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Introduction 
 
Iranian radio and television, like Iranian press, cinema, and music industry, are not free media. Since the Islamic revolution of 1979 that 

first promised people freedom and democracy and until today, there have been authorities who have controlled and monitored television 

programs. Those authorities consider particular values to be fundamental and censor the items they find inappropriate for broadcasting. 

The preferred values are mainly traditionalism, anti-imperialism, monotheism, political and economic independence (Naficy 1995, 549). 

Western lifestyle, nudity, musical performances, dance performances, musical instruments, women's bodies, women’s singing voices, and 

many other things are inappropriate and must be censored.1 All these "inappropriate" aspects were frequently portrayed in the Iranian film 

industry of the pre-revolutionary era in the Pahlavi Dynasty (1925 -1979). Today, the surveillance and review of all these issues are carried 

out by the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance (vezārat-e farhang va ershād-e eslāmi)2.  

 

Where do these strict regulations come from? The answer is that many of these limitations come from the early years of the revolution and 

several political speeches of the former Supreme Leader of the country, Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini. Under his leadership, Iran turned from 

a western-oriented and modern monarchy with more freedom in its music and film industry to a Shia theocratic country. Such 

(conservative) interpretations of the Quran and Shia anecdotes also played a crucial role in the (re)formation of the Iranian cultural scene. 

Since 1979, Iranian musicians, actors, and actresses have persistently faced strict regulations. Every television production needs 

permission, which is quite challenging to obtain. Everything needs to be proof-read, edited, and if necessary, censored by several 

institutions, especially by the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance. 

 

                                                             
1 In my thesis, I will deal with all these aspects in more detail. Therefore, I will rely on several sources that also have referred to these issues, as well as socio-political 
and historical issues, among them: Hemmasi 2020, Kazemi 2018, Nikzat 2018, Meftahi 2017, Breyley and Fatemi 2015, Rahimi 2015, Karsh 2014, Atwood 2012, 
Nooshin 2011, Khiabany 2009, Axworthy 2008, Youssefzadeh 2000, Naficy 1995, Shiloah 1995, and Engel 1987. 
2 https://www.farhang.gov.ir/en/home, accessed January 25, 2022. 

https://www.farhang.gov.ir/en/home
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Like any Iranian television production, puppet shows and movies are also under governmental observation. However, puppets like Kolah 

Ghermezi and co3, Zizigooloo4, Jenab Khan5, and many other puppets have an easier time getting navigating the rules and restrictions of the 

censors. This is because they are inanimate. They look funny, certainly not human. They are, therefore not taken as seriously as real actors 

or actresses. That being said, puppets have powerful voices. They can attract audience attention and interest from all social classes and 

ages. Puppets discuss serious social, cultural, and political themes within a comedic framework. Surprisingly, they can criticize socio-

political issues with this theatrical tool and educate their public about the country's current events. This does not mean that Iranian 

puppets are completely free agents. They, or let’s say the people behind them, emphasize the government-based values subtly, but they also 

cross the boundaries and enter the banned areas of the so-called "inappropriate" topics. While musical instruments are censored on 

television when played by humans and female voices are never heard (no human is allowed to dance or play music on television), one can 

see all these forbidden things when performed by puppets. This is true even though everyone knows there are humans manipulating the 

puppets.  

 

Although it sounds like things are easy for puppets and puppeteers, it is necessary to mention that the Iranian Puppet Shows have also 

faced many problems, limitations, and censorship. The current state of this restricted art form may has emerged through a long process 

over more than 40 years. I am of the firm opinion that the contemporary puppets could not make music, dance, and speak about these art 

forms as taboo subjects so easily without the preparations of the other puppets, who were on television before them. My study aims to 

document and analyze puppets' musical performances and dances on Iranian television since 1979. I will consider the impact that the 

                                                             
3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_0W6_ht5I1Y, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DNyMILDIBS0, accessed April 7, 2022. 
4 https://film.tebyan.net/film/152299/%D9%82%D8%B5%D9%87-%D9%87%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D8%AA%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D9%87-%D8%AA%D8%A7-26, 
accessed April 7, 2022. 
5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zNpiv496FwM, accessed April 7, 2022. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_0W6_ht5I1Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DNyMILDIBS0
https://film.tebyan.net/film/152299/%D9%82%D8%B5%D9%87-%D9%87%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D8%AA%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D9%87-%D8%AA%D8%A7-26
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zNpiv496FwM
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revolution had on these performances. I consider the political and cultural situation of the country during each television production. 

Therefore, I will provide my readers with considerable socio-historical knowledge that influences today's television puppetry scene. 

 
 

 
 

Research Questions and Methodology 
 
Although I anticipate that my research questions will change as my research progresses, my project begins with the following five 

questions: 

  

1. How have the politico-religious changes wrought by the revolution affected television puppetry?  

2. What methods have puppeteers developed to employ music and dance in their performances and to resist the government-based 

restrictions and how is it possible that they have succeeded in this whereas real actors and actresses could not? 

3. What kinds of performances do puppets practice, and what do they look like? 

4. Are there differences and similarities in musical features that can be heard or seen in each production? 

5. Are there any differences regarding the freedom of musical practices between male and female puppets? 

 

Providing information about the situation of puppetry in Iran, as well as political transformations which affected this art form, I will 

investigate the importance of puppetry within Iranian society and during its long history. Based on historical evidence, this art form has 

existed in Iran at least since Middle Ages (Massoudi 2009: 262-263). While there are performance genres known as traditional Iranian 

puppetry and modern puppetry, to which I will also refer in my research, the primary focus my dissertation will be on television puppetry 

with either small-sized or large-sized hand puppets, acted in front of cameras. I will explore the position of sound and the importance of 
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music in puppet shows and also puppet films that have been aired on television. I suspect that the hidden nature of the sound sources, the 

so-called acousmatic nature of puppetry might be one possible reason for why music is tolerated in puppet shows more than in works 

performed by real actors and actresses with a visible sound source. To investigate this assumption, I will rely on scientific studies exploring 

acousmatic music and reflect on sonic elements that can be heard but cannot be seen.6  

 

I investigate art being created in a repressive political context, where artists, in this case puppets, deal with/negotiate both creating and 

maintaining public cultural practices. It will be important to understand the nature of such public puppet performances and how the 

particularities of each production have helped or even hindered the productions of the current era, considering their musical performances. 

For these reasons, I will analyze the most successful television puppet shows, reflecting in particular, on their sonic elements and musical 

performances, aiming to provide multiple perspectives concerning artistic reactions to social and political changes that have influenced 

television puppetry. In addition, it will be necessary to explore how it is that puppet shows can fascinate many people around the world, 

and why are they so successful and popular. Therefore, as background to my own research, I will refer to the sources that generally deal 

with dolls, puppetry, as well as the role of music in puppetry from non-Iranian cultures.7 Since a great part of my thesis will deal with the 

socio-political position of puppets in Iranian media, I will also rely on sources that focused on puppetry and politics.8 

 

On the page 6 of this proposal, I provide a list of puppet productions of Iranian television since the establishment of the Islamic Republic of 

Iran until today. This list, which will be expanded during my research, only shows the productions where puppets have acted in a musical 

                                                             
6 Studies focused on acousmatic music and puppet performances include: Snell 2020, Fenn 2019, Kessler 2016, Nozawa 2016, Townsend 2015, van Maas 2015, 
Cappelletto 2011, and Emmerson and Denis Smalley 2001. 
7 These sources include: Markovits 2020, Fenn 2019, Mello, Orenstein and Astles 2019, Currell 2014, Jiraskova and Jirasek 2014, Dunst 2012, Cappelletto 2011, Soord 
2008, Bell 2001, Latshaw 2000, Blackburn 1996, and Faraone 1991. 
8 Works that refer to politics and puppetry include: Karami 2020, Frgalová 2015, Smith 2012, Martin 2011, Purcell, Brown and Gokmen 2010, Blumenthal 2006, Salmon 
2005, and Betts 2003. 
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context. I will deal with these productions and examine their musical performances, performance practices, texts, and settings. It will also 

be interesting to research whether there are reviews or critics of these productions. I anticipate engaging archival work and interviews 

with the artists who were involved in these puppet shows will be necessary. As of this writing, I have already begun requesting interviews 

with performers and producers currently working on Iranian television. My research includes various subjects, such as music, theater, 

history, censorship, and education. References to anthropological aspects of each example will be unavoidable, as it makes more sense to 

reflect on each example with both ethnomusicological and anthropological methods. The methods for this study will be the collection of 

video material, musical and cultural analysis of performances, comparative analysis, interviews with Iranian puppeteers and specialists, 

and literature review.  
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1981 The House of Puppets 1982 The School of Mice 1986 The City of Mice (1) 1986 Hādi and Hodā 

۱ها شهر موش  مدرسه موشها  خانه عروسک ها  هادی وهدی  

Director: Jamshid Aziminejad Director: Marzieh Boroumand Director: Marzieh Boroumand Director: Sasan Amirpour and 
Ardeshir Keshavarzi 

1988 Grandmother's house 1988 Golnār 1989 Pātāl and Small Wishes 1990 Doll Thief 

ها دزد عروسک پاتال و آرزوهای کوچک گلنار خونه مادربزرگه  

Director: Marzieh Boroumand Director: Kambuzia Partovi Director: Masoud Keramati Director: Mohammadreza 
Honarmand 

1994 Tābetā Tales 1995 Kolāh Ghermezi and Pesar 

Khāleh 

1995 Alo!Alo! I am Joojoo 1996 Alestoon and Valestoon 

تا های تابه قصه قرمزی و پسرخاله کاله    الستون و ولستون الو الو من جوجوام 

Director: Marzieh Boroumand Director: Iraj Tahmasb Director: Marzieh Boroumand Director: Nahid Mohammadian and 
Kambiz Samimi Mofakham 

1998 The City of Ice Creams 1999 Majid, My Dear 2001 Once upon a time 2001 Tārzan and Tārzān 
یکی نبود ٬یکی بود  مجید دلبندم  شهر بستنی ها   تارزن و تارزان  

Director: Azadeh Pourmokhtar and 
Mohsen Taghavi 

Director: Reza Attaran Director: Iraj Tahmasb Director: Ali Abdolalizadeh 

2002 Rainbow 2003 Kolāh Ghermezi va 
Sarvenāz 

2010 – 2019 Kolāh Ghermezi 
Nowruz-Programme 

2013 Kolāh Ghermezi va Bache 

Naneh 

کمان رنگین قرمزی و سروناز کاله   کاله قرمزیمجموعه نوروزی    ننه قرمزی و بچه کاله     
Director: Hamzeh Salehi Director: Iraj Tahmasb Director: Iraj Tahmasb Director: Iraj Tahmasb 

2014 Pearl Street 2015 The City of Mice (2) 2017 Gordāleh va Amme Ghoole 2014- Khandevāneh 

٢ها شهر موش  کوچه مروارید و عمه غولهگورداله      خندوانه  

Director: Saeid Salarzehi Director: Marzieh Boroumand Director: Nadereh Torkamani Director: Rambod Javan 
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Why is this Research Important? 
 
The puppets that are mentioned in this study are very famous and popular among Iranian people. Though some of them have not appeared 

on the television after their broadcasting finished, many people still have nostalgic memories of them. Thanks to modern technology and 

social media, one can still watch most of the older productions on YouTube, Instagram, or Aparat, an Iranian video-sharing platform. Viewer 

numbers and their comments confirm how popular and how desired the puppets still are. Neither in Iranian academia nor the world of 

ethnomusicology, is found research about the musical puppets of Iranian television. Therefore, this study can open a small door to a 

cultural aspect of Iranian people's lives. My research can also stimulate further research questions from several perspectives like 

ethnomusicology, theater studies, puppetry, or even gender studies because I will deal with male and female puppets and their positions in 

musical performances on the television. In addition, I would like to make the Iranian television puppets better known around the world 

 

Puppetry is a study subject that is taught at Iranian art universities and vocational schools (honarestān-hā) in the fields of performing arts. 

Iranian puppeteers are also highly trained and strive to do quality work despite the restrictions. However, the invisibility of their art and 

their puppets in the world of academia is still a fact. There are useful sources about Iranian traditional puppetry, as well as cinema and 

television puppetry that I will refer to them in my dissertation. Most of these sources are about puppet making, performance practice, and 

history of puppetry inside and outside the country. During the recent years, there have been also analytical publications which explore 

socio-cultural, political and gender issues beyond Iranian puppet performances.9 However, there is only some general information about 

sounds and music in puppet shows. No work has yet investigated music and its cultural shifts in the Iranian puppetry as a main research 

                                                             
9 Studies representative of work on Iranian puppetry include: Karami 2020, Pakbin 2015, Mohseni Ardehali 2014, Massoudi 2009, Gharibpour 2000, Gaffary 1984, and 
Beyzaei 1965. 
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subject, whereas music plays an inevitable role in almost all puppet shows for both adults and children and in both traditional and 

television puppetry formats. 

 

In my dissertation, I deal with a closed society that struggles with unstable political and economic situations. The media almost never 

reports about the Iranian art and culture scene. With this project, I would like to bring my audience closer to Iran so that they can get to 

know one of the country's cultural heritages. Within ethnomusicology, most of the work done on Iran has focused either on Persian 

classical music, male musicians, or on the political and musical aspects of Iranian popular music. This would be the first ethnomusicological 

approach to the musical lives of television puppets in Iran. 
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