's storytelling, especially in his portrayal of
divine love, renunciation, and spiritual
devotion as embodied by Uwais. The
narrative’s episodic structure, its moral arc,
and its emotive intensity allow it to transcend
the limitations of static prose, offering
audiences an immersive emotional and
reflective experience, which aligns with the
Aristotelian concept of catharsis (7).

This study employs a descriptive-analytical
methodology and is grounded in classical
literary theory and performance studies. To
decode the dramatic capacities of Attar's
storytelling, the article integrates textual
exegesis with performance analysis, focusing
especially on how Uwais's spiritual path lends
itself to theatrical enactment. The narrative is
dissected into its constituent elements to
locate dramatic tension and action, which are
seen as foundational to any performable script
(2). Genre classification is central to this
inquiry, wherein the text is examined for
elements of tragedy, comedy, melodrama, and
tragicomedy, ultimately situating the Uwais
narrative within the tragicomic genre (6). The
story simultaneously inspires awe and sorrow,
reverence and irony, and such emotional

oscillations are considered emblematic of

tragicomic dramaturgy. Further, by examining
the aesthetics of conflict—internal (man
versus self) and external (man versus
society)—the article reveals how the tension
between Uwais's worldly duties and divine
longing sustains dramatic progression and
deepens thematic significance (12). The
inclusion of moral dilemmas, metaphysical
questioning, and divine-human interaction
within the plot configures it as a spiritually
intense drama, aligning with the symbolic and
existentialist styles of theatre (5). These
theoretical frameworks enable a nuanced
understanding of how narrative rhythm,
character arcs, and moral stakes transform a
mystical anecdote into a performative
spectacle.

The study pays particular attention to
Aristotelian dramatic unities—time, place, and
action—highlighting their implicit presence in
the narrative structure. Despite its episodic
composition, the story of Uwais maintains
thematic unity through the protagonist's
spiritual journey and unwavering piety, forming
a coherent narrative arc (8). The temporal
setting, spanning Uwais's life before and after
his attempted visit to the Prophet Muhammad,
offers a canvas for symbolic manipulation of
time on stage. The geographical spaces—
Yemen, Medina, and later the battlefield of
Siffin—are imbued with spiritual resonance,
creating layered settings where physical
location mirrors metaphysical progression.
Such spatial-symbolic alignments resonate
with traditional Sufi topographies like khanqgah,
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mihrab, or the battlefield, and carry profound
implications when translated into stage design
and mise-en-scéne (13). Furthermore, the
visual and auditory elements embedded in the
story—Uwais’s tattered cloak, the Prophet’s
verbal blessings, divine voices, and Sufi
chants—are catalogued as essential theatrical
components that aid immersion and evoke
affective responses (1). These components
can be effectively materialized through
contemporary stagecraft involving lighting,
costume, props, and sound design, thereby
reinforcing the performative power of the
mystical narrative.

Characterization forms another critical axis of
the analysis. Attar’s portrayal of Uwais as the
‘hidden sun” and “breath of the Merciful”
exemplifies an archetype ideal for stage
performance: the reluctant saint torn between
personal devotion and societal
misunderstanding. According to Aristotelian
principles, effective tragic characters must be
noble, flawed, consistent, and evoke pity and
fear (3). Uwais fits this mold precisely—noble
through his love for the Prophet, flawed in his
absence from the Prophet's physical
presence, consistent in his spiritual
commitments, and evocative of both
admiration and sorrow. The article traces his
transformation across different narrative
segments, from a dutiful son and ascetic to a
martyred warrior in the Battle of Siffin. These
transitions represent dramatic turning points or
peripeteia, culminating in anagnorisis or tragic

recognition, where his unseen devotion is

finally validated by divine and prophetic
acknowledgment (4). Furthermore, Uwais’s
dialogues are imbued with mystic irony and
moral rebuke, functioning as dramaturgical
tools that shape his personality and influence
others in the story (11). His interactions with
historical figures like Umar ibn al-Khattab and
Ali ibn Abi Talib serve not only to highlight his
virtues but also to create dramatic encounters
that amplify narrative tension and resolution.

The article then explores the themes or
philosophical undercurrents of the story, with
‘muwafaqat” (accordance or  spiritual
alignment) as the core message. This theme
underscores the unity of will between the lover
(Uwais) and the Beloved (the Prophet and
God), a principle foundational to Sufi
mysticism. In theatrical terms, this idea
materializes through character motivations,
symbolic actions, and spiritual imagery. The
study shows how these abstract concepts—
such as divine favor, anonymity, sacrifice, and
inner illumination—are made tangible through
plot events, symbolic objects (e.g., the
Prophet's robe), and mystical dialogues,
making them accessible for stage adaptation
(26). By situating the story within Sufi
cosmology, the dramatic reading transcends
mere hagiography and becomes a medium for
exploring ethical and existential concerns
relevant to contemporary audiences. In this
sense, Attar's narrative parallels the
existentialist theatre of the modern period,
where individual authenticity, moral ambiguity,
and metaphysical longing dominate the stage

NY.N
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(2). These parallels reinforce the assertion that
ancient mystical narratives can serve as fertile
ground for meaningful and resonant dramatic
expression.

Lastly, the paper addresses the potential for
theatrical adaptation of the story within both
classical and modern performance paradigms.
It advocates for a minimalist yet symbolically
rich staging approach, where the use of
essential props (a cloak, a staff, a water skin),
ambient sound (wind, whispered prayers), and
lighting techniques (shadows, diffused glows)
can evoke the inner states of characters.
Drawing on the idea that effective drama often
hinges on conflict and transformation, the story
of Uwais provides fertile material for exploring
internal conflict (between piety and social
rejection) and external struggle (his unfulfilled
desire to meet the Prophet) (14). Furthermore,
the study reflects on how dialogue can be
staged to oscillate between literal speech and
internal monologue, allowing performers to
embody the psychological and spiritual depth
of their characters (24). The dramatic tension
is not only carried by spoken lines but also
through silence, gestures, and divine
interventions—elements  that can  be
effectively dramatized through stylized
movements, voice modulation, and
atmospheric design. In this way, the study
opens up interpretive and creative pathways
for directors, playwrights, and performers
interested in adapting Persian mystical

literature for the stage.

In conclusion, this research highlights the
profound dramatic possibilities embedded in
the story of Uwais al-Qarani as presented in
Attar’s Tadhkirat al-Awliya. While rooted in the
hagiographic and mystical traditions of Persian
literature, the narrative contains all the
essential elements of dramatic storytelling—
plot, character, dialogue, theme, conflict, and
spectacle—that make it suitable for theatrical
adaptation. By bridging classical literary
analysis with performance theory, the study
contributes to a deeper appreciation of the
performative potential within spiritual texts. It
invites a reconsideration of how classical Sufi
narratives, far from being limited to
contemplative reading, can be reimagined and
revitalized through dramatic expression,
thereby extending their relevance and impact

in contemporary cultural and artistic contexts.
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