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Characteristics of Isfahan Comedy Theater Based on Henri Bergson’s Theories
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Abstract
Isfahan comedy theater, as one of the prominent currents of indigenous Iranian performance traditions, has

consistently occupied a distinctive position within popular culture and the history of Iranian theater. Relying on
local dialect, improvisation, everyday situations, and humor rooted in regional identity, this theatrical genre has
succeeded in establishing a profound connection with its audiences. Despite the significance of this performative
tradition, its theoretical analysis within the framework of classical theories of laughter has received limited
scholarly attention. The present study aims to identify and explain the characteristics of Isfahan comedy theater
based on the theories of Henri Bergson and to examine the extent to which these characteristics correspond to the
twelve selected parameters of laughter presented in the book Laughter. The research adopts a descriptive—
analytical method and is based on library studies, field investigations, and interviews with several practitioners
active in this field. Data were collected through the analysis of the two prominent plays Khastgari and Shir To
Shir and were subsequently compared with Bergson’s theoretical framework. The findings indicate that
components such as the interference of semantic series, repetition, situational inversion, the mechanization of
behavior, and the emphasis on linguistic features are actively present in Isfahan comedy theater and constitute a
major part of the mechanisms of laughter within these works. Furthermore, the Isfahani dialect and the element
of improvisation, as identity-forming factors, play a decisive role in strengthening the social function of laughter.
Consequently, it may be argued that Isfahan comedy theater, while preserving its indigenous authenticity,
possesses the capacity to be analyzed and interpreted within the framework of classical aesthetic theories of
laughter.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Isfahan comedy theater constitutes one of the

significant forms of indigenous Iranian
performance culture, shaped through the
interaction of local language, popular humor,
improvisational acting, and audience-centered
theatrical conventions. This study examines
the characteristics of Isfahan comedy theater
through the theoretical lens of Henri Bergson’s
theory of laughter, particularly his emphasis on
laughter as a social response to rigidity,
mechanical behavior, incongruity, and the
temporary suspension of emotional sympathy.
In Bergson’s view, laughter emerges when
human behavior appears inflexible, repetitive,
or mechanically imposed upon the living flow
of social life (2). This theoretical perspective
provides a productive framework for analyzing

comic situations in theater, because stage
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comedy often depends on the exposure of
behavioral stiffness, semantic displacement,
mistaken understanding, and exaggerated
social types. The present study therefore
approaches Isfahan comedy not merely as a
form of entertainment, but as a structured
aesthetic and social phenomenon in which
laughter functions as both pleasure and
critique. Within this framework, comedy is
understood as a theatrical mode that
combines verbal humor, bodily performance,
timing, dramatic conflict, and cultural
recognizability to produce laughter and social
reflection (3).

The purpose of the study is to identify and
explain the main features of Isfahan comedy
theater and to evaluate their correspondence

with selected parameters of Bergson’s theory
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of laughter. The study focuses particularly on
such elements as the interference of semantic
series, repetition, inversion of situations,
behavior,

mechanization  of linguistic

distinctiveness, improvisation, dialectal
humor, and the performative role of the actor.
The conceptual background of the research is
also informed by studies of humor and satire
that define humor as a mode of indirect
criticism, social correction, and symbolic
exposure of individual and collective
deficiencies (1, 5). In this sense, humor is not
reduced to mockery or simple amusement, but
is treated as a complex artistic mechanism
through which cultural contradictions, social
habits, and everyday irregularities are made
visible. This distinction is especially important
in relation to Isfahan comedy theater, where
laughter often arises from familiar local
situations, verbal quickness, and the
audience’s recognition of social types, rather
than from abstract jokes alone. The Isfahani
dialect, local expressions, and culturally coded
forms of repartee function as identity-bearing
components that give this theatrical tradition
its distinctive comic force (4).

The research adopts a descriptive—analytical
approach and draws on library research, field
observation, and interviews with practitioners
of Isfahan comedy theater. The library
component includes the study of theoretical
sources on laughter, humor, comedy, and
Bergson’s aesthetics of the comic, while the
field component concerns the observation of

theatrical performance as a living event in

which text, actor, audience, rhythm, voice,
gesture, and improvisation interact. Because
comedy is not produced by dramatic text
alone, the study gives special attention to
performance elements such as bodily
movement, vocal rhythm, pauses, tone,
dialectal  pronunciation, and audience
response (3). The two plays Khastegari and
Shir-to-Shir were selected as representative
cases because they contain prominent
examples of Isfahan comic style, local speech,
situational misunderstanding, and culturally
grounded humor (6-9). The collected data
were analyzed by comparing the comic
structures of these works with Bergson’s
theoretical categories, especially the idea that
laughter often emerges when ordinary life is
disrupted by rigidity, repetition, misrecognition,
or the intrusion of one logical series into
another (2).

The findings show that one of the central
mechanisms of laughter in Isfahan comedy
theater is the interference of semantic or
situational series. In such cases, two systems
of meaning, expectation, or action overlap in a
single dramatic moment and produce comic
confusion. This mechanism is particularly
Shir-to-Shir, where

misunderstanding, semantic displacement,

visible in

and intentional ambiguity produce laughter
through the collision of incompatible meanings
(8, 9). This finding corresponds closely to
Bergson’s view that comic effect often arises
when the natural flow of meaning or behavior

is interrupted by a mechanical or misplaced
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logic (2). The study also found that repetition
plays a crucial role in the comic structure of the
examined plays. Repeated words, gestures,
reactions, and behavioral patterns generate
expectation in the audience, but this
expectation is often redirected through a
sudden verbal or physical deviation. In this
way, repetition becomes both a structural
device and a comic trigger. The plays also rely
on inversion, exaggerated seriousness in
trivial situations, and the transformation of
ordinary daily events into comic scenes. These
patterns reveal that Isfahan comedy theater
operates through a sophisticated combination
of dramatic design and performative
spontaneity.

Another major finding concerns the role of
dialect, improvisation, and local culture in the
formation of comic identity. The Isfahani
dialect is not merely a medium of dialogue; it
is itself a source of humor, social recognition,
and theatrical energy. The audience’s
familiarity with local pronunciation, idioms, and
cultural references enables laughter to arise
from the sound, rhythm, and cultural
associations of language as much as from
semantic content. This finding supports the
view that humor is deeply embedded in social
and cultural codes (4, 5). Improvisation also
appears as a defining feature of Isfahan
comedy theater. Rather than functioning as
disorder or deviation from the script,
improvisation operates as a disciplined
performative skill through which actors

respond creatively to the stage situation and

audience reaction. This is especially important
in a tradition associated with quick wit,
repartee, and the comic authority of the actor.
In this regard, the Isfahan comic actor
mediates between the written text and the
living audience, transforming  scripted
situations into dynamic moments of laughter.
The study therefore suggests that Isfahan
comedy theater is best understood as a hybrid
form in which written drama, embodied
performance, local memory, and collective
reception are inseparably connected (2, 3).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
Isfahan comedy theater possesses a coherent
comic structure that can be meaningfully
interpreted through Bergson’s theory of
laughter while still preserving its indigenous
cultural specificity. The laughter produced in
this theatrical tradition is not accidental or
merely entertaining; it emerges from a layered
interaction  among  language, dialect,
improvisation, bodily performance, local
customs, semantic interference, repetition,
and audience recognition. The analysis of
Khastegari and Shir-to-Shir shows that Isfahan
comedy is capable of Ilinking a local
performative  tradition with a broader
philosophical theory of the comic. Its originality
lies in the way it transforms everyday speech,
social habits, and familiar cultural signs into
theatrical mechanisms of laughter. At the
same time, it confirms that local comedy can
be studied through universal aesthetic
concepts without reducing its cultural identity.

Isfahan comedy theater should therefore be
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regarded as a valuable part of Iranian
theatrical heritage and as a fertile field for
further academic research on humor,
performance, audience participation, and the
social function of laughter.
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