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Abstract: 

Through storytelling and oral communication of their history, the Karachi Parsis have preserved 

the crux of the Zoroastrian religion for centuries. Over time, this narrative tradition has became a 

religious ritual, which explains why the performing arts have come to obtain such deep roots in 

Zoroastrian culture and tradition. 

Parsi Theatre as it came to be known, was established in Bombay by a small group of Paris in the 

1850's, and eventually dominated the Indian cultural scene, having left a mark on the theatrical 

history of the subcontinent, to this day. 

This dissertation aims to explore the Parsi theatre in modern day Karachi and the effects that it 

has on the cultural identity of the local Parsi population while in turn allowing me to explore my 

own cultural identity. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

As a child, my father would often take me through the hustle and bustle of Empress Market 

and rainbow centre, to a small gated community in the heart of Karachi called the Hormusji 

Katrak Hall. 

Built in November 1920 for the Zoroastrian community Katrak Hall consists of several 

apartment building and two colonial structures including the once majestic Katrak Hall 

Theater. In its hey-day the Theatre, was a vibrant place where the Zoroastrian community and 

others would congregate to watch plays, listen to elocutions and debates, and enjoy music and 

dance performances. 

As a six year old I would waltz across the grand stage, covered in dust from disuse, and 

imagine the empty theatre springing to life. 

From these early beginnings, the Katrak Hall held a fascination for me, more so because I am 

a direct descendent of Sir Kavasji Katrak, who built the Katrak Hall and Theatre, in memory 

of his father Hormusji Katrak. Sir Kavasji Katrak was also a proud member of the 

Zoroastrian community.  

The Zoroastrians are the followers of the Persian Prophet, Spitman Zarathustra, who lived in 

Ancient Iran, in 1200 BCE1. From 550 BCE onwards, for the next thousand years or so, the 

Zoroastrianism "flourished as the imperial religion of three great Iranian empires: the 

Achaemenians, Parthians and Sassanians"2

                                                            
1 Eds, Pheroza J. Godrej and Firoza Punthakey Mistree, A Zoroastrian Tapestry: Art, Religion and Culture 

(India: Mapin Publishing Pvt. Ltd, 2002), pg 19. 

2 Eds, Pheroza J. Godrej and Firoza Punthakey Mistree, A Zoroastrian Tapestry: Art, Religion and Culture 

(India: Mapin Publishing Pvt. Ltd, 2002), front flap. 

. Zoroastrianism rose to such prominence over this 

period, that it later influenced several major world religions. Rooted in the Zoroastrian faith, 
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the concepts of Monotheism, Heaven and Hell, Satan, Judgment Day, good ultimately 

triumphing over evil and the final revelation of the world, later manifested themselves in 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam3

It was not until the 7th CE that the dominance of Zoroastrianism came to an end when the 

Arabs invaded Iran and spread Islam in the region, forcing the community to live in the 

mountains of Khorasan

. 

4

In the 10th Century a handful of Zoroastrians, who were initially from the Province of 

Khorasan, fled to the western coast of India and settled in enclaves around the area

. 

5

By the time of the Partition in 1947, it was estimated that there were about 5,000Parsis who 

were citizens of Karachi. Despite being a small, insular community, the Zoroastrians have 

been an integral part of the history of the city. In his book, "Karachi During the British Era- 

Two Histories of a Modern City", Behram Sohrab H. J. Rustomji has reiterated that the 

Zoroastrians of Karachi were the builders of the city and "pioneers of every movement that 

. Over 

time they came to be known as the Parsis. In the 17th Century some of the Parsis settled in 

Bombay due to the job prospects afforded by the British East India Company. Over the next 

two centuries their prominence grew in the subcontinent as the diaspora spread as far as 

Karachi in modern day Pakistan. 

                                                            
3 http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20170406-this-obscure-religion-shaped-the-west?ocid= 

4 Khojeste P. Mistree, The Zarathushti Religion: A Basic Text (USA: The Federation of Zoroastrian 

Associations of North America, 1998), pg.155. 

5 Eds, Pheroza J. Godrej and Firoza Punthakey Mistree, A Zoroastrian Tapestry: Art, Religion and Culture 

(India: Mapin Publishing Pvt. Ltd, 2002), front flap. 
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has contributed to its greatness"6

Following a prehistoric religion, and one that has fled persecution time and again, Pakistani 

Parsis have preserved the crux of the Zoroastrian religion by using storytelling and oral 

communication of their history to pass down knowledge from generation to generation. This 

has been explained in the book The Everlasting Flame: Zoroastrianism in History and 

Imagination, in which the author states that due to the “paucity of material available for the 

early period of Zoroastrianism"

. They were notable for their business insight as well as their 

philanthropy, which spanned from education and science, to the Arts- especially Theatre. 

7

Over time, this narrative tradition has become "a source for, if not a form of, …ritual 

religious drama"

the religion was quite dependent on oral transmission. 

8

In Karachi, this form of Theatre was performed in multiple locations, the most prominent 

being the Katrak Hall Theatre, which was primarily born as a venue for the Performing Arts.  

, and so the performing arts came to acquire deep roots in Zoroastrian 

culture and tradition. 

Parsi Theatre, also known in its earliest days as Gujarati theatre, was established in Bombay 

by a small group of Paris’s. For a century, (from 1850 to 1950) Parsi Theatre dominated the 

Indian cultural scene. Breaking away from traditional forms of theatre, the proponents of 

Parsi Theatre brought about new ideas, influenced by the western world, and in doing so 

developed an entirely new style of Indian theatre, which has left a mark on the theatrical 

history of the subcontinent, to this day. 

                                                            
6 Behram Sohrab H. Rustomji and Sohrab K.H Katrak, Karachi During The British Era- Two Histories of a 

Modern City (Karachi: Oxford University Press,1952), p83. 

7 Eds. Sarah Stewart. The Everlasting Flame : Zoroastrianism in History and Imagination, (I.B Tauris& Co. Ltd, 

London in collaboration with SOAS University of London, 2013), introduction pgi. 

8 Willem Floor, "The History of Theatre in Iran" 1st edition. (Washington: Mage Publications, 2005), pg 14. 
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In 1910 the Young Men's Zoroastrian Association (YMZA) was established as a host for 

plays and theatrical performances for the Zoroastrian community9. One of the patrons of the 

YMZA, Sohrab Katrak, my great grandfather used to sign up the Royal Theatre Company of 

Bombay to perform plays10, as there was no other suitable venue in which to host them. 

When Sohrab Katrak's father, a prominent Zoroastrian philanthropist, Sir Kavasji Katrak was 

bestowed the title Khan Bahadur, by the government at the time11

For the purpose of this dissertation I take Cultural Identity to mean the feeling of a sense of 

belonging to, or identification with a certain group that is based on a variety of cultural 

categories, for example nationality, gender, race and even religion. Cultural Identity is 

maintained through the process of sharing knowledge on topics such as traditions, heritage, 

language, aesthetics, norms and customs

,he allocated some funds 

towards the construction of a theatre for the YMZA, which was called the Katrak Theatre. 

I am using this dissertation to explore the Parsi theatre in modern day Karachi and the effects 

on the cultural identity of the local Parsi population, while in turn allowing me to explore my 

own cultural identity. 

12

It has been said that the identity of the Karachi Parsis is fading away, due to multiple reasons, 

such as, migration, religious education, or even interfaith marriages. Through the course of 

.  

                                                            
9 Unknown, 'All the world's a stage...'.Dawn, (November 28th 2010).  

http://www.dawn.com/news/978809 [Last accessed:19th January 2017]. 

10 Unknown, 'All the world's a stage...'.Dawn, (November 28th 2010).  

http://www.dawn.com/news/978809 [Last accessed:19th January 2017]. 

11Unknown. Visions of Empire-Karachi under the Raj 1843-1947.(Karachi: Pakistan Herald Publications(PVT.) 

LTD, 2003), p146. 

12 Vivian Hsueh-Hua Chen, "Cultural Identity". 

https://centerforinterculturaldialogue.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/key-concept-cultural-identity.pdf 
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my dissertation I will be further exploring the reasons for this as well as, the question of 

Parsis cultural identity in modern day Karachi. I will further try to see if the Parsi Theatre can 

play a role in preserving it. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1: Who are the Parsi's? 

In order to explore this research topic, one must first have a basic understanding of the 

history of the Zoroastrians, or Parsi's, as some of them came to be known. 

To elaborate on the Zoroastrians arrival in India, Khojeste P. Mistree describes a historical 

document, Qissa-I Sanjan (Story of Sanjan)13. The document was compiled in verse form, in 

1599 CE, by Mobed Bahman Kaikobad Sanjana14. It was regarded as the most important 

historic narrative in Parsi Zoroastrian literature, as it meticulously describes the legendary 

migration of the Zoroastrians from Iran to India. It has also "shaped the way in which 

Zoroastrians have understood their faith and has influenced the perceptions of others who 

have come into contact with Zoroastrianism at various times throughout its long history"15

In the 7th century C.E. when Persia (Ancient Iran) was conquered by the Arabs, they began 

to impose their religion upon the people. For the next two centuries, of the Arab rule, the 

Zoroastrians continued to survive in the mountains of Khorasan, in Northeast Persia.(referred 

to as Kuhistan at the time, (Figure.1). Where they lived for approximately fifteen years in the 

town of Hormuz, on the Persian Gulf

. 

16 (Figure. 1). Following this they set sail to the western 

coast of India, to the island of Div where they found "temporary refuge"17

                                                            
13 Khojeste Mistree, "Parsi Arrival and Early Settlement in India", A Zoroastrian Tapestry: Art, Religion, & 

Culture, eds Pheroza J. Godrej, Firoza Punthakey Mistree, (Mapin Publishing Pvt, Ltd, 2002) pg 413. 

14 Jeny Rose, "Zoroastrianism: An Introduction", ( London: I.B. Tauris& Co Ltd. 2011) pg 190. 

15 Sarah Stewart, Introduction, "The Everlasting Flame : Zoroastrianism in History and Imagination", eds. Sarah 

Stewart, (I.B Tauris& Co. Ltd, London in collaboration with SOAS University of London, 2013), xiv. 

16 Khojeste Mistree, "Parsi Arrival and Early Settlement in India", A Zoroastrian Tapestry: Art, Religion, & 

Culture, eds Pheroza J. Godrej, Firoza Punthakey Mistree, (Mapin Publishing Pvt, Ltd, 2002) pg 413. 

 for another 19 

17 Khojeste Mistree, "Parsi Arrival and Early Settlement in India", A Zoroastrian Tapestry: Art, Religion, & 

Culture, eds Pheroza J. Godrej, Firoza Punthakey Mistree, (Mapin Publishing Pvt, Ltd, 2002) pg 413. 
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years. Until their leader, a highly respected Dastur(Priest), "decided it was time for them to 

set sail towards the western coast of mainland India"18

 

Figure 1 

 

 in Sanjan (Fig. 2). 

 

Figure 2 

                                                            
18 Khojeste Mistree, "Parsi Arrival and Early Settlement in India", A Zoroastrian Tapestry: Art, Religion, & 

Culture, eds Pheroza J. Godrej, Firoza Punthakey Mistree, (Mapin Publishing Pvt, Ltd, 2002) pg 413. 
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It is quite interesting to note that aside from the Qissa-I Sanjan, there is no other documented 

history of the Parsis, following their arrival in Sanjan19

Two centuries after they settled in Sanjan the Parsis began to spread to other parts of the 

subcontinent. In 1668 the East India Company took over the seven islands of Bombay and it 

soon developed into an international trading centre. In the years that followed the number of 

Parsis in Bombay drastically increased

. The "paucity of material available for 

the early period of Zoroastrianism" makes this time period a mystery. It is also why the 

Zoroastrians were quite dependent on the oral transmission of their religion and culture. 

20

While the year in which the Parsi's first came to Sindh cannot be pinpointed

.  

21

Mistree explains in his book, The Zarathushti Religion: A Basic Text, that in spite of their 

small numbers, Parsis made a name for themselves across the subcontinent through their hard 

,Jehangir 

Framroze Punthakey, quotes the Parsi Prakash, which states that the Parsis started settling in 

Sindh between 1820 and 1825 and were well settled in the province by 1844. On the other 

hand, Hinnells' dates defer slightly as he states that the Zoroastrian diaspora settled in Sindh 

from approximately 1850 onwards. 

Despite the discrepancy in dates, it is well documented that by the 1900s the Parsis were an 

integral part of the province, and were particularly influential in the city of Karachi. 

                                                            
19 Khojeste Mistree, "Parsi Arrival and Early Settlement in India", A Zoroastrian Tapestry: Art, Religion, & 

Culture, eds Pheroza J. Godrej, Firoza Punthakey Mistree, (Mapin Publishing Pvt, Ltd, 2002) pg 414. 

20 Firoza Punthakey Mistree, "Parsi Salon", The Everlasting Flame: Zoroastrianism in History and Imagination, 

eds. Sarah Stewart, (I.B Tauris& Co. Ltd, London in collaboration with SOAS University of London, 2013), 

pg 174.   

21 Jehangir Framroze Punthakey, "The Karachi Zoroastrian Calendar." (Karachi: Framroze Homee Punthakey, 

1989) pg 12. 
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work and intelligence22,and as the ties between the Parsis and the British strengthened, they 

began to occupy the front ranks in charity, commerce, trade and philanthropy, while also 

playing a part in education, literature, journalism, arts, dramatics and film making23

In the early 1850's – before partition – a group of Elphinstone college

.   

2.2: History of the Parsi Theatre 

24 students performed a 

Shakespearean play for their Dramatics club. After graduation, the same group formed the 

Elphinstone Amateurs: a Theatrical company. Under the guidance of Kaikhushroo Navrojji 

Kabraji, "a dramatist, an actor, a journalist and a musician"25 they performed their first 

Gujarati play which was a great success. Several years later in 1867 they became known as 

the Victoria Natak Mandali (also known as the Parsi Victoria Naatak Club26). In the decade 

and a half that followed, roughly 20 other companies were formed27

These were the humble beginnings of the Parsi theatre, which, due to the Parsi's impeccable 

command of the English language and their entrepreneurial spirit, eventually spread through 

much of South Asia. It is interesting to note how the Parsi theatrical performances rarely 

, however the Victoria 

Theatre Company remained amongst the most prominent.  

                                                            
22 Jehangir Framroze Punthakey, "The Karachi Zoroastrian Calendar." (Karachi: Framroze Homee Punthakey, 

1989) pg 10.  

23 Shastri, Gopal. "The Parsis in Western India: 1818 to 1920." (Bombay: Shri S. M. Sachdev, 1998), pp 19 

24 A College in Mumbai 

25 Shastri, Gopal. "The Parsis in Western India: 1818 to 1920." (Bombay: Shri S. M. Sachdev, 1998), pp 225. 

26 Meher Marfatia. "Laughter In The House!". (Mumbai: 49/50 Books, 2011), pp 18. 

27 Meher Marfatia. "Laughter In The House!". (Mumbai: 49/50 Books, 2011), pp 18. 
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referred to the Parsi's culture or religion and in fact seldom did they have Parsi actors and 

actresses28

Katherine Hansen continues to explain how two short years later, in 1869, with the intension 

to "'safeguard Parsi dramas” while reviving Parsi self-awareness and creating solidarity"

. 

29

Kabraji's suggestion to reinvent the past, by performing Ferdowsi's Shahnama plays enacted 

in Gujarati, had a dual purpose. It created a forum for the community to interact and 

participate with each other, strengthening their bonds and increasing their level of social 

interaction, while articulating "a celebratory notion of Parsi identity"

, 

Kabraji began writing plays to bring about cultural and historical consciousness among the 

Parsi's of India, rather than for the mere pursuit of profit. The first of which was the play 

titled ‘Bejan and Manijeh’. 

30. 

By the 1870s/1880s, the Parsi Theatre companies had developed far beyond their amateur 

beginnings as they began "creating eye-catching effects; the scenery was lavish and so were 

the costumes"31. 

Meher Marfatia explains in her book that it was the Parsi Theatre that formed a "confluence 

of varied theatre genres (mythological, historical, social and political) and languages 

(Gujarati, Urdu, Hindi and English)32

                                                            
28 Kathryn Hansen. "Languages on Stage: Linguistic Pluralism and Community Formation in the Nineteenth-

Century Parsi Theatre." Modern Asian Studies 37.2 (2003): 382. Web. 

29 Kathryn Hansen. "Languages on Stage: Linguistic Pluralism and Community Formation in the Nineteenth-

Century Parsi Theatre." Modern Asian Studies 37.2 (2003): 389. Web 

.  Hansen, reconfirms this, in her meticulously 

30 Kathryn Hansen. "Languages on Stage: Linguistic Pluralism and Community Formation in the Nineteenth-

Century Parsi Theatre." Modern Asian Studies 37.2 (2003): 391. Web 

31 Zia Mohyeddin. "Theatrics". (Karachi: National Academy of Performing Arts, 2012), pp 31-32. 

32 Meher Marfatia. "Laughter In The House!". (Mumbai: 49/50 Books, 2011), pp 18. 
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documented article, explaining the gradual shift of language that took place in the Parsi 

Theatre in the late 19th century. 

The 'Victoria Natak Mandali', was seen as the company that popularized Urdu drama33 with 

their first Urdu play, Sonana Molni Khursheed, (Khursheed; Worth Her Weight in Gold),a 

translation of a Gujarati play, in order to "break the language bar"34 and to appeal to the 

theatre lovers from Poona, Surat and Navsari35. After this there was a gradual shift as the 

main language used for performances in Parsi theatre moved from Gujarati to Urdu, which 

then became the "language of the stage"36

Hansen concludes that "The popularity of Gujarati seems to have continued unimpaired by 

the burgeoning of Urdu-language drama, although its influence waned in the travelling Parsi 

theatre that moved outside of Bombay"

, as it was seen as a rich language that was full of 

song and poetry.  

37. While the use of Urdu and Hindi as alternative 

languages, and its impact on the current state of Parsi Theatre is yet to be explored, the 

influence of the performing arts, on Parsi culture and cultural activity cannot be denied; nor 

can it's influence on other communities as it spread through "Surat, Ahmedabad, Jaipur, 

Calcutta, Kanpur...Burma, Ceylon, Baluchistan, Thailand, Nepal and Singapore"38

                                                            
33 Zia Mohyeddin. "Theatrics". (Karachi: National Academy of Performing Arts, 2012), pp 48. 
34 Meher Marfatia. "Laughter In The House!". (Mumbai: 49/50 Books, 2011), pp 19. 

35 Meher Marfatia. "Laughter In The House!". (Mumbai: 49/50 Books, 2011), pp 19. 

36 Kathryn Hansen. "Languages on Stage: Linguistic Pluralism and Community Formation in the Nineteenth-

Century Parsi Theatre." Modern Asian Studies 37.2 (2003): 394. Web 

37 Kathryn Hansen. "Languages on Stage: Linguistic Pluralism and Community Formation in the Nineteenth-

Century Parsi Theatre." Modern Asian Studies 37.2 (2003): 403. Web 

38 Gopal Shastri. "The Parsis in Western India: 1818 to 1920." (Bombay: Shri S. M. Sachdev, 1998), pp 231. 

.  
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John R. Hinnells book, The Zoroastrian Diaspora: Religion and Migration, identifies two 

main phases of migration, that constitute the 'modern Zoroastrian diaspora'. The first being in 

the mid-nineteenth century (which has already been discussed in 2.1: Who are the Parsi's?) 

and the second migration occurred in the second half of the twentieth century39. While the 

older Zoroastrian diaspora, came from India around 1850 CE and settled in China, Sindh, 

Britain and East Africa, due to trade in the British Empire, those of the second phase came 

from Pakistan, East Africa, Iran as well as India and settled in Britain, Canada, USA and 

Australia. Their diasporic movement in the late 1900s was typically for education, career 

development and for leaving hostile regimes40

It is because of this second wave of migration that the Zoroastrians are now found in more 

countries than at any stage in their long history

. 

41

Theatre’s contributions to society are widely acknowledged by both, artists and social 

scientists. Like many other forms of art, it has a positive impact on the economic, social, and 

cultural fabric of a community. 

. As they settle in different parts of the 

world, some modern-day Zoroastrians still look to narrative traditions to preserve their 

cultural identity. I have interviewed several individuals who are part of the North American 

Zoroastrian diaspora to see whether Parsi Theatre still has any relevance to those who have 

left the subcontinent, the results of which I will present in the chapter Findings and Analysis.  

2.3: The importance of Theatre 

                                                            
39 John R. Hinnells, "The Zoroastrian Diaspora: Religion and Migration". (New York, USA: Oxford University 

Press Inc, 2005), pg 699. 

40 John R. Hinnells, "The Zoroastrian Diaspora: Religion and Migration". (New York, USA: Oxford University 

Press Inc, 2005), pg 699. 

41 Jesse S. Palsetia. “Journal of the American Academy of Religion.” Journal of the American Academy of 

Religion, (vol. 74, no. 3, 2006). Pg 349 www.jstor.org/stable/4094029. 
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The economic importance of Theatre and the performing arts can be best understood through 

the following statement by Vikas Shah, for the website ‘Thought Economics’:  

“The US Bureau of Economic Analysis showed that 3.2 percent of US GDP…is attributable 

to arts and culture (compared with the entire US travel and tourism industry, which accounts 

for 2.8 percent of GDP). Alongside this, Americans for the Arts also showed that the arts and 

cultural industries support over 5.4 million jobs in the US alone. This picture of economic 

impact and significance is the same in country after country, around the world- and doesn’t 

even begin to include the intangible- the social capital brought to communities as a result of 

the existence of arts.”42

Reflecting on the question “What is Theatre?”, Gilles Ste-Croix (co-founder of Cirque du 

Soleil), states “Since human beings started to gather in groups and communities, they sensed 

the necessity to transmit their experiences and knowledge- fundamentally- through 

storytelling. The transmission of these stories, through the ages moved from shamanism to 

modern forms of art on and off stage…Theatre is a tool that has existed for thousands of 

years…It is both the wish and necessity of human beings to tell stories.”

 

Indeed, the social impact is more difficult to explain, as there are many levels at which 

Theatre functions, but to delve in to that, we must first understand where the idea of theatre 

began.  

43

Howard Shalwitz, the Artistic Director at Woolly Mammoth Theatre Company agrees, 

referring to Theatre as a “sophisticated expression of a basic human need -- one might call it 

 

                                                            
42 Vikas Shah, 'Theatre, Performance and Society’. Thought Economics (8th May 2016). 

https://thoughteconomics.com/theatre-performance-and-society/ 

43 Gilles Ste-Croix, 'Theatre, Performance and Society’. Thought Economics (8th May 2016). 

https://thoughteconomics.com/theatre-performance-and-society/ 

https://thoughteconomics.com/theatre-performance-and-society/�
https://thoughteconomics.com/theatre-performance-and-society/�
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an instinct -- to mimic, to project stories onto ourselves and others, and to create meaning 

through narrative and metaphor”. He goes on to explain that there has been proof of “theatre-

like rituals” in several prehistoric societies, that predate the Western theatre in Ancient 

Greece”44.This is an idea that has also been presented by Willem Floor, in ‘The History of 

Theatre in Iran’ where he states that the oral transmission of narratives amongst the early 

Zoroastrians eventually became "a form of…ritual religious drama"45

I have already defined cultural identity as the feeling of a sense of belonging to, or 

identification with a certain group, based on cultural categories such as nationality, gender, 

race and even religion. I have also stated that Cultural Identity is maintained through the 

process of sharing knowledge on topics such as traditions, heritage, language, aesthetics, 

norms and customs

 in Ancient Iran, which 

in turn was instrumental in preserving the cultural identity of the Zoroastrians, even as they 

fled from Iran and settled in India. 

46

The role that theatre plays in both, forging a sense of belonging to a community and in 

knowledge transmission cannot be overstated. Community theatre “often involves an 

engagement with the community’s sense of themselves and their connection (or lack of it) 

with their own past, and can even involve drawing on narratives or artifacts from that heritage 

in preparing the performance or artworks”

. 

47

                                                            
44 Howard Shalwitz, '7 Reasons Why Theatre Makes Our Lives Better’. Washington Theatre Guide (27th 

October 2011). http://theatrewashington.org/print/157 [Last accessed 20th April 2017]. 

45 Willem Floor, "The History of Theatre in Iran" 1st edition. (Washington: Mage Publications, 2005), pg 14. 

46 Vivian Hsueh-Hua Chen, "Cultural Identity". 

https://centerforinterculturaldialogue.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/key-concept-cultural-identity.pdf 

.  

47 Prof. Pat Thomson, Prof. Julie Sanders, Prof. Christine Hall & Dr. Jem Bloomfield, Connected Communities 

Performing Impact. Pg.2  
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Indeed, this is something that Kabraji set out to accomplish when he constructed a theatre that 

addressed the Parsis. For example, Kabraji turned to Firdausi to preserve the memory of 

Zoroastrian greatness “while reviving Parsi self-awareness and creating solidarity”48 in the 

community. This transmission of Zoroastrian history through Theatre can be viewed as an 

example of “an authentic way of engaging with the past”49 and contextualizing it in the 

present. In this way community theatre, in particular, quite literally provides a stage for 

“stories and local knowledge to be valued and recognized as significant”,50

But perhaps the most basic way in which Theatre impacts community participation and 

engagement is by physically bringing people together. 

 both by the 

audience, and those involved in producing the play. Collectively recognizing and celebrating 

the community in this way deepens the sense of belonging and identification amongst the 

group. 

51

                                                            
48 Kathryn Hansen. "Languages on Stage: Linguistic Pluralism and Community Formation in the Nineteenth-

Century Parsi Theatre." Modern Asian Studies 37.2 (2003): 389. Web 

49 Prof. Pat Thomson, Prof. Julie Sanders, Prof. Christine Hall & Dr. Jem Bloomfield, Connected Communities 

Performing Impact. Pg.2  

50 Prof. Pat Thomson, Prof. Julie Sanders, Prof. Christine Hall & Dr. Jem Bloomfield, Connected Communities 

Performing Impact. Pg.5  

51 Howard Shalwitz, '7 Reasons Why Theatre Makes Our Lives Better’. Washington Theatre Guide (27th 

October 2011). http://theatrewashington.org/print/157 [Last accessed 20th April 2017]. 

In a report by Hill Strategies 

Research INC conducted in Canada, on "Connections between Cultural Activities and Health, 

Volunteering, Satisfaction with Life, and Other Social Indicators in 2010"six specific cultural 

activities were studied. Their research showed that "theatre attendees are 2.29 times more 

likely than non-attendees to have taken part in volunteer activities in their communities over 
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the past year"52

Shalwitz states that “both the making of theatre and attending of theatre contribute to 

education and literacy…It teaches us about human motivation and psychology. In historical 

plays, we get lessons in leadership and government. In contemporary plays, we learn about 

people and cultures in different parts or our own country or in other countries”.

 which proves that Theatre has an ongoing impact on engagement within a 

community. 

With the connections between cultural identity and Theatre being clearly stated, this leadsv us 

to the role that it plays in education, particularly preserving culture through the sharing of 

knowledge.  

53

He elaborates by saying that plays and performances also allow individuals to develop “skills 

for listening to different sides of a conversation or argument, and empathizing with the 

struggles of…fellow human beings whatever their views may be.”

 

54

The positive impact of Theatre and education is not just felt by adults, but children too. 

Shalwitz goes on to say that “studies have shown that students who participate in theatre do 

better in school. Making plays together also draws kids out of their shells and helps them 

learn to socialize in a productive and healthy way”.

 

55

                                                            
52 Hill Strategies Research Inc, Connections between Cultural Activities and Health, Volunteering, Satisfaction 

with Life, and Other Social Indicators in 2010.http://artshealthnetwork.ca/arts-health-101/featured-

articles/many-arts-goers-have-better-health-higher-volunteer-rates-and-stro 

53 Howard Shalwitz, '7 Reasons Why Theatre Makes Our Lives Better’. Washington Theatre Guide (27th 

October 2011).http://theatrewashington.org/print/157 [Last accessed 20th April 2017]. 

54 Howard Shalwitz, '7 Reasons Why Theatre Makes Our Lives Better’. Washington Theatre Guide (27th 

October 2011).http://theatrewashington.org/print/157 [Last accessed 20th April 2017]. 

 

55 Howard Shalwitz, '7 Reasons Why Theatre Makes Our Lives Better’. Washington Theatre Guide (27th 

October 2011).http://theatrewashington.org/print/157 [Last accessed 20th April 2017]. 
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Similarly, the report “Connected Communities: Performing Impact” looks into the four goals 

of education published by UNESCO, and draws parallels between them, and the benefits that 

Theatre has to offer. Two of these stand out in particular – “Learning to live together: 

Developing ‘an understanding of others and their history, traditions and spiritual values’, 

respecting people and recognizing what we may have in common with them below surface 

differences” and “Learning to be: Developing self-knowledge, self-awareness, judgment, 

independence. Building a sense of one’s own self, and one’s capacities, as well as how one 

might change”,56

 

 are particularly important when looking at the role of Theatre in the 

preservation of cultural identity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
56 Prof. Pat Thomson, Prof. Julie Sanders, Prof. Christine Hall & Dr. Jem Bloomfield, Connected Communities 

Performing Impact. Pg.5 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

My dissertation consists of three separate components: 1) The Karachi Parsis  2) The 

Evolution of Parsi Theatre in Pakistan  3) The Importance of Theatre in Preserving Cultural 

Identity 

The Karachi Parsis: 

To understand who the Karachi Parsis are, I had to first research their history and migration 

patterns from Ancient Iran to Modern-day Pakistan. This part of my dissertation relied 

heavily on Secondary research. While there are several Zoroastrians who have written 

extensively on this topic, I had to take care to include the material from non-Zoroastrian 

scholars as well, so that there would be no bias when describing their history, and the 

influence that they had on the subcontinent amongst other Zoroastrian sources, I read work 

by the British scholar John R. Hinnells, The Zoroastrian Diaspora: Religion and Migration, 

as well as, his article withAlan Williams titled, Parsi's in India and the Diaspora. I also 

referred to an American scholar, Jenny Rose's book, Zoroastrianism: An Introduction. As for 

local publications, I referred to Visions of Empire-Karachi under the Raj 1843-

1947, published by Pakistan Herald Publications. 

 The Evolution of Parsi Theatre in Pakistan: 

Unlike the wealth of information available on other genres of theatre, there is a limited 

amount of written documentation of the history and influence of Parsi Theatre, specially 

about the genre and its influence in Pakistan (post 1947). To understand its roots, I referred to 

several books and scholarly articles. Once again I had to take care to include both the 

research of Zoroastrians/Parsis and Non-Parsis so that I could get an unbiased sense of its 

https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22John+R.+Hinnells-Alan+Williams%22�
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reach and influence on the Theatre of the subcontinent for example, Zia 

Mohyeddin's, Theatrics. 

While Meher Marfatia has meticulously documented 20th century Parsi Theatre in India, 

there is no counterpart to her research on this side of the border. To form a better 

understanding of the Parsi Theatre in Karachi, and its impact on the local community, I had to 

rely heavily on primary research which I conducted through interviews and a questionnaire. 

First, in order to gain knowledge about the history of the Parsi Theatre, I interviewed an 

expert on Theatre in Pakistan, Mr. Khalid Ahmad, who is the head of dramatic studies at 

Napa (National Academy of Performing Arts), as well as the director of the play Yahudi Ki 

Ladki, a performance inspired by the Parsi Theatre. 

To get a well-rounded view of my topic from the perspective of the Karachi Parsis, I was 

careful to approach both male and female members of the community with different age 

demographics. First, I chose to interview Mrs. Hutoxy (Toxy) Cowasjee because of her 

numerous contributions to the local and global Zoroastrian community. Not only is she the 

representative for Karachi in The World Zoroastrian Organization, but she is the editor of 

their magazine, Hamazor, which is distributed to Zoroastrians worldwide. Cowasjee is a 

theatre enthusiast, and has directed and orchestrated many Nataks that were performed here. 

Mrs. Natasha Mavalvala and her daughter Mrs. Almitra Mavalvala, both Karachi Parsis, have 

always participated in, or helped to organize, community activities and both share a keen 

interest in the Performing Arts.  

Amongst the makes I interviewed, Dr Yazdi Haveliwala, Mr. Zavare Tengra and Mr. 

Maneckji Apoo. Haveliwala has taken part in several community based performances from 

1992 onwards, while Tengra played lead roles in many performances in Karachi, and was 
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involved in the entertainment comity of the Zoroastrian Society of Ontario from 1996-1997. 

Apoo, had acted and participated in several Nataks while living in Karachi. He has since 

moved to Toronto, after obtaining a degree in Psychology, and now works as a behavioral 

therapist. It is interesting to note that despite its beginnings which were male-dominated, 

today there are no young Parsi males who actively take part in Theatre.  

I was, however, also able to interview Mr. Nadeer Contractor, who is on the Board of 

Trustees for the Katrak Hall Theatre, and a direct descendent of Khan Bahadur Kawasji 

Hormusji Katrak, who founded the Theatre. 

This interview was conducted in the Theatre itself as to gain a more personal understanding 

for my topic. By doing so, my interviewee was also able to show me portraits of his 

ancestors, and others who helped in the making of the theatre. 

To create a comparative analysis between the value of importance the Zoroastrians, have 

placed on the performing arts as well as community participation in Karachi and the other 

diasporas around the work, I conducted interviews with people from the United States of 

America and Canada. Email interviews were conducted with Mrs. Lyla Daroga, Mrs. 

Kamalrukh Gandhi and Ms. Natalya Haveliwalla, all of whom currently reside in USA. 

Similarly an email interview was conducted with Mrs. Diana Dinshaw, currently the Vice 

president of the Zoroastrian Association of Arizona (ZAAZ) and an active member of the 

Karachi Parsi community, when she lived here. 

I then proceeded to conduct an online questionnaire. The questionnaire was aimed 

specifically towards Parsis, who live or have lived in Karachi. The respondents ages ranged 

from 18 to 60 years. The majority of the responses (53.5%) were that of females. Most people 

who responded (46.5%) were also between the ages of 20-30. I recruited people via social 
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media and group messaging portals, such as Facebook and Whatsapp, as well as through 

emails; this was so that I would receive answers from a wide range of Karachi Parsi's of 

different ages, economic backgrounds, and locations. This questionnaire was carried out so 

that I could gain a general insight into what the Karachi Parsis think about community 

participation and Parsi theatre. 

The Importance of Theatre in Preserving Cultural Identity: 

For this portion of my dissertation I have used the 2014 TCG National Conference: Crossing 

Borders, in which, the top ten reasons as to why theatre is still important today has been 

listed. Along with this I have researched on an article from Thoughts Economic Titled 

Theatre, Performance and Society, in which interviews have been shared, of the six world 

experts on Theatre and Performance. I also took into consideration a report Connected 

Communities: Performing Impact, which looks into the four goals of education published by 

UNESCO, while drawing parallels between them, and the benefits that Theatre has to offer. 

In order to draw a parallel between theatre and how it can preserve cultural identity, I have 

asked my interviewees what they think Parsi Identity is, and if they feel the state of the Parsi 

Theatre in modern day Karachi reflects the strength of Parsi Culture amongst the local 

population. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tcgcircle.org/2014/01/welcome-our-2014-online-conference-curators/�
http://www.tcgcircle.org/2014/01/welcome-our-2014-online-conference-curators/�
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Chapter 4: Findings & Analysis 

4.1 What encompasses Parsi Theatre: 

As the Head of Dramatic Studies at the National Academy of Performing Arts (NAPA) in 

Karachi, Mr. Khalid Ahmad is an invaluable resource when it comes to explaining the legacy 

of the Parsi Theatre.  

On the 26th of February2017, I was fortunate to watch a performance held at NAPA, which 

was directed by Mr. Khaled Ahmad. The performance was Ahmad’s rendition of Agha 

Hashar Kashmiri’s masterpiece, ‘Yahudi Ki Ladki’. Kashmiri was one of the Parsi Theatre’s 

most prolific Urdu writers5758, and the 

performance was described as Ahmad's "homage 

to both Agha Hashar, the subcontinent’s answer to 

Shakespeare, and Parsi theatre "59

After the play, I had the opportunity to interview 

Ahmad, about the history of the Parsi theatre, as 

well as what constitutes the style of this genre. To 

do so he used his version of Yahudi Ki Ladki’ as a 

point of reference. 

.  

In his interview, Ahmad explained that other than 

                                                            
57 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2). 

58 Ashish Rajadhyaksha and Paul Willemen, Encyclopedia of Indian Cinema. (New York: Routledge, 2012), pg 

17. 

59 Amina Baig, 'Tedium and fireworks: Khaled Ahmad presents Yahudi Ki Ladki'. The News,( February 

20th).https://www.thenews.com.pk/magazine/instep-today/187618-Tedium-and-fireworks-Khaled-Ahmad-

presents-Yahudi-Ki-Ladki  [Last accessed: 31st March 2017]. 

Figure 3: Pamphlet for Yahudi Ki Ladki 
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paying homage to Kashmiri - who he considers to be a brilliant writer, as his Urdu dialogue, 

prose and poetry are all remarkable and very high quality – he wanted to shed some light on 

the theatrical legacy of the country, that owes a lot to Parsi Theatre60.Ahmad explained how 

there were various forms of folk theatre in the subcontinent, such as Natanki, Tamasha, 

Bhand and Naach, but the urban theatre tradition, was brought in by the Parsis61 who adapted 

the tradition of the Elizabethan Theatre.62

He stressed how important it was, not only for the audience, but for his students to understand 

and celebrate these roots

 

63

He described how, as far as possible, "the whole performance is faithful to the Parsi Theatre 

style"

. 

64, for example through its songs, dance, script, and even the acting which was neither 

natural nor subtle. In fact, they were “very loud, burlesque”65and over stated. He expressed 

that the Parsi Theatre was essentially melodramatic and the subject matter was painted as 

"black and white"66, everything was as it seems, "the bad person was bad, the good person 

was good, and in the end the good person would win over the bad person"67

                                                            
60 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

61 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

62 Ashish Rajadhyaksha and Paul Willemen, Encyclopedia of Indian Cinema. (New York: Routledge, 2012), pg 

17. 

63 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2)   

64 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

65 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

66 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

67 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

..  
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He explained how a major element that constitutes the style of the Parsi Theatre would be the 

way they would have two storylines running parallel to each other, which was later adopted 

by the Bombay Film Industry68. This too was seen in Yahudi Ki Ladki. There was the main 

plot line, about a young Roman man and a Jewish girl, and another comical one which ran 

parallel to it, which was about a married couple and their very mischievous servant69

Another major element was the use of prose and song, which was also done in Yahudi Ki 

Ladki. This attribute can be corroborated by Mohyeddin, in his book Theatrics, when he 

explains how "the songs were meant to highlight the tragic implications, or to provide 

drollery in between tense situations".

.  

70

Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee describes the Parsi Nataks (Plays) as “slapstick, but not idiotic” and 

“filled with humor”

 

In fact, even though some of the early performances in Parsi Theatre were quite serious, most 

of my interviewees pointed to the comedic aspect of the genre as the most iconic.  

71.This type of comedy particularly characterized Parsi theatre from the 

late 20th century to modern day.  

Lyla Daroga has been an active member of the Zoroastrian Association of Houston for over 

19 years, and now serves on its Executive Committee, and has been “involved in organizing 

shows and other entertainment over the years” either as a participant, or a facilitator. She is 

particularly involved with the Sunday School Children from Kindergarten through to 12th 

grade72

                                                            
68 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

69 Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

70 Zia Mohyeddin. "Theatrics". (Karachi: National Academy of Performing Arts, 2012), pp 34. 
71 Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

72 Interview with Mrs. Lyla Daroga. (Appendix 4) 

. Echoing Meher Marfatia’s sentiments in her book “Laughter in the House”, Daroga 
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stated that “Parsis are a race that can laugh at themselves. We love to poke fun at our own 

idiosyncrasies”.  

4.2 (a)Parsi Theatre in Karachi: 

Reflecting on the Parsi Nataks of her youth, Cowasjee said “I would love going to what we 

called Nataks at the Katrak Hall Theatre, it was just a wonderful experience, I actually did not 

live here when I was young so whenever I came here for my summer holidays, there was 

always a Natak at that time, probably for Navroze. I think they did it around that time as 

entertainment for the Parsi's and I know I loved going to it…I think I would have appreciated 

it more if I had known the people they were making fun of, because as I said I did not live 

here and I was much too young. but I still… loved it”. 

After she moved to Karachi in the 1960's, she recollects a lull in the plays they seem to have 

“slowly died out because those actors had become old themselves and they had stopped 

performing”73. In the late 70's Cowasjee, then the secretary of The Karachi Zoroastrian Banu 

Mandal, approached Dr. Kershaw Khambatta, Banu Khambatta and a few others to act. She 

recalls that they got the script from India, and performed the play at the Banu Mandal74

Later, in the early 1990s, she approached a local teacher and writer, Farishta Dinshaw to 

write a play for the community. Dinshaw, a “very talented person”

. 

75 she said, always wrote 

while “thinking of who will act in the play, so the part is written virtually for that person76

                                                            
73Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

74Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

75Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

76Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

” 
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The play, “Princess Booblita comes to Town…was fantastic…we discovered our prized 

actors Zavare Tengra, Yazdi Haveliwalla, and Kaiser Irani, etc…thanks to this play”77

 

Figure 4: (Left) Pamphlet for the Princess Booblita Natak. (right) The cast and crew of the Natak. 
 

. 

Subsequently, Cowasjee directed “a whole lot of plays…for various charities, such as 

education, the Farmers of Gujarat, some for a flood relief”78

Around the same time, i.e. the latter half of the 20

.  

th century, there was a wave of migration 

that saw many Karachi Parsis leave for US, Canada, Australia and Britain79, this "brought the 

total population down to less than 1/3rd its strength"80

                                                            
77Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

78Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

79John R. Hinnells, "The Zoroastrian Diaspora: Religion and Migration". (New York, USA: Oxford University 

Press Inc, 2005), pg 699. 

80 Interview with Mrs. Natasha Mavalvala. (Appendix 3) 

. 
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Many Parsi actors and playwrights left Karachi, per Cowasjee, along with the audiences that 

once filled the theatres. An already dwindling interest in the performing arts, dropped even 

further due to a lack of motivation and incentive, for those orchestrating them81

Natasha Mavalvala puts it quite simply, Parsi Theatre is no longer commercially viable as a 

career, so instead people are "venturing into other fields which are more lucrative"

. Yazdi 

Haveliwala agreed too, saying that the "spark in the current youth is no longer there" and 

since they have not been exposed to many Nataks "they lack inspiration too".  

82

Cowasjee goes on to explain that those left in Karachi mostly consist of the elderly who were 

witness to the Parsi Theatre in its hey-day, but are unable to organize performances now, 

logically that would leave the youth to continue the legacy of Parsi Theatre, but many have 

not had the exposure to it, and others simply don’t have the time

leaving 

far less incentive to coordinate these performances. 

83

Almitra Mavalvala, who currently studies Musical Theatre in Australia, says she hasn’t 

performed in any of the Parsi Nataks but that wasn’t because of…lack of enthusiasm it was 

just time commitment. It was never the right time”

.  

84. She has, however, performed in several 

productions in Karachi, from the musical, Grease, to a commercial play called Deathtrap85

                                                            
81 Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

82 Interview with Mrs. Natasha Mavalvala. (Appendix 3) 

83 Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

84 Interview with Mrs. Almitra Mavalvala. (Appendix 6) 

85 Interview with Mrs. Almitra Mavalvala. (Appendix 6) 

. 
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Moreover, putting on a play is a huge undertaking that requires multiple participants, onstage, 

backstage and in the audience – "You can't do it all on your own!" Cowasjee exclaimed86

As I had mentioned in my introduction, the Katrak Hall Theatre, was a vibrant place where 

the Zoroastrian community would congregate to watch plays and nataks; listen to elocutions 

and debates; and enjoy music and dance performances. A fact that was corroborated by Toxy 

Cowasjee in her interview

, 

referring to the interested few who are left in Karachi. 

4.2 (b) The Auditoriums: 

87

The structure became a prominent feature, pre-and post-partition, remaining a hub for 

community life. However, as mentioned in 4.2 (a) Parsi Theatre in Karachi, in the wake of 

political and social turmoil in the country, the past few decades have seen a migration of 

Parsis from Pakistan

. 

88

In his interview, my father, Mr. Nadeer Contractor, a current trustee of the Katrak Hall and 

the descendent of Sir Kavasji Katrak, explains with detail the current state of the Katrak Hall 

Theatre. He says that although the structure is intact, it requires constant maintenance and 

eventually will need proper restoration, as the plaster is falling from the roof, and the stairs 

leading up to the Theatre balcony are slowly eroding. This can clearly be seen in figure 3, 

where the Theatres structure remains intact, however the roof is slightly damaged. For the 

. As the numbers of the community dwindled, so did community 

participation in plays and nataks, and the once vibrant Theatre fell in to disuse and disrepair.  

                                                            
86Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

87Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

88AFP, 'Pakistan's fading Parsi community looks abroad'. Dawn, (September 4th 2015). 

http://www.dawn.com/news/1204890 [Last accessed:19th January 2017]. 
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most part, it lies empty with the stage, curtains, chariest gathering dust. Off-stage, the old 

painted backdrops remain propped up in the wings, the paint peeling off.  

 

Figure 5: The inside of the Katrak Hall Theatre 
 

Contractor elaborates by saying that the Theatre is rarely used by the Zoroastrians, it used to 

be rented every year by a Christian group, but even that has stopped. Now, on rare occasions 

it is used to film a few minor scenes of movies, the most memorable of which are “Jinnah” 

and “Actor-in-Law”, however these are few and far between, and the income generated 

through this is not enough to maintain the once-grand structure.  

Despite the issues listed by Mr. Contractor, 90.1% of the respondents to my questionnaire say 

that they would like to restore the Theatre to its former glory, however a much smaller 

percentage of them would want to be actively involved in the process. Only 7.6% responded 
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that they would be highly involved in the restoration, including donating time and money to 

the cause89

 

Figure 6: A screenshot from a Facebook group "Kids of Parsi Colonies (Karachi & Global)". 
 

. 

Other than the Katrak Hall Theatre, other popular venues for Parsi Theatre according to 

Cowasjee were Hashoo auditorium and the Metropole90. Renowned Pakistani dancer/activist, 

Sheema Kermani also lists Katrak Hall and Hashoo Auditorium as important cultural spaces 

where plays were held91 but notes that they no longer exist92

                                                            
89 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 

90Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee. (Appendix 1) 

91 Sheema Kermani, 'Breaking new ground in barren soil', Mehraab- A Newsmagazine of Cultural 

Arts.http://www.mehraab.com/Article.asp?FilePath=Jul2002%5CBreakingnewgroundinbarrensoil.htm [Last 

accessed 19th April 2017]. 

92 Sheema Kermani, 'Breaking new ground in barren soil', Mehraab- A Newsmagazine of Cultural 

Arts.http://www.mehraab.com/Article.asp?FilePath=Jul2002%5CBreakingnewgroundinbarrensoil.htm [Last 

accessed 19th April 2017]. 

.  
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Even so, a lack of adequate space does not seem to be of primary importance here. While not 

as grand, the Arts Council, NAPA, The Karachi Parsi Institute and other institutions in 

Karachi have the space for such performances, it seems that a lack of interest and incentive, 

brought about by a dwindling population and not a lack of appropriate spaces are indeed 

responsible for the demise of Parsi Theatre in Karachi. Maneckji Apoo also mentions the 

declining population as a major factor, he goes on to say "cities and cultures are raised on 

spiritual columns and when they are depreciating, everything is bound to crumble". 

4.3: The relevance of Parsi Theatre today:  

Despite the obstacles laid out in the previous section, the question remains as to whether Parsi 

Theatre is relevant today.  

Lyla Daroga says “In Houston, whenever the Parsis have performed Nataks, the youth have 

been able to relate to them and enjoy them.  It makes them realize that we are a distinct 

culture which gives them a sense of belonging.  In years past, the costumes of performers 

reflected the typical Indian saris for women and the men wore duglis(Parsi coats) or sadras 

and leghas (Parsi religious vests with white pajamas).  The modern Natak costumes are 

sometimes the same as in the past, but more often Western attire is worn”, she elaborates, 

“While many Nataks do not completely reflect present day Parsi culture which has been 

influenced by Western influences in Karachi and Houston, Nataks definitely reflect the 

essence of Parsis in their way of thinking and overall nature and sense of humor…Parsis have 

been known to be resilient. We adopt the culture of the country we live in, while maintaining 

a distinct culture of our own in both, theatre and in our daily lives. In my opinion, therefore, 

Nataks are definitely very relevant even today”93

                                                            
93 Interview with Mrs. Lyla Daroga. (Appendix 4) 

.  
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Another Houstonian, Kamalrukh Gandhi agrees. “When practices for shows and plays 

happen, people are willing to drive 45 minutes and more to come to the (Zoroastrian 

Community) Centre and be a part of it”94

Many used words such as “Fun” and “entertaining” to describe them. One described them as 

“Simply awesome!”

 

Only one interviewee did not share this opinion: Ms. Diana Dinshaw who was the Vice 

president of the Zoroastrian Association of Arizona (ZAAZ) until recently, claimed “there is 

no moral point to a Natak…Nataks usually have stereotypes which are not always positive; 

controlling bossy women, naive stupid men, cheeky servants etc. I don’t think that this 

reflects our cultural identity”.  

However, a questionnaire conducted amongst the younger generation of Karachi Parsis, 

which discusses the stereotypes of Parsis in the performance arts around the world, 63.3% of 

the respondents do feel comfortable with the representation of Parsi men and women to a 

non-Parsi audience.  

When asked about Nataks in relation to community participation, 47 out of 60 Zoroastrians 

living in Pakistan responded positively, even though the answers were quite varied. In 

hindsight, the question could have been worded in a clearer fashion, but the unintentional 

confusion led to a variety of interesting answers, so I decided to include it in my findings, 

without sending out a supplementary survey.  

95 Only 5 out of 60 respondents said they had no thoughts on the matter, 

and a couple said that they don’t enjoy them96

                                                            
94Interview with Mrs. Kamalrukh Ghandi. (Appendix 5) 

95 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 

96 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 

.  
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Other than responses based on whether they liked the Nataks or not, there were those who 

commented on the role that Parsi Theatre/Nataks play in society. One respondent said 

“Theatre and performance arts are an integral part of a modern and developed society. They 

help the individual interact in a role they would otherwise not adopt and thus open the 

individual's mind to other possibilities. Theatre is above all usually a group activity which 

encourages coordination and acceptance and reliance on each member, which further 

strengthens and invokes a community spirit”97. Another said, Nataks are very important to the 

development of the community as it provides a platform by which “Parsi stories can be 

shared with a variety of people on a large scale”98. One respondent said “they are a means of 

preserving customs and traditions, and involve the community in an inclusive way”99, while 

another pointed to the educational value of Nataks as they “create awareness about new 

topics”100

Other than their role in preserving/spreading awareness about Parsi culture, many 

respondents said it brings the community together: “Nataks are great fun. Whilst practicing 

(rehearsing)…one lands up socialising as well”

 

101.  Another said “They are a lovely way to 

get involved with the community. People play different roles and all come together at the end 

for a grand performance!”102

 

.  

 

                                                            
97 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 

98 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13)  

99 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 

100 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 

101 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 
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Figure 7: Scene from Broadway or Bust, performing 'Honey Bun'. 
 

One person said that Nataks lead to “social bonding”, and another said it “Brings about a 

sense of solidarity”103. Overall at least 23 of the respondents pointed to the fact that Nataks 

bring the community together. A fact that was pointed by Khaled Ahmad who said “theatre is 

a community exercise, people of the community get together to watch something, and 

therefore brings people together, unlike the kind of entertainment we have now…(which) is 

very individualistic, for example sitting in front of my laptop, television or even my 

phone…Theatre is a form of entertainment, where communities… get together and meet each 

other, and…discuss everything that was viewed, for days on end. That is a form of 

community building”104

                                                            
103 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 

104 Interview with Mr. Khalid Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

. He mentions that it is not only the audience that come together, but 

those producing the play, “people come together, work together over an extended period of 
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time, which brings about a very meaningful interaction between the people”105. In fact, all the 

people that I interviewed agreed that Nataks do bring people together. One person mentioned 

that Nataks are a great way to involve youth in the community. Natalya Haveliwalla, one of 

the youth from Houston who I interviewed elaborated by saying “I have made my closest 

friends and best memories staying up late on Friday nights for a play or show. This gives kids 

a chance to spend time together outside of just practicing the religion, and allows parents to 

gather as friends”106

As part of the same question, “What are your thoughts on Nataks in relation to community 

participation?”, several people commented on how Nataks should be “encouraged”, 

“promoted” “restored” and “restarted”. One respondent mentioned that “(more) people 

should participate” in the Nataks, while another said “everyone should play an active part in 

restoring all these fun activities”. Three people expressed the desire to participate in a Natak, 

one continued to say that despite large numbers of Karachi Zoroastrians migrating, the 

Nataks should be revived, stating “I’m willing to assist in any way I can”

. 

107

On this note, another respondent offered the suggestion that the Nataks should be opened to 

other Gujarati-speaking communities in Karachi since there are very few Parsis left to 

continue the tradition on their own. This is an interesting suggestion given the roots of the 

Parsi Theatre, in which writers, actors and directors from different faiths and communities 

would come together to stage a production

. 

108

                                                            
105 Interview with Mr. Khalid Ahmad. (Appendix 2) 

106 Interview with Mrs. Natalya Haveliwalla. (Appendix 7)  

107 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13)  

108 Kathryn Hansen. "Languages on Stage: Linguistic Pluralism and Community Formation in the Nineteenth-

Century Parsi Theatre." Modern Asian Studies 37.2 (2003): 382. Web. 

. 
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Analyzing the mixed set of responses in my questionnaire, as well as my interviews, it seems 

that overall Parsis agree that Nataks continue to be relevant to the community – however too 

few seem to want to be actively involved in any sort of revival. Many blame a dispersing 

population, while others say that there is no time for such endeavors, blaming “the rat race 

and pace of (modern-day) life”109

In terms of the events in which there was the maximum participation (according to the 

survey), sports-based events seem to be first and swimming comes in second. Arts-based 

events seem to be poorly attended with Dance-competitions, Elocutions and Music-

competitions being the least attended. This is interesting to note, particularly in relation to the 

Hill Strategies Report which states that ‘Theatre attendance is associated with better health, 

Cowasjee claims “We have got the talent, we are just lazy 

people”. 

 

4.4: Community Participation amongst the Karachi Parsis: 

When asked “Do you think there is enough community engagement amongst Karachi 

Parsis?”, 56.1% of 98 respondents said “No”. When asked again, “Do think that there is a 

lack of community participation today?” an overwhelming 74.5% said “Yes”. This coupled 

with the question “Have you taken part in any community activities in the past year?”- to 

which 32 out of 77 respondents said “No”, shows that there is a general sense that there isn’t 

enough community participation. The dwindling numbers of Karachi Parsis, should not be a 

factor in this, as a lack of community participation is not dependent on the total number of 

people who live in Karachi, but the percentage of them who are involved in the community.  

                                                            
109 Questionnaire conducted by Leea Contractor. (Appendix 13) 
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volunteering, and strong satisfaction with life’110

 

. Even though this study was conducted in 

Canada, the overall benefit that Theatre brings to community participation (through 

volunteering) amongst other advantages, cannot be ignored. 

To sum up, even though there are several other activities in the community, there is a strong 

bias towards sports-based events. Meanwhile the lack of attendance of arts-based events can 

be felt by the community since research shows that they bring many intangible benefits to the 

community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
110 Hill Strategies Research Inc, Connections between Cultural Activities and Health, Volunteering, Satisfaction 

with Life, and Other Social Indicators in 2010.Pg 18. http://artshealthnetwork.ca/arts-health-101/featured-

articles/many-arts-goers-have-better-health-higher-volunteer-rates-and-stro 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Parsi Theatre is the precursor of the urban theatre tradition in India and Pakistan, and has 

been a defining force of theatre and cinema in the region ever since. It is characterized by 

theatrical exaggeration and Elizabethan melodrama.  

For a while just following its inception, Parsi Theatre took on the role of reviving and 

preserving the rich cultural legacy of the Zoroastrians. Navrojji Kabraji adapted parts of 

Firdausi's Shahnama and performed them in a contemporary context. 

This concept of preserving cultural identity through the transmission of knowledge is not a 

concept that is unique to the Parsi Theatre. In fact, all theatre - from the earliest oral 

transmissions to modern-day Broadway plays - in some way or another are responsible for 

transmitting ideas. In relation to this dissertation, this preservation of culture has been 

witnessed in the history of the Parsis Theatre, in India/Pakistan as well as abroad in Houston 

where the tradition of Theatre and Nataks is being preserved by the local Zoroastrian 

community.  

Despite the number of Parsis in Karachi and in Houston being similar, there has been almost 

a complete demise of Parsi Theatre in the former. One reason could be that while the 

numbers are the same, the demographics may not be. There is a large number of very elderly 

Parsis in Karachi – a demographic that would find it difficult to organize or participate in 

these plays. Of the few youth and young adults left in Karachi, many are preparing to study 

or migrate abroad. In which case reviving Parsi Theatre is not feasible. So, while in theory 

theatre maybe an excellent way to preserve cultural identity, in practice it might not work 

with the demographic left behind in Karachi.  
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This is not to say that the Karachi Parsis should not actively try to hold onto their rich legacy 

of theatre. Perhaps instead of using the hey-day of Parsi Theatre as a bench mark, Karachi 

Parsis should revive their ancient legacy of oral transmission and acting, which can be 

reinterpreted and reinvented using a contemporary context and the resources available. 

More importantly, the community should focus on teaching the youth about their rich legacy, 

not only in the spheres, of science, economics, education and philanthropy, but as patrons of 

the arts and the founding fathers of theatre and cinema in the subcontinent. 
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Appendices:  

Appendix 1: Interview with Mrs. Toxy Cowasjee  

(March 2017) 

1. Has Parsi culture diminished in Karachi over the past few decades? Why might that 

be? 

In my opinion I do not think we have much culture. we have got talent for sure but people are 

not very culturally inclined generally I would say, few people of course are artistic, that 

would be culture, few people read, that's what I call culture, reading, dancing, music, art, 

there is very little here. very little. and the people who do value this probably value all these 

things. I can only talk personally, I love art. I love it, that's my second passion, reading, top of 

the line, I read constantly even after I am exhausted I read every night, I have to read before I 

go to bed. so I must be reading two to three books a week. I am a reader and I feel sorry for 

anyone else who does not read. I love going to concerts, but here we do not have an adequate 

auditorium, people who live abroad are not going to come here with whole orchestras it is too 

expensive, so we are lacking all that, but having said that there are lots of people now in the 

Muslim community who are doing plays and music. But it is different type of music to what I 

would want, I would want European music, but I can't get that. so I think it's not only our 

community, I think the city is culturally lacking, but it is much better than it was, Lahore has 

got plenty of culture, eastern culture, but plenty of culture, whereas we never had it but we 

are having it now, because we have got these small groups who do theatre and they do, do 

music as well. 

2. Why do you think that is in the Parsi community in particular? 

I think that they are all just laid back. That's my reading, I might be wrong, but everyone is 

laid back. I can't see anyone pushing and wanting to do something, they all go to work and 
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that's it. 

L: and before obviously it was much different. 

T: I think so. Long ago. and also maybe it is maybe so many people are old. that also plays 

into a factor, if the majority are old, and they are, majority is old, there are very few, young 

up to say 35 years old. though in the rest of the work young is up to 30, but I am saying 35, 

there are so few people here. This is because of children not being born, and also 

immigration. 

3. I was wondering if you could tell me a little about Parsi theatre in Karachi, what it 

was like in the past and where it stands today. 

I can tell you what it was like long ago because I would love going to, what we called, 

Nataks, as you know. it used to be in your great-grandfathers theatre, at the Katrak Hall 

Theatre, in Katrak Hall and it was just a wonderful experience, I actually did not live here 

when I was young so whenever I came here for my summer holidays, there was always a 

Natak at that time, probably for Navroze. I think they did it around that time as entertainment 

for the Parsi's and I know I loved going to it. I understood very little as it was in Gujarati, and 

I did not understand the language, but I got the jist of it. it was always more slapstick, not 

idiotic, lots of humor, but I think I would have appreciated it more if I had known  the people 

they were making fun of, because as I said I did not live here and I was much too young. but I 

still went and I loved it. then when I came back and I was living here, in the 60's, 1960's, I do 

not know whether it was still going on, I can't seem to remember if it was still going on, I 

think it had slowly died out because those actors had become old themselves and they had 

stopped performing, there was so many of them, Meherji Dastur , who was the editor of the 

Parsi Sansar, he used to act, he was always a crook, and then they all had their regular parts, 

they never differed. there was Kaikobad, he was always a crook to *laughs in memory*, I 

seem to remember those sort of people. 
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Then later on there was an absolute lul, there was nothing I know of. By the late 60's I was 

secretary of The Banu Mandal, and it was in the Late 70's I decided to ask Kershaw 

Khambatta, Banu Khambatta and a few others to act. I think they got the script from India, 

and they did it. After that there was another play imported from India, which was a serious 

play and a difficult play, which was done at Hashoo auditorium, but it did not go down well.  

Then for WZO as a fundraiser I asked Farishta Dinshaw to write a play in the early 90's, 

which brought the Nataks back in full force. so she wrote the play, and she always writes 

which is very sensible, thinking of who will act in the play. so the part is written virtually for 

that person, she is a very talented person. so that play was a terrific hit, and that was Princess 

Booblita comes to Town. It was fantastic and I have always been on the inside part, I have 

never performed, i used to manage the stage, get the props, and we had our priced actors, 

which we discovered thanks to this, was Zavare Tengra, Yazdi Haveliwalla, and Kaiser Irani, 

etc, we had Spitman with the music.  

So subsequently there were a whole lot of plays, and we never charged much, Rs.200-300, it 

was always for various charities, such as education, the Farmers of Gujarat, some for a flood 

relief, for which we did a fashion shown, in Hashoo auditorium. We did big things, there 

must have been 7-8 large productions, and no actual money was every spent, except the 

barest minimum.  

Unfortunately slowly these people have immigrated, and again there has been nothing, 

because the only one left here is Yazdi Haveliwalla, and you can't do it all on your own. They 

would always ask me to help direct, they would ask me what I found wrong in the play, as all 

my life I have been to the theatre in England, and for me I just adore it.  

Because all these people had gone we planned another all singing play, which was for the 

WZO again, held at KPI. 
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L:what is it that is missing in the current generation that they had. 

T: I do not know, they just maybe have not been exposed, nobody has asked them to do 

anything. you have to be asked, then you have to have someone to write the plays. There are 

still few people left here with talent, but I suppose they need someone to push them to do the 

Nataks. And as I mentioned before there are only old people here. The young ones study and 

leave for further education.  

4. Why do you think Parsi Theatre is in the state that it is in today? 

5. Are there any Nataks, that have taken place in Karachi, that stand out in your 

memory?

Well, what I can remember is that they were fun plays, not serious nothing serious. some of 

them had context to the Parsi's in Karachi, it's too long ago for me to remember, I am sorry. 

All I remember is that I loved them!  

  

6. Do you think theatre - whether viewing or participating - strengthens the 

community? 

I would say it would, because when people come together, it is virtually the whole lot. we 

never had it more than one night, as that would cost too much money. As I mentioned we did 

it with minimal money as the maximum money could be given to charity, that was our idea. 

So we used to have packed houses of 500-600 in Metropole, and once Metropole was 

demolished that as a reason we did not have theatre continuing, but as I mentioned earlier, 

another main reason is the lack of talent. But I would say that was an excellent thing as 

everyone used to come, not little children, but adults. 

7. What other activities have replaced Parsi theatre in terms of community 

engagement?  

Eating and the  PPCA's sports Hangama, which has been going on since the early 50's, it is 

nothing new, in fact it was much more active before, and now because to induce people to 
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come they have made it area wise, before it was individual so lots of people used to 

participate and it was a more of a cross section, not it was one captain chooses who will win, 

it is all the wrong attitude in my opinion. their attitude is to win and get the money, at that 

time there was no money and it was just for fun, and that is what I think it should be, for fun. 

Then there is the Tambola, which brings a lot of people together at KPI. 

If a good Natak was done now i know that it would be full! this is because people are starved 

for entertainment. Tambola is not really an entertainment, but people go because there is not 

anything else to do. and then there is the usual eating, and then there is the volleyball 

tournament, in its hay days in the 60's 70's, it started in Cyrus colony and it used to be full, 

even during practices, which I have witnessed myself, because we used to all go there just for 

the heck of it, but then it again has also waned off, and I was told that with great difficulties 

they have 4 to 5 teams, and before it was all young people and now people who are in their 

50's are playing, just to keep it going, with a few young people in it. so it has all changed! 

There is no other activity as far as I know, but of course KPI has billiards and snooker, but it's 

not a gathering. it all comes under sports, Tambola or an eating event.  

L: Are they as effective as Nataks in bringing the community together,  

I would say so. See in India there are still plenty of Nataks happening, when I say plenty I 

meant at least twice or thrice a year. and it is always successful as we can laugh at ourselves. 

for instance the ones that were held here people used to be made fun of who could take the 

fun, so before hand we would ask for permission from the person. It had to also be people 

who are known, so it was usually the same people who were mentioned.(It would usually be 

about the Parsi people, not much about our history). 

This used to create great Laughs, and nobody mined.  I was chosen quite a bit for the Nataks, 

as Farishta would keep saying it had to be someone who is well known, you just have to 

laugh, so I didn't mind, and there were lots of people like that which would improve the 
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Natak. that would be thrown in between in the context of the play. for example my hair: 

"Peli Toxi Cawasjee ne jo nee, eh akha safaid baal cheh" like that. It would be great fun! 

Unfortunately there is no wish to do anything besides this retched *holds a phone in her 

hands and begins to type and laugh* and just Facebook. it is totally different. forget Natak's 

you don't see children playing outside anymore. They are just glued to the computer! 

We have got the talent, we are just lazy people. 

8.      

Well I know that India does, as I told you, and now in America they have, a group in America 

as well that go around also doing in for charity, for Zoroastrian charities, and they send for 

people also. the group does not belong to FEZANA, but they do it. 

Is there any other part of the Parsi diaspora around the world that uses Parsi 

theatre as a way of promoting our cultural identity and in strengthening community 

engagement?  

You will find all those who do these small Nataks around the world are Karachiites. 

Everyone of them. even at Christmas time they do religious Nataks, they are every much into 

religion, which we are not over here, thank goodness. but they are every much into religion in 

North America, I think it ha-pens when you leave your own country and you feel isolated, so 

you cling to your roots. I think that might be the reason. but there is a lot of little plays being 

done on religion, by the children of that community, all over in Los Angeles, Chicago, you 

name it they all do it. 

 

9a.      

Of course it would, as it would bring the community together again. but the question si  you 

need someone to bring the youth, and the youth are so few, but you have to start somewhere. 

and in Karachi, the last count i did, a year ago was 1300 people, and mine is spot on, it is not 

Would it be worth the community's time and resources to attempt to restore the 

Parsi theatre to its former strength in Karachi?  
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guess estimate. a lot of people are dying, a lot of people die because they are old, and so the 

figure has definitely gone down, so within a few years there will be virtually nothing. because 

all these people who are over 60, which is the majority, how are they going to do these thing? 

they cant! 

 

9b. What do you think are the challenges they would face? What could be the probable 

ways in which we can do this? 

the biggest challenge would be to find a person with the initiative to lead it and once ou got a 

person to convince people to come forth and try at least to act, you would get there. 

And then you need someone to write the play. 

 

Appendix 2: Interview with Mr. Khaled Ahmad 

(March 2017) 

1. What constitutes Parsi Theatre? 

In the second half 19th century a lot of or some theatre groups from England used to come 

and perform in Bombay Calcutta, and other major centers. These were melodrama type of 

things. which had an audience. The Parsis then, after that pattern, started Gujarati theatre 

which was of the same style and everything. then the Parsis though with their business 

acumen, that if they do this in Urdu there will be a far wider audience. Therefore several 

Parsi owned/managed theatre companies were formed and they stated doing plays in Urdu. 

Some of the actors were the Parsis who used to do Gujarati theatre who came to Urdu theatre 

and some were Urdu speaking people. but nevertheless the theatre was run by Parsi 

 entrepreneurs. which is why it came to be known as Parsi theatre. in the story or plot itself 

 there is nothing Parsi  about it. It is not about the Parsis, except for one perhaps, you can call 

it Paris, it was called Rustam and Sohrab. which was set in Pre-Muslim Iran. so that can be 
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called Parsi. But other than that the plays were different stories, but the whole style was very 

loud, burlesque, and with a lot of music and songs and dance. it was very melodrama in the 

sense that it was very black and white, the bad person was bad, the good person was good, 

and in the end the good person would win over the bad person. 

Several Urdu writers were hired by the Parsis and they were on their payrolls, and they would 

write. Agha Hashar was one of those. This Theatre continued till the 1920's or 1930's and it 

came to be known as the Parsi theatre, it had the same style.  

so that is what Parsi theatre is all about, i recommend, there is a book called theatrics by Zia 

Mohyeddin, in which he has written essays o various aspects of theatre, one of the essay is 

called the Real Benefactors, in which he has explained how the real benefactor and the 

initiators of Urdu theatre in the subcontinent were the Parsi's and how that theatre left such a 

strong legacy that later on when Bombay film industry started they took the whole style from 

the Parsi Theatre. so that you have song and dances. even to this day  in our films. you also 

have comic parts. Parsi theatre always has one main story line and there was another story 

line running in between, which was the comic. the comic story had nothing to do with the 

main story, so they ran it parallel. so to quite an extent if you see the old Indian movies , you 

will see that in between after every half an hour or so there is 5 minutes of some Johnny 

Walker or some comedians come in making the audience laugh and then they go back to the 

story, so that continued, the whole style of Indian films was based on Parsi Theatre. 

 2. How is Parsi Theatre different from Nataks? ancient Rome and anywhere in the 

subcontinent? 

First of all Nataks are of all kinds, the kind of theatre that existed in India, before the Parsi's, 

was essentially rural theatre. We had various forms of folk theatre in different parts of the 

subcontinent, there was Natanki, Tamasha, Bhand and Naach, these were all various forms of 

folk theatre in the subcontinent. But the urban theatre tradition, was brought in by the Parsi 
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Theatre. After the English. so the urban theatre tradition, which was different from folk 

tradition, which was really Western inspired, was the Parsi theatre. 

Natak is a very general term, Natak is anything, Parsi Theatre is also Natak, Natak is just a 

play. Natak is just a word for a play, so anything can be a Natak. 

L: Usually when asked about a Natak, we associate it with a performance that is Satirical 

A: No, that is not true, Natak, means any play, it is a Hindi word for drama. 

3. What prompted you to choose Parsi theatre as inspiration for your play Yahudi Ki 

Ladki? 

The reason for it is for one that Agha Hashr who writes brilliantly, his Urdu, his dialogues, 

his rhyming, his prose, and all the poetry in between, is remarkable, it is very high quality. It 

is a great training for our actors to be able to perform that kind of text. 

Number two it is our legacy that theatre and that particular style of theatre, which people do 

not see anymore. I wanted to bring it to life for our audiences, but more so for our students, 

because i felt they ought to know this style of theatre also. 

4. What parts of Yahudi Ki Ladki reflect Parsi Theatre?  

All parts. Throughout, the style of songs, the dance, and the dialogues, the poetry, the rest of 

the dialogues are prose, and the style of rendition, the acting style is not subtle and natural, it 

is over stated loud and big. the whole thing is be as faithful to the Parsi Theatre style as much 

as possible. 

5. How did Parsi Theatre influence Theatre in the sub-continent? 

We have just spoken about that. 

6. Who were the most influential figures in Parsi Theatre in the past? 

That has all been mentioned in the book I have suggested to you. 

7. How has Parsi Theatre evolved over the years? 
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You see there came a time when it started in the mid 19th century and it became more and 

more popular, that was the main form of entertainment. those that would act in it, were big 

stars and had a following etc. but somewhere along the 1920s or 30s when the films started 

coming in then that trend dwindled. and then films started to become the major form of 

entertainment for people. so in fact a lot of the actors and writers from Parsi Theatre moved 

into film. 

8. Who has kept the tradition of Parsi Theatre alive in Pakistan? 

I do not know of anyone. I know that in the 50's 60's perhaps even in the 70's, the Parsi 

community used to do theatre, mainly in Gujarati and there were many people who were 

actors, Parsi theatre actors who used to take part in all kinds of things, there was that 

tradition. Now I do not know if that tradition still lives,  or if the Parsi community's till 

organizes plays at all. 

9. How does theatre contribute to society? 

Any art form which makes people think and question the reality around them i think 

contributes to society, because it makes people realize that their present form of existence, 

their present living style and the set of values is not the only possible form of existence, there 

can be alternative forms, therefore they think of something else, something better than this. 

10. Does theatre have any influence on community building? 

Oh yes! In the sense that theatre is a community exercise, people of the community get 

together to watch something, and therefore brings people together, unlike the kind of 

entertainment we have now. it is very individualistic, for example sitting in front of my 

laptop, television or even my phone. and that has become my means of entertainment. 

Theatre is a form of entertainment, where communities used to get together and meet each 

other, and used to discuss everything that was viewed, for days on end. that is a form of 

community building. it is also a form where communities, get an opportunity for self 
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reflection, because when they see plays about themselves, it makes them think about 

themselves, and society. also in the making of theatre people come together, work together 

over an extended period of time, which brings about a very meaningful interaction between 

the people. 

11. Can theatre help reinforce cultural identity and in what ways? 

Theatre is rooted in culture. You work from a specific culture. The forgotten aspects of 

culture can be brought to the people through theatre. For example, doing Parsi Plays, makes 

people think, there is this contributions from the Paris's that we did not know about. it makes 

them question that. 

12. What are the benefits of promoting theatre within a community? 

The same as I answered before. 

13.  

Pakistan does not have a very long Theatre tradition, or a very strong theatre tradition, so 

everything is in an initial, budding space, and you cannot think of any towering personalities 

in the theater that can be called the major influencers. 

Who are the major influencers of theatre in Pakistan today?  

14. In the age of TV and the Internet, how does theatre stay relevant? 

Precisely because what I said, theatre brings people together, communities together, they 

come, it's an occasion, you dress up, you get ready for it, you go there, you meet other people, 

you see other people and then you discuss what you have mutually seen.  

 

Appendix 3: Email Interview with Mrs. Natasha Mavalvala 

(March 2017) 

1. What is the state of Parsi Theatre in modern day Karachi?  Does its state reflect the 

strength of Parsi Culture amongst the local population? 
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Theatre in Pakistan, unfortunately is now restricted to the English and Urdu languages.  Sadly 

the Guajarati language holds no weight especially with regard to the Parsi community where 

there is a dearth of adults and kids who do not wish to take part in something like Theatre.  

With everything being politically motivated the Parsis tend to keep a low profile and hardly 

venture into this field. Also there is mass migration due to various issues and concerns which 

has brought the total population down to less than 1/3rd

2. How would you define Parsi identity 

 its strength. 

Taking a Parsi in the literal sense means one who wears a Sudreh/Kushti, and adhering to the 

motto “Parsi thy name is charity”. 

3. Has Parsi culture diminished in Karachi over the past few decades? Why might that 

be? 

The culture itself is intact it is only the following which has diminished.  As pointed out 

earlier due to mass migration children and adults are widening their scope and venturing into 

other fields which are more lucrative. 

4. I was wondering if you could tell me a little about Parsi theatre in Karachi, what it 

was like in the past and where it stands today 

Theatre used to be a fun way of living out life’s little realities.  It brought a little laughter into 

otherwise very dull existences. I myself have been involved with Parsi plays for a number of 

years in the 80s where Cyrus Patloo, Yezdi Haveliwala and Homai Shroff brought the streets 

to the stage. Regrettably only one person survives today and being consumed in this little 

bubble we call our world there is really no time or inclination to put together theatre. 

5. Why do you think Parsi Theatre is in the state that it is in today. 
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Like previously mentioned, most things in Pakistan are politically motivated and there are 

very few communities that would come forth to put together a theatrical venture.  Also there 

is no inclination in our youth to enact these plays 

6.  Are there any nataks, that have taken place in Karachi, that stand out in your 

memory 

The only one that I can remember is Aapru Karachi. 

7. Do you think theatre – whether viewing or participating – strengthens the community 

Of course either way it is a sure way of venting feelings, emotions, a chance to put behind the 

myriad little problems that bog down our lives on a daily basis.  It brings people from 

different walks of life together and to live in the moment. 

8. What other activities have replaced Parsi theatre in terms of community 

engagement? Are they as effective as Nataks in (a) bringing the community together, (b) 

strengthening Parsi culture and identity amongst the members of the community? 

Karachi is a city starved of amusement and culture.  Everyone has to mind their “P”s and 

“Q”s.  All of us have such busy lives that they somehow get entangled in the rush and there is 

no time to fit in other activities.  There are those that would say “You have to make the time” 

and I would agree but there is actually no replacement for Nataks. 

9. Is there any other part of the Parsi diaspora around the world that uses Parsi theatre 

as a way of promoting our cultural identity and in strengthening community 

engagement? 

India is one country where Nataks originated and are still being widely done.  Parsi plays 

blend realism and fantasy, music and dance, narrative and spectacle, earthy dialogue and 
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ingenuity of stage presentation integrating them into a dramatic discourse of melodrama.  For 

mass appeal plays incorporated humour, melodious songs and music. As you will notice lots 

of Parsis have found their way into Bollywood films as well.  So we are one community that 

is and always will be around. 

10. Would it be worth the community’s time and resources to attempt to restore the 

Parsi theatre to its former strength in Karachi 

No not at all.  We are a very small minority in a nation which is predominantly Muslim.  

Only a handful would be able to speak the language and enjoy the outcome. 

11. What are the challenges they would face? What could be the probable ways in which 

we can do this? 

Being a negligible minority, language would be the biggest barrier.  Not enough resources or 

influence in calling together like minded individuals who would want to break this barrier.  I 

don’t see any way in which Parsi Theatre could be revived to its former glory. 

 

Appendix 4: Email Interview with Mrs. Lyla Daroga 

( April 2017) 

1. Where do you live and how long have you lived there for? 

I live in Houston, Texas, USA.  I have lived here Since November 1997. That is over 19 

years. 

2. How are you involved with the Parsi community there? 

I have been a Member of the Zoroastrian Association of Houston ever since I moved to 

Houston and have been actively involved in organizing shows and other entertainment over 
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the years in which either I have participated or have facilitated. I have been particularly 

involved with the Sunday School Children from Kindergarten through 12th

I am currently a member of the executive committee of the Zoroastrian Association of 

Houston. 

 grade. 

3. How many Parsis live in Houston? 

There is no exact count that I am aware of, but I estimate that there are probably about 300 

families living in the Greater Houston area. 

4. How involved do you think the Parsis of Houston are with the community? Please 

describe how many people on an average attend Parsi cultural events in Houston. 

Houston is a very vast City, and many people live far from the ‘Zarthushti Heritage and 

Cultural Center’ which is where meetings and events usually take place. However, most 

Parsis with small children make a conscious effort to bring their children to Sunday School 

which is held on the 2nd

On an average 300 people attend the major cultural events. Smaller events are attended by 

50-100 people. 

 Sunday of every month. The Sunday School children are usually 

involved in performing shows to provide entertainment for Navroze (Parsi New Year) and 

other events. This in turn encourages them to socialize with each other and form strong 

friendships and bonds. 

5. What are the origins of the majority of Houston's Parsis? 

The majority of Houston’s Parsis are from India and Pakistan. Some are second generation 

immigrants and were born and brought up in Houston. 

6. What kind of cultural events are most successful at bringing the community together? 

The community comes together mainly to celebrate Navroze, (Parsi New Year) in March and 

August of each year, but the turnout is particularly good if there is a show by the Sunday 

School children or some other entertainment.  Plays or Nataks and Musical events (Dancing 
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and singing) are also enjoyed by the community and brings them together. Bollywood is 

particularly popular. 

Other popular events are movies and lectures on religion. 

7. How often are theatre-based events conducted in the Parsi community in Houston? 

Theatre-based events are conducted about 3-4 times a year in the Parsi community in 

Houston.  Sometimes they are short skits, and at other time they are full out plays or Musical 

theatre. 

8. Are there any Nataks that have taken place in Karachi or Houston that stand out in 

your memory? 

In Karachi periodically, there were Gujrati Nataks performed at the Katrak Hall Auditorium 

which were hilarious. Sometimes Nataks were performed at other venues. 

Shorter skits were also performed at the Banoo Mandal and other venues.  

9. Have you ever participated in, or been a part of a Natak? 

I have not participated in Gujrati nataks in Karachi or Houston, but I have been involved in 

building stage sets, props etc. 

10. Do nataks help in reinforcing Parsi cultural identity? How? 

Parsi’s are a race that can laugh at themselves. We love to poke fun at our own 

idiosyncrasies. While many nataks do not reflect present day Parsi culture which has been 

influenced to a great extent by Western influences in Karachi and Houston, nataks definitely 

reflect the essence of Parsis in their way of thinking and overall nature and sense of humor. 

11. Are nataks relevant to the Parsi diaspora today? In what way? 

In Houston, whenever the Parsis have performed Nataks, the youth have been able to relate to 

them and enjoy them.  It makes them realize that we are a distinct culture which gives them a 

sense of belonging.   
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In years past, the costumes of performers reflected the typical Indian saris for women and the 

men wore duglis (Parsi coats) or sadras and leghas (Parsi religious vests with white pyjamas).  

The modern Natak costumes are sometimes the same as in the past, but more often Western 

attire is worn. 

Parsis have been known to be resilient. We adopt the culture of the country we live in, while 

maintaining a distinct culture of our own in both, theatre and in our daily lives. In my 

opinion, therefore, Nataks are definitely very relevant even today. 

 

Appendix 5: Email Interview with Mrs. Kamalrukh Ghandi 

(April 2017) 

1. Where do you live and how long have you lived there for? 

Houston TX since 20years. 

2. How are you involved with the Parsi community there? 

Serve on various committees and am actively involved in majority of the events within the 

community. 

3. How many Parsis live in Houston? 

Approx 500- 600. 

4. How involved do you think the Parsis of Houston are with the community? Please 

describe how many people on an average attend Parsi cultural events in Houston. 

The Houston Paris are extremely active and we average at around 250 - 350 attendees at 

events depending on the type of event (Navroze and Ghambars draw max numbers). 

5. What are the origins of the majority of Houston's Parsis? 

I think we are a 50/50 split between India and Pakistan 

6. What kind of cultural events are most successful at bringing the community together? 
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Navroze functions and Ghambars. 

7. How often are theatre-based events conducted in the Parsi community in Houston? 

We tend to do one every 2 years.  

8. Are there any Nataks that have taken place in Karachi or Houston that stand out in 

your memory? 

I used to love Theatre in Bombay and I still remember the Adi Marezban Nataks. 

9. Have you ever participated in, or been a part of a Natak? 

Yes – very actively. 

10. Do nataks help in reinforcing Parsi cultural identity? How? 

It helps bring the community together to have a good laugh at our whacky selves. 

 

Appendix 6: Email Interview with Ms. Almitra Mavalvala 

(April 2017) 

1. How would you define Parsi identity ? 

The identity of a Parsi in my opinion, comes from the teachings of the faith which is, Good 

Thoughts, Good words and Good deeds.  

2. Has Parsi culture diminished in Karachi over the past few decades? Why might that 

be? 

Parsi Culture has definitely diminished in the past few decades in Karachi. Majorly because 

the youth is seeking for opportunities abroad and the practicing community is slowly 

becoming smaller and smaller. The total Karachi population now is only approximately about 

1200 people 

3. I was wondering if you could tell me a little about Parsi theatre in Karachi, what it 

was like in the past and where it stands today. 
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Parsi Nataks were more popular in my mother’s time which was about 40 years ago. Parsi 

nataks now have just vanished. You might hear of a parsi natak being done once every 5 

years and that even isn’t a certainty. Parsi nataks in India however are still functioning, there 

are a few production house that do parsi nataks religiously.  

4. Why do you think Parsi Theatre is in the state that it is in today? 

I think it’s the lack of initiative on the part of the youth of today. The language Gujrati is less 

and less spoken, and people are losing interest. The western influence in language and culture 

is taking over all religious roots. 

5. Are there any Nataks, that have taken place in Karachi, that stand out in your 

memory?  

I can’t quite remember the name but it was at Banu Mandal Hall where Jimmy Mesman sang 

‘Payas in the night” and there was also one where Maneckji Apoo played a woman. (can’t 

remember names) 

6. Have you taken part in any Nataks in Karachi? Or any form of the performing arts? 

Please elaborate 

I haven’t performed in any of the Parsi Nataks but that wasn’t because of my lack of 

enthusiasm it was just time commitment. It was never the right time. I have though, 

Performed in Nida Butt’s musical Grease that was staged in Jan 2014. I played the role of 

Frenchy. I have performed in various different school performances and A commercial play 

Deathtrap as well. 

7. Do you think theatre - whether viewing or participating - strengthens the 

community? 

As a current Musical Theatre student, I truly believe that theatre has the power to unite 

people and bring them together for something great. Weather it’s a community or just a group 

of individuals 
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8. What other activities have replaced Parsi theatre in terms of community 

engagement? Are they as effective as Nataks in (a) bringing the community together, (b) 

strengthening Parsi culture and identity amongst the members of the community? 

I feel that something that really seems to keep the community together and going is sports. 

The youth as well as the older generation is always enthusiastic about sports whether it be 

volleyball, or football or hungama sports. It is more effective in bringing the community 

together in my personal opinion. 

9. Is there any other part of the Parsi diaspora around the world that uses Parsi theatre 

as a way of promoting our cultural identity and in strengthening community 

engagement? 

Yes, Indian parsis have production houses that do Parsi nataks and travel in a troupe to other 

countries. Some of those production houses have actually travelled to Karachi to perform. 

They actually use some people from the place they are travelling to in their Nataks. I think 

that’s great. 

10. Would it be worth the community's time and resources to attempt to restore the 

Parsi theatre to its former strength in Karachi?  

In my personal opinion I don’t think it would be worth it because A) there aren’t many of us 

left to be committed enough to carry it through. B) I think by the time they would actually 

find the youth to be interested, they will probably leave for either studies or lose interest. I 

also don’t think the Parsi youth is interested in Gujrati Nataks because they don’t think it’s 

appealing. Not many of the youth is confident enough to perform which I feel is another 

problem. And then to find someone who can write a natak in Gujrati is another hassle.  

11. What do you think are the challenges they would face? What could be the probable 

ways in which we can do this?  
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In my personal opinion Karachi doesn’t have the strength in numbers to restore theatre to 

what it was back in the day. 

 

Appendix 7: Email Interview with Ms. Natalya Haveliwalla 

(April 2017) 

1. Where do you live and how long have you lived there for? 

I live in Missouri City, Texas, a suburb of Houston. I moved from Karachi, Pakistan in 2001, 

so I have been living there for 16 years. 

2. How are you involved with the Parsi community there? 

Currently, I am in college out of town, so I am not very involved. However, when I was 

living there full time, I was an active participant of the Youth Group, participated in 

fundraisers, plays, and shows, and did community service around our centre. I was also the 

secretary then president of the youth group. 

3. How many Parsis live in Houston? 

I believe there are around 500-600 Parsis living in Houston. 

4. How involved do you think the Parsis of Houston are with the community? Please 

describe how many people on an average attend Parsi cultural events in Houston. 

I believe that for being such a small community, we are pretty involved in the community. 

The parents are always encouraging the kids to attend events and be participants in various 

activities. I do also believe that the amount of participation has declined, as there are less 

events and a good amount of people are involved in outside activities.  

5. What are the origins of the majority of Houston's Parsis? 

 I think most Parsis in Houston are from India and Pakistan or are born in America. There are 

quite a few Iranian Zoroastrians, but they are not as involved in the center.  
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6. What kind of cultural events are most successful at bringing the community together? 

I believe any sort of event that calls for us gathering together is successful. I have made my 

closest friends and best memories staying up late on Friday nights for a play or show. This 

gives kids a chance to spend time together outside of just practicing the religion, and allows 

parents to gather as friends.  

7. How often are theatre-based events conducted in the Parsi community in Houston? 

In previous years, we have usually had 1 show held by the youth group and 1 by adults. 

Currently, I believe that there are only shows held by adults. 

8. Are there any Nataks that have taken place in Houston that stand out in your 

memory? 

I do not remember the names, but there have been quite a few over the past years. There is 

usually 1 every 1-2 years that everyone, kids and adults, look forward to. 

9. What is the most common theme of the Nataks? 

The most common theme for Nataks has been comedy, but we also hold historical plays. 

10. Have you ever participated in, or been a part of a Natak? Explain please. 

I have not been part of a Natak exactly. I was a dancer for couple of historical plays and acted 

and danced in a lot of shows held by the youth group. 

11. Do nataks help in reinforcing Parsi cultural identity? How? 

I believe more than reinforcing our identity, they allow us to come together as a community 

for a common goal. Some of my most fond memories are from practicing for the plays and 

dances because that is the time when we call get together every week for something we all 

love to do.  

12. Are nataks relevant to the Parsi diaspora today? In what way? 

I believe that nataks are relevant to the Parsi diaspora because even in 1 city such as Houston, 

everyone is so spread apart. But when practices for shows and plays happen, people are 
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willing to drive 45 minutes and more to come to the centre and be a part of it. Such events 

bring the community together for the better.  

 

Appendix 8: Email Interview with Ms. Diana Dinshaw 

(April 2017) 

1. Where do you live and how long have you lived there for? 

I live in Phoenix, Arizona and I have lived here since July 2009 

2. How are you involved with the Parsi community there? 

Until recently I was the Vice president of the Zoroastrian Association of Arizona (ZAAZ) 

3.How many Parsis live in Arizona? 

While I do not have the census information about 40 – 60 people attend the ZAAZ events.  

4. How would you define Parsi identity?  

I believe Parsis are known for their generosity and for having a good time. 

5. How involved do you think the Parsis of Arizona are with the community? Please 

describe how many people on an average attend Parsi cultural events in Arizona. 

This is a difficult question to answer because it is unclear to me what “involved” means. The 

ZAAZ has three annual vents and 40 – 60 people attend these events. However, individuals 

meet socially with their group of friends almost every week – two weeks. 

6. What are the origins of the majority of Arizona's Parsis? 

Majority are from India and Pakistan 

7. What kind of cultural events are most successful at bringing the community together? 

ZAAZ organises the Navroze and Papeti function annually and in the fall there is a potluck 

picnic. Equal number of people attend these events. 

8. How often are theatre-based events conducted in the Parsi community in Houston? 
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A couple of weeks ago was the first time a Natak was performed at the ZAAZ Navroze event. 

However, there is a group of Parsis who have season tickets to the travelling Broadway 

theatre. 

9. Are there any Nataks that have taken place in Karachi or Arizona that stand out in 

your memory? 

I remember that when I was younger and living in Karachi a group of Parsi doctors had come 

to Karachi to do a Natak which was very well attended. While I do not remember what the 

plot as I do remember that is was slapstick and full of innuendos. 

10. Have you ever participated in, or been a part of a Natak? 

Yes, I have acted in a few plays when I was in Karachi and have written and directed the 

Natak that was performed by ZAAZ members on March 25, 2017. This same Natak was 

originally performed by members of ZAGBA and even once in Karachi 

11. Do you think theatre - whether viewing or participating - strengthens the 

community? How? 

While I think that the art of storytelling, especially folktales and legends, strengthen a 

community I don’t believe that nataks fall in that category. Besides bringing people together 

who would be coming together anyway there is no moral point to a Natak. It is for the 

purpose of entertainment only.  

12. Do nataks help in reinforcing Parsi cultural identity? How? 

Nataks usually have stereotypes which are not always positive; controlling bossy women, 

naïve stupid men, cheeky servants etc. I don’t think that this is a reflection of our cultural 

identity. 

13. Are nataks relevant to the Parsi diaspora today? In what way? 

The set of a Natak can be reminiscent of a house/apartment in the homeland. 
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Appendix 9: Email Interview with Avan Apoo 

(April 2017) 

1. How would you define Parsi identity ? 

Our identity is based on our religious beliefs and a lot on the culture we have adopted from 

previous India.  

2. Has Parsi culture diminished in Karachi over the past few decades? Why might that 

be? 

Yes it has diminished a lot, mainly because the community members don’t follow many of 

the cultural practices as they think it’s outdated or too time consuming. I feel the reason 

behind the cultural praises are not explain well to our youth hence we are losing out. 

3. I was wondering if you could tell me a little about Parsi theatre in Karachi, what it 

was like in the past and where it stands today. 

In the past I have heard from my parents that there were regular plays being enacted at Katrak 

Hall where there was a special theatre. Unfortunately nowadays there is no forum for our 

youth to be part of the theaters they have no guidance nor the time to pursue the arts. 

4. Why do you think Parsi Theatre is in the state that it is in today? 

Lack of interest from our youth plus not enough guidance nor support provided to pursue it. 

5. Are there any Nataks, that have taken place in Karachi, that stand out in your 

memory? Please elaborate 

There were three one in which I acted which was Boing Boing, the other was were my 

husband had dressed as a girl. The third was from Firdausi's Shahnama .  

6. Have you taken part in any of the Nataks held in Karachi? What role did you play? 

What was the Natak's name and what was it about? 

Yes I have participated  in two Nataks. One was when I was a teenager I was a friend to 

Rodabe in the play from the Shahnama named Zal and Rodabe. It was a love story 
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The second I acted as an air hostess  

7. Do you think theatre - whether viewing or participating - strengthens the 

community? How? 

Yes it brings people together either as participants or viewers to enjoy an evening of fun and 

relaxation. 

8. What other activities have replaced Parsi theatre in terms of community 

engagement?  

Are they as effective as Nataks in (a) bringing the community together, (b) strengthening 

Parsi culture and identity amongst the members of the community? Sports are a big 

replacement..... they do help bring the community together. Others are gambars which are 

seasonal 

9.Is there any other part of the Parsi diaspora around the world that uses Parsi theatre 

as a way of promoting our cultural identity and in strengthening community 

engagement? 

Not sure but I think there is one in India 

10. Would it be worth the community's time and resources to attempt to restore the 

Parsi theatre to its former strength in Karachi? 

Only if the youth and parsis want it to be. The current populations opinions matter. 

11.What do you think are the challenges they would face? What could be the probable 

ways in which we can do this? 

 Generating interest is one..... most Parsis like to be in the shadows as they are afraid of 

judgment by their fellow Parsis .... that can be overcome by having famous actors or directors 

come to do some acting exercises or classes.  
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Appendix 10: Email Interview with Maneckji Apoo 

(April 2017) 

1. How would you define Parsi identity ? 

Identity, according to me, is primarily a sense of belonging where one feels safe and has a 

prevailing sense of shared values, beliefs, customs, traditions and similar social struggles. On 

the same token, Parsi identity is the same perceptions on a micro scale. The Pakistani identity 

(most prominently felt and shared on Independence day) is mostly for the 182 million people, 

the Karachiites identity (most prominently felt and shared on a PSL final match) is for around 

27 million people and the Parsi identity (mostly felt and shared on cultural and religious 

occasions like Navroze) is for around 1000+ people. 

I certainly have a very strong sense of belonging to our community, which is amplified time 

and again during times of personal distress and feeling supported by the friends and family 

and the community at large. 

The term Parsi (identity) of course is also, and most widely applicable to those living across 

the border in cities like Mumbai, Navsari, Surat, Sanjan, Udwada etc. Their relatively steady 

population numbers is a testament to the government policies of inclusion and promotion of a 

progressive, liberal and educated community. 

2. Has Parsi culture diminished in Karachi over the past few decades? Why might that 

be? 

The question itself suggests of a decline and to which, I sadly concur. The first and most 

important factor is simply population. For any culture to survive, let alone thrive, there need 

to be an organic and self-driven growth of ideas. The amazing wealth of stories that our past 

generations have, are gradually diminishing as there are less and less of the next generation, 

to continue with the organic process. 

The population conundrum can be attributed to: 
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• A pervasive feeling of unsafe. 

• People choosing to leave the country for greener pastures...myself with family 

unfortunately included. 

3. I was wondering if you could tell me a little about Parsi theatre in Karachi, what it 

was like in the past and where it stands today. 

The stories of theatre are quite a few. Almost every elder who I have conversed with, have 

praised the altruistic efforts of all the people and also for the quality of the productions. 

Some elders would mention of at least one to up to 3 Nataks in one calendar year. Now, 

unfortunately, having one in three to five years seems as a breath of fresh air. The two full 

stage shows that I was a part of were two to three years apart and most of the cast was same. 

Good thing about having a same cast was a feeling of belonging but also on the other hand, 

the not-so-good thing is that it reflects the lack of a diverse casting pool. 

4. Why do you think Parsi Theatre is in the state that it is in today? 

As discussed in the previous question, the dwindling population, having a smaller and smaller 

casting pool of actors, overall change of priorities – from culture, knowledge, satire and 

progress to simply, security – have affected things. 

Cities and cultures are raised on spiritual columns and when they are depreciating, those 

everything's are bound to crumble. 

5. Are there any Nataks, that have taken place in Karachi, that stand out in your 

memory? Please elaborate 

DOCTOR’S ON PARADE!!! 

One of my best childhood memories; it was a comedy Natak by a Zoroastrian troupe from 

India. It was my first even natak in memory and still have vivid images about it. 

Secondly, where I had the opportunity to push my comfort zone beyond any imagination, 

where I was playing the role of Jetty La Pon. 
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6. Have you taken part in any of the Nataks held in Karachi? What role did you play? 

What was the Natak's name and what was it about? 

Fortunately in a few. From the most recent: 

Boeing boeing, in 2012. Was even more fortunate to do this with my better half. I was 

playing the supporting lead role. It was based on the adaptation of a Bollywood movie – I 

think Mirch masala. – Was amazingly directed by a veteran of nataks (whose name I can’t 

seem to remember) and the other cast members were Yezdi Haveliwala, Farzain Mesmen, 

Kaizer Wania and the most experienced Adarbad Wadia. It was an honour to work with 

seasoned actors. 

Around 2010, I was Jetty La Pon, my first and maybe only time I was dressed as a woman. It 

was quite a hilarious run to go through, with self-satire being the punch line. One main aspect 

of this was that after all the numerous hours of practice, when the grand rehearsal time came, 

and where I had to, for the first time, wear the improvised sock-filled brazier and skirt and 

wear make-up, I wanted to quit. Called my then-fiancé (now my wife :) and she backed me 

up by saying that everybody’s efforts and practice hours need to be followed through. In the 

end, it went amazing and will never forget the feedback from some seniors not recognizing 

me at all as a male. Upon reflection, I can’t imagine what my mom must’ve felt like, but she 

was quite proud of me and supported me unconditionally. The direction was done by 

YezdiHaveliwalla and there were really great times spent in the practice hours. The cast 

included Yezdi himself, Kaizer Wania, Jeroo Makujina, Mehreen Boga and others. 

A fund-raising fashion show by again Yezdi; he managed tonnes and tonnes of materials, 

props, tickets, around 50+ teenagers and pre-teens (not an easy feat at all) and he did an 

amazing job at it. Have vivid memories of spending Sunday mornings at the Cyrus Colony 

Hall practicing and filling his car (blue Suzuki Cultus which he still drives) with costumes. 
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7. Do you think theatre - whether viewing or participating - strengthens the 

community? How? 

Most certainly it does. 

Theatre and art in any form attempts to depict a certain narrative (be it comedy, drama, satire, 

history, religion, etc.) in a distilled manner with a certain level of symbolic communication. 

When there is a group of people who dedicate their time, energy and resources to 

communicate a shared symbolic narrative, and the community at large, comes together to 

listen to the narrative, that process has the potential to generate great discussion, provoke 

questions, and in our community’s case, significant gossip. 

Firstly, I was least interested in the happenings of our community and barely knew people. 

After participating in a few shows, I got to meet, know and respect our community people 

much more than I could have foreseen. My sense of belonging and pride for our community 

also increased tremendously. 

Secondly, I remember as a child, of the times when there were opportunities to meet the 

community at large. Among other reasons such as a weddings, navjotes, parties, etc., this was 

another great reason to get together. 

8. What other activities have replaced Parsi theatre in terms of community 

engagement?  

 Some other notable events are sports galas (competitions), scheduled and annual celebratory 

functions of Navroze, papeti, Valentine’s, new year’s and Halloween parties. 

Most of these events become a reason to get together but rarely achieve an intellectual 

discussion level. The few events that would stir some discussion other than gossip would be 

the competitions of piano playing, Kusti competition, elocution and such. 
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9.Is there any other part of the Parsi diaspora around the world that uses Parsi theatre 

as a way of promoting our cultural identity and in strengthening community 

engagement? 

I wish I knew with certainty and could mention at least one. I do not know unfortunately and 

if you do or get to know, please do let us know. Safest assumption would be the 

ZarthustiNatak troupe of India who had come to Karachi for a show in 2013. 

10. Would it be worth the community's time and resources to attempt to restore the 

Parsi theatre to its former strength in Karachi? 

 Certainly not useless, but also not sure about the potential it can possess anymore, with the 

declining population. 

Also, to expect anything, (let alone Parsi theatre) to be restored to its former glory, is an ideal 

worth having. It is best to accept that in the process of reaching any such ideal (even in 

architecture or art restoration), there are some unintentional changes that will occur. 

That being said, having cultural debate, in any form, be it theatre or competitions or such, is 

always worth any resources spent. The benefits might not be immediate and tangible, but 

surely long-term and more meaningful. 

11.What do you think are the challenges they would face? What could be the probable 

ways in which we can do this? 

As mentioned before, the biggest challenge is to have an accepting mind-set that 

unintentional changes will occur. Some purists will not be happy, but change is the one 

constant of life. 

Artists do take part for the sake of art itself, but a small measure of financial assistance would 

go a long way to motivate people. 
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One major avenue is to have combined shows with other communities (like the Bohri, Aga 

Khani, Vohra, Memon and similar) with a combined cast as well. Together we stand, divided 

we fall. 

 

Appendix 11: Interview with Mr. Yazdyar Haveliwala 

(April 2017) 

 1. How would you define Parsi identity? 

Our identity is more conjoined with our fore-fathers who developed this city and contributed 

in the form of education, social service, trade and business. Whenever I mention I am a Parsi, 

the immediate response is NED. To people who know the Parsis we are considered an honest 

lot, disciplined, overly stingy (I don’t know why?), yet give to the poor and needy and 

support a lot of causes that benefit the masses and lastly full of humour. For the rest of the 

inhabitants of the city, especially in the newly developed areas of Nazimabad, Liaquatabad, 

Korangi, Orangi etc. they don’t know who or what a Parsi is. I feel my identity to be more 

attuned to being a Pakistani and a good citizen of the state. 

2. Has Parsi culture diminished in Karachi over the past few decades? Why might that 

be? 

I think culture never diminishes. It remains there. It’s the absence of the community that 

makes one feel our culture has diminished. Keeping in view the culture of the city and 

country, and cognizant of the persisting security gaps, our cultural or community events have 

been reduced. With the young generation going abroad for studies, and the younger 

generation all enveloped in their studies, our cultural activities now rest of the aging 

community members. 
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3. I was wondering if you could tell me about Parsi theatre in Karachi, what it was like 

in the past and where it stands today. 

In the past, there was a robust Parsi theatre in Karachi. Presence of a large sized community 

that initiated, patronized and participated made this genre strive and achieve great heights. 

Once the community numbers started dwindling, so did the activities on stage and theatre. 

My first foray on stage began in 1993 with the staging of “Princess Booblita” a Natak staged 

at Hotel Metropole. A lot of effort did go into the production and in addition to the people on 

stage we had a lot of volunteers who worked back-stage and with the ticketing and event 

management. My last Natak was in 2012 and it was well-received although none realized that 

all the performers had jobs and family and our practice sessions would normally start at 9 or 

10pm as everyone had to fulfil their first commitments. Earlier, our other organisations and 

associations too would engage in producing nataks, inter-colony skit competitions, children 

activities, music and dance. Today, there are no scripts, no performers and the cost of putting 

up a Natak will either require huge donations or increasing the ticket price to a fairly high 

number. That spark in the current youth is no longer there. And as they have seen maybe 1 or 

2 nataks, they lack inspiration too.  

4. Why do you think Parsi Theatre is in the state that it is in today? 

Mentioned under answer to question 3. To a certain extent, even the spirit of community 

service has diminished from the younger lot. It is all about mouj-mujha but somebody else 

has to provide it. They don’t want to work hard, just remain engrossed and type away on their 

little gadgets. 

5. Are there any Nataks, which have taken place in Karachi, which stand out in your 

memory? 
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Although each Natak was in itself an enjoyment (only because I loved doing them and could 

memorise reams and reams of dialogue) my most memorable Natak was “Khai, pee nay 

majha - Aapru Karachi” performed in 2002. 

6. Have you taken part in any Nataks in Karachi? Or any form of the performing arts? 

Please elaborate? 

• Performed in a song and dance show titled “Memories and Melodies” in 1992 

• Princess Booblita Comes to Town - This fund raiser was organized in July 1993 tohelp our 

co-religionists who are living in extreme poverty in over two hundred villages in Southern 

Gujarat, India 

• Navjote Nu Band - for The Old Girls Association of the Mama Parsi Girls Secondary 

School in 1993 

• Air Farohar - This play was performed by The Amateur Theatre Company in July 1994 to 

raise funds for the World Zoroastrian Organization’s Medical Benevolent Fund 

• Co-directed a fashion show in February 1995 - The Lighthouse Collection - again as a 

fund-raiser for The First Asian Zarathustrian Youth Conference to be held in Karachi in 

October 1995.  Was on the committee organizing the conference which unfortunately was 

cancelled due to uncertain conditions prevailing in the city at that time 

• Mind Your Language - a thirty minute skit performed for Tajik professors visiting Karachi 

in 1996 

• Maneckji Ni Masi - based on the famous play Charlie’s Aunt; was presented in May 1996 

as a fund raiser for the Senior Citizens Home and a Day Care Centre; to be built in Karachi 

• Elected twice as vice-president of the Pakistan Parsi Collegiate Association (PPCA) in 

1995 & 1997.  The members of this organization arrange entertainment programs for 
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children and adults, talk shows, games, annual car rally, helping out back-stage and with 

fund raising activities. 

• Participated in a panel discussion between two American Zoroastrian youths visiting 

Pakistan and four youths from Karachi of which I was one of the panellists.  The subject 

was - A Bridge between Pakistan & North American Zoroastrians.  The topics discussed 

were Influence of Western values and culture, leadership among youth and our changing 

social values. 

• Performed in another comedy play in November 1997as a fund raiser for Al-Shifa Eye 

Hospital, Islamabad &KZBM - a Zoroastrian ladies organization - to be utilized by them in 

the field of education 

• Along with two other judges, co-judged an Inter-Colony Skit Competition in February 

1998.  Five teams participated and each team was judged on acting/talent, script, effort and 

set. 

• Participated in the Annual Inter-Colony Skit Competition 1999, writing the script & song 

on the theme GOSSIP and producing the show along with a team of four.  

• Enacted the folklore “Sassi-Punhun” with the performers acting as puppets for the Annual 

Inter-Colony Skit Competition 2000, translating and writing the script from Urdu/ Sindhi 

to English. Again performed the same skit in Urdu for Karavan Karachi Festival organized 

by Heritage Walley at Kharadar. 

• Along with a team of 6, designed, produced and directed a Fashion Show ‘Four Seasons’; 

proceeds of which were utilized to enable two deserving Zoroastrian youth attend the 

World Zoroastrian Congress in Houston, Texas as part of the Millennium Celebrations of 

2000-2001. 

• Participated in the World Zoroastrian Congress at Houston, USA in 2000-2001 which 

highlighted the contributions by the Zoroastrian community in the 19th century and to 
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celebrate the millennium. Along with a group of 9 performers, we showcased the costumes 

and the music of Thar, Pakistan at the Congress. The performance was well-received. 

• Wrote, produced and directed a short play ‘The Orchestra’ in 2001 for school children as 

part of the annual celebrations for the Karachi Zarthoshti Banu Mandal (KZBM). 

• Wrote, produced and directed a long play ‘Aapru Karachi’ (Our Karachi) in 2002 as part 

of the 90th Anniversary Celebrations of KZBM - down memory lane, showcasing the 

happy life of Karachiites. 

• Coordinated all activities related to the celebration of the 85th Anniversary of the Mama 

Parsi Girls Secondary School in 2003. Directed 250 children who performed in song and 

dance routines, English and Urdu plays and a Shakespearian drama to the delight of 700 

people who came to watch the show. 

• Wrote, produced and directed a short play ‘Mahnoor & Mahiyaar-A Baloch folklore’ in 

2004 for school children as part of the annual celebrations for the Karachi Zarthoshti Banu 

Mandal (KZBM). 

• Organised yet another fashion show in 2005, to raise funds for the Emergency Operation 

Theatre (EOT) at Jinnah Hospital, Karachi. This is a project of the Accident and 

Emergency Foundation (AEF) 

• Again coordinated all activities related to the celebration of the 90th Anniversary of the 

Mama Parsi Girls Secondary School in 2008.  

• Acted in a Gujrati/ English play “Boeing-Boeing” as part of the Centenary celebrations of 

the Karachi Zarthoshti Banu Mandal (KZBM) in 2012. 

7. Do you think theatre - whether viewing or participating - strengthens the 

community? 

All community events strengthen communities. Their aim is to bring people together to 

mingle, socialize, chat, and eat together or just to catch a breath of fresh air. But they should 
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be regular and consistent. On the part of the community they need to make the effort to take 

part, attend, stop groaning and moaning about “No Air-Conditioning” and the usual 

“aeee….Ainsou!!!!!” 

8. What other activities have replaced Parsi theatre in terms of community 

engagement? Are they as effective as Nataks in (a) bringing the community together, (b) 

strengthening Parsi culture and identity amongst the members of the community?  

Nothing has taken its place, except boredom and as mentioned earlier display of gadgets and 

hooked on games. With individuals/ youngsters engrossed in their gadgets, there is hardly 

any community involvement, interest and desire to do anything creative or productive….. 

KPI na chai and batasa!!! 

9. Is there any other part of the Parsi diaspora around the world that uses Parsi theatre 

as a way of promoting our cultural identity and in strengthening community 

engagement? 

Yes, India does a lot of nataks and there are companies that write and produce nataks on a 

regular basis. But then they have a wide audience and even wider appeal. With communities 

emigrating, there is a tendency in the West to call these nataks to perform in UK, Canada and 

America. And the lot over there is able to easily sponsor them and pay for all their expenses. 

10. Would it be worth the community's time and resources to attempt to restore the 

Parsi theatre to its former strength in Karachi?  

That will be a real challenge; in more ways than one. Scripts, auditions (no performers), 

venue, directors, sound, stage, lights…. The whole gamut. Not that it cannot be done but who 

from our younger lot will take on the mantle? 
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11. What do you think are the challenges they would face? What could be the probable 

ways in which we can do this? 

A dedicated, committed team willing to rope-in and inspire our youth here may be able to do 

this Herculean feat. But then, again, getting everyone commitment for time will in itself be a 

real challenge. 

I think for starters, the nataks performed in India are available in good prints and maybe by 

showing one Natak every month to the community might make a dent in their apathetic 

lives…. May make one individual to spring to action….. just might!!!! 

 

Appendix 12: Interview with Mr. Nadeer Contractor 

(April 2017) 

 

Appendix 13: Interview with Mr. Zavare Tengra 

(April 2017) 

1.      

I live in Toronto.  I have lived here for 21 years now. 

Where do you live and how long have you lived there for? 

2.  How are you involved with the Parsi community in Toronto? 

not at all. When I first came here in 1996, I was involved in the entertainment comity, and  in 

ZSO, Zoroastrian Society of Ontario, I was there for about a year or so,  organizing Navroze 

dance and get together, only for a short bit. the functions here were quite big, about 6000 

Parsis here, which included the Zarthosti's from Iran as well, so it was quite difficult. Now I 

am not involved in any comity as such, not like I was in Karachi. 
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L:Were there any Nataks held by the entertainment comity? 

No there were none. There have been Nataks held here, done by Indian Parsis. in which if I 

am not mistaken there was a Karachi Parsi who was acting Khurshed Engineer.  

3. How many Parsis live in Toronto? 

I would estimate around 6000. 

4. How would you define Parsi identity? 

well food, culture, language, certain sensibilities which include Nataks and the way we talk 

and joke. That is what I see Parsi Identity to be, which I think is very different to a 

Zarathushti identity. this is because the way I see people from Iran, who are Zarathushtis, the 

only thing we have in common really is religion. because our food, music, language are not 

the same. to me our identity is not Zoroastrian, we are completely Parsi. 

5. How involved do you think the Parsis of Toronto are with the community?  

There are comities that organize functions and parties, for example bake sales, dances, 

activities for seniors. so there is stuff that people can do to be involved in the Parsi 

community in Toronto. 

It is very much so like how Karachi used to be, just because of the sheer number of Parsis 

living here.  

6.  What are the origins of the majority of Toronto's Parsis? 

Bombay to a great extent. basically India, the reason being that there are so many more Parsis 

in India. but now the Karachi Parsis have also come in drones. And then there is also a 

number from Iran. 

7. How often are theatre-based events conducted in the Parsi community in Toronto? 

Very rarely,  I think people are so busy with their lives, and theatre takes a lot of time, also 

because there is so much happening here, like other cultural activities to go to, one would 
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rather attend there spend a lot of time and direct one. it takes too much time to meet up and 

constantly practice. 

I recalled the Indian Parsis had one at the start of the year. I don't recall the name, but yes it is 

quite rare. it is a lot of work.  

Even in Karachi, I don't recall anything in the 80's, but in the 70's/ late 60's we would go to 

Katrak Hall for the Nataks, but I was very young then. I don't remember seeing any Nataks 

till we started it u again in the early 90's. After we left I don't think anything happened, not 

that we did very many.   

8.  Are there any Nataks that have taken place in Karachi or Toronto that stand out in 

your memory? 

Well the ones I took part in, like Princess Booblita comes to town, then Great people to cry 

with, Maneckh Nee Masi, we also did a fashion show called light house collection, it was a 

Natakia fashion show, it started off with Bapsi Jawat and Zareen Shroff shopping in Landa 

bazaar, and they don't want to be caught buying from here for themselves so they lie to others 

that they are buying it for their servants. It started and ended like a Natakia. 

Have you ever participated in, or been a part of a Natak (any in Karachi 

in particular) please elaborate? 

I also did Dungajee house, which unfortunately was a flop as it was serious and the Karachi 

Parsis did not like it at all! a lot of work and work and practice went into it., it was a play I 

saw in Bombay and I brought it to Karachi and put it up, but the Karachi Parsis, just... did not 

like it. they want a fun lively factor. 

But what I will always remember was the dedication from all the actors and the team work.  

9. Do nataks help in reinforcing Parsi cultural identity? How? 

In the Parsi community everybody knows each other, so let's say in a Nataks, we did a lot of 

Name dropping, so let's say in every Natak we would name Toxy, and say something silly 

and funny. It was something only a Parsi would understand, because they know that person 
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was from their community. For example in Princess Booblita, we referred to bold and the 

beautiful, by saying the name of a couple. Just things like that. Now see it only makes sense 

when you know the people. even if a non-Parsi who is also Gujarati speaking, they won't 

understand it. So another example is Jimmy Mesmen, he sung Payas in the Night, with Sali 

boti, now that's all the Parsi foods in song. So our Parsi Nataks portray Parsi characteristics. 

It's all part and parcel of being who you are, on stage. 

Its like my little Nataks that I do and put on YouTube, they are like a 5 min Natak, i think its 

a nice way to keep your culture alive on YouTube. 

L: Do you mind elaborating a bit about your YouTube videos please 

it started in 2012 when everyone was putting up their videos like "Shit Brown Girls Say", so I 

thought to myself that this would be really funny if I came up with "Shit Parsi people Say"., 

because there is so much Parsis say that is so funny. so certain things came to my head and I 

would write them down, and since we grew up with Parsis saying so much around us it 

became easy. I took all that information and make a 4 min video, and it became a hit, even 

with the Indian Parsis, that people began asking me to make more. So now I have made a 

total of five and they have all been related to Parsi eccentricities. I think it keeps the Parsi-

ness and Natakia alive. 

10. Do you think theatre - whether viewing or participating - strengthens the 

community? How? 

I think it gets the community together, for everyone to meet up at a place and come together. 

It keeps the culture going. It would be a lost art if it's gone. it would be an important part of 

being a Parsi that has been taken away. it's like saying you're not allowed to wear daglees 

anymore! it helps reinforce Parsi culture and identity, like food, song and our sensibilities, 

nataks is part and parcel of that whole thing of being Parsi. 

11. Are nataks relevant to the Parsi diaspora today? In what way? 
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I think they would be important in the sense that if your generation doesn't take Nataks 

forward then the generation that comes after you will not find out about it or find it funny. 

The torch has been passed on. if the new generation is asked to do one they won't want to as 

they will think it's something that's too old. Parents here in Toronto try and take their children 

to all these functions so that it's not lost to them.  

See now I don't know how many of the new generation speak Gujarati, and if none of them 

do, in years to come nataks will be lost as well. you have to understand Gujarati to appreciate 

a Natak. 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 14: Portions of a Questionnaire on social conducted online via social media 

and group messaging portals, such as Facebook and Whatsapp. 

(October 2016- May 2017) 
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Appendix 15: Events held in Karachi. Images shared by Zavare Tengra. 

 

Top right and left: Pamphlet and ticket from the Natak Air Farohar-great people to cry with. 

Bottom right and left: Pamphlet and cast of Natak Best of Broadway. 
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Pamphlets from Broadway or Bust, Doctors on Parade, Shahnameh Cavalcade and Zal and Rdabe  
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Top: Pamphlet of the Natak Doongaji House. Bottom: Cast of the Natak Doongaji House. 
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Top left pamphlet cover for Maneck ni Masi. Top right scene from Maneck ni Masi. Bottom inside of pamphlet. 
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Lighthouse Collection pamphlet, which is referred to by Zavare Tengra as a fashion show with a Natak 
twist. 
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