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A Qualitative Study of Melody, Rhythm, and Emotional Messages in Three Oral
Performances of Ashura Night in Nasrabad Village, Torbat-e Jam County (2000s)

Abstract

Ashura chanting in eastern Khorasan constitutes a significant part of the ritual auditory heritage and the oral mourning tradition
of Shia Islam in Iran. These chants are embedded with a distinct set of sonic codes that convey religious and emotional messages
beyond verbal content. This study aims to conduct a qualitative analysis of auditory signs in three traditional oral performances
of Ashura night, recorded in Nasrabad village (a rural area in Torbat-e Jam County, Khorasan Razavi province) during the
1380s SH (20012011 CE). The central research question is: Which auditory components within the structure of Ashura chants
in eastern Khorasan carry semantic meaning, and how is this meaning shaped through ritual performance and auditory
experience?

The research follows a descriptive—analytical method, using content analysis of three audiovisual documents recorded by local
residents and preserved in family archives. The theoretical framework is grounded in auditory semiotics, cultural coding, and
ritual structure in religious music traditions. It considers sound as a culturally coded sign system shaped by context,
performance, and collective memory.

Findings indicate that auditory elements such as tone, rhythm, repetition, vocal stretch, silence, and dynamic intensity play
direct semiotic roles in conveying emotional and conceptual meaning throughout the performance. In the initial section
(greeting phase), a uniform tone with elongated pauses evokes calmness and reverence. In the middle section (the narration of
Muslim's children), increased rhythmic pressure, rising and trembling vocal delivery reflect anxiety, helplessness, and
emotional distress. The final section (martyrdom segment) is marked by descending tonal structure, weakened dynamics, and
prolonged silences, culminating in an atmosphere of spiritual collapse and sacred mourning.

These elements show that meaning in Ashura chanting is not constructed through linguistic text alone, but through ritualized
auditory performance, guided by cultural memory and shared emotional engagement. The study concludes that Ashura chanting
operates as a complex oral semiotic system in which meaning is generated through the interaction of sound, silence, repetition,
and ritual setting. This emphasizes the essential role of sound as a carrier of meaning in Shia mourning practices and highlights
its position within the cultural and auditory memory of the community.

Keywords: Hosseini Ashura, Religious Music of Khorasan, Torbat-e Jam, Ashura Chanting, Semiotics, Nasrabad Village,
Ashura Night Elegy.
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