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ABSTRACT 

Naghali is one of the most ancient surviving forms of Persian dramatic performance and 

focuses on storytelling. Severe restrictions were imposed after the Islamic conquest of 

Persia (c. 651 AD) and Naghali was recently placed on UNESCO’s "List of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding". Only scant information remains about 

its pre-Islamic form. However, the subsequent changes were substantial because Islam 

proscribes many of the aspects that are believed to have been a part of pre-Islamic Naghali, 

such as dance, female performers, puppets, masks and music. The research described in 

this thesis adopts a practice-led approach that creatively reconstructs some of the lost 

aspects of Naghali, thereby synthesising new knowledge from the limited set of clues found 

in ancient illustrations from the Shahnameh (Persian Book of Kings). Because illustrations 

form the main source of information used for the reconstruction, this research focuses on 

the gestural, aspects of pre-Islamic Naghali, and a major research output of this project is 

the creation of the Naghali Gestural Vocabulary (NGV). The potential contribution of 

Naghali to Western dramatic arts is demonstrated through Naghali-based performance of 

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet; an annotated video1 of one such performance 

accompanies this thesis and is an integral part of the research output. 

 

 

1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6htC8u7aGeQ 
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INTRODUCTION 

The goal of this research is to creatively reconstruct gestural aspects of the pre-Islamic 

form of Persian2 dramatic storytelling, now known by its Islamic name Naghali ی لاقن  3, and 

apply it to an exemplar of the theatrical tradition of Western culture, specifically 

Shakespeare’s play, Romeo and Juliet. Romeo and Juliet was selected because it is well 

known and it is a love story that ends in tragedy and the death of one or both lovers; a genre 

known as “Ghanayee” in Naghali. 

 

2 Stemming from early Greek practice (c. 500 BC), “Persia” has, until recent times, been the 

Western name for the provinces encompassed by modern day Iran. Since Persia formally declared 

itself to be Iran in 1935, the names “Persia” and “Iran” have been used to denote the same region 

and peoples, depending upon the context. In the West, the term “Persia” tends to be preferred 

when referring to the ancient state, for example, in the expression “Persian Empire”. Although 

“Iran” is itself an ancient name for the region, I have chosen to use the term “Persia” because I 

believe that it will have more meaning to Western readers of this thesis, serving as a constant 

reminder that this thesis focuses on the ancient period of Iran’s storytelling tradition. 

3 Less commonly spelt Naqqāli. 
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Naghali can be translated as “recounting” (Najm 2011) or “storytelling” (Beyzaie 1965). 

In the literature, e.g. (Beyzaie 1965; Najm 2011), the history of Naghali is divided into two 

major eras: (i) pre-Islamic Naghali, and (ii) Islamic Naghali. The Islamisation of Persia (c. 

651 AD) resulted in a major shift in the performance style of Naghali, because it required 

that Naghali conform to Islamic values. Unfortunately, very little is known about pre-

Islamic Naghali, as most of the written history of pre-Islamic Persia has been lost or 

destroyed (Malikpur 2004). 

To address this gap in our knowledge of pre-Islamic Naghali, this thesis explores pre-

Islamic Naghali by creatively reconstructing gestural, symbolic aspects of the style, using 

illustrations from the Shahnameh, as presented in Shahnameh: The Epic of the Persian 

Kings (Ferdowsi and Rahmanian 2013). Transcribed by Ferdowsi, c. 1000 AD, the 

Shahnameh is a lengthy epic poem that serves as a compendium of the mythological and 

historical stories of the Persian kings before the Islamic conquest. To this day, it is 

considered to be the definitive literary work that preserves the ancient stories of Persia. 

Although there are many published versions of the Shahnameh, Shahnameh: The Epic of 

the Persian Kings (Ibid.) contains the most extensive and accessible collection of 

illustrations and is based on illuminated manuscripts, lithographs and miniatures 

representing pre-Islamic Persia. 

This creatively reconstructed gestural style of pre-Islamic Naghali is codified in this thesis 

through the development and presentation of a gestural vocabulary, which I4 have termed 

the Naghali Gestural Vocabulary (NGV). 

 

4 The personal pronoun is used because these are discoveries made through my personal practice. 
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1.1 Motivation 
This research was motivated by Naghali’s critically endangered status (UNESCO 2011) 

and my conviction that, as an ancient Persian art form, its stylistic attributes and approach 

to performance are worthy of preservation. The strategy adopted in my research is to help 

preserve Naghali by: (i) reintroducing performance techniques that were removed after the 

Islamisation of Persia; (ii) formalising and documenting a creatively reconstructed gestural 

vocabulary5 of its pre-Islamic form; and (iii) introducing it to Western dramatic arts. 

Pre-Islamic Naghali has the potential to enrich Western dramatic arts in a way that will 

advance the practice of the two. This practice-based creative reconstruction of pre-Islamic 

Naghali is a unique contribution to the field. Western dramatic arts have benefited from 

input from diverse cultures, but Naghali has not played a part in this. We have been living 

in an era of growing internationalisation, globalisation and multiculturalism, and there is a 

pressing need to understand each other’s culture (Melrose 1994). It is my hope that this 

thesis will help promote mutual understanding between those from Persian and Western 

cultural backgrounds. 

1.1.1 Research Hypothesis and Testing 
The hypothesis investigated by this research is that the techniques and stylistic conventions 

of pre-Islamic Naghali can be applied to Western dramatic arts. This hypothesis was 

evaluated by reconstructing part of the gestural vocabulary of pre-Islamic Naghali and then 

applying it to performances of Romeo and Juliet in front of audiences. Due to the lack of 

information about pre-Islamic Naghali, the style was creatively reconstructed from Persian 

illustrations in the Shahnameh and existing texts on Naghali. Note that this is not a 

comparative study of Naghali’s relationship to other theatrical traditions, such as Greek 

theatre. This research is more akin to an archaeological endeavour, but, due to the lack of 

 

5 In this research, the gestural vocabulary encompasses body postural and gestural end points. 
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historical data, it emphasises the artistic dimension rather than trying to make unwarranted 

claims of historical accuracy. 

1.1.2 Research Contributions 
This research makes the following main contributions: 

i. a creative reintroduction to Naghali of elements that were removed after the 

Islamic conquest of Persia; 

ii. an illustrated written account of a gestural vocabulary that facilitates a pre-

Islamic Naghali stylisation of dramatic performance; and  

iii. a demonstration, through the performance of Romeo and Juliet, of how pre-

Islamic Naghali can contribute to Western dramatic arts. 

1.2 Research Methodology 
Traditionally, research paradigms have fallen into one of two categories: (i) quantitative 

and (ii) qualitative. The quantitative paradigm is founded in the positivist view of the world 

as being an objective reality that can be measured in order to test hypotheses that are 

derived deductively from the theory being tested. Sound experimental design and statistical 

methods are used to control for extraneous factors, leading to a statistical estimate of the 

probability that the measured relationship between the independent and dependent 

variables could occur by chance. It is the dominant paradigm in the physical sciences, 

where only numerically quantifiable research questions are seen as having value. 

Qualitative research methods are adopted when numerical quantification is infeasible or 

would have limited relevance to the research question. Qualitative research traditionally 

employs methods such as observation or interviews, but more recently has begun to 

incorporate arts-based approaches such as narrative enquiry (Leavy 2009, 25). Its primary 

form of data is non-numeric and is typically linguistic. 
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In contrast to purely quantitative and qualitative approaches, performative research 

(Haseman 2006) is an emerging paradigm, more suited to arts-based research where there 

is not a problem or hypothesis that can be tested using quantitative or qualitative methods. 

It encompasses a wide range of practice-led approaches that were known by various terms, 

including: practice as research, research through practice and studio practice. 

Performative research is not only practice-led; the concrete products of practice 

(performances and recordings thereof) form a significant part of the research output. 

Practice is the main research activity, i.e. the primary method of achieving the research 

objectives. According to Haseman, the key difference between the performative and the 

quantitative/qualitative research paradigms is that the symbolic data of the performative 

research paradigm takes the form of the material outputs of practice, rather than numeric 

data or discursive text. These material outcomes of practice are seen as primary research 

findings in their own right. Haseman describes various strategies employed by practice-led 

researchers and brings them together under the umbrella term performative research. 

My research seeks to reconstruct some of the lost elements of pre-Islamic Naghali and, 

because the historical record is so limited, employs a performative research methodology 

to investigate how Naghali might have been in pre-Islamic times. I used myself as the 

source for performance in this. A significant portion of this research’s output comprises 

the material outcomes of practice, including live performance and video thereof. Data of 

this type is characteristic of performative research, which focuses on outputs that are other 

than numeric (quantitative) or word-based (qualitative). The creatively reconstructed 

performance techniques were workshopped and the videos of these trials were analysed in 

order to critique and further develop my approach, culminating in a re-contextualisation 

within Western dramatic arts in the form of a number of performances of Romeo and Juliet. 

Although this data was generated performatively, it is founded on the literature on pre-

Islamic Naghali, as well as illustrations from the Shahnameh (Ferdowsi and Rahmanian 

2013), which I have taken to provide an indication of the performative gestures used in 

pre-Islamic Persia. 
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It is typical for researchers in practice-led enquiry to locate themselves within a field of 

practitioners. However, my intention is to apply an intercultural approach to theatre-

making in order to explore the territory that emerges. Note that this is not an 

autoethnographic study, which is a category of qualitative research that focuses on personal 

experience and self-reflection (Marechal 2010, 43-45). Although I use myself as the source 

for the performative generation of data (recorded in video), the data are analysed in terms 

of what can be objectively observed in the video, rather than in terms of my subjective 

experience. 

1.2.1 Main Methodological Phases 
The performative research methodology adopted in this research comprises four main 

phases, as reflected in the structure of this thesis: 

1. Survey and analyse the literature on pre-Islamic Naghali in order to develop an 

understanding of its story content and its stylistic aspects. (Chapter 2) 

2. Document the findings on pre-Islamic Naghali and present a definitive 

conceptualisation of pre-Islamic Naghali. (Chapter 3) 

3. Using the information gleaned from the previous two phases, together with 

illustrations from the Shahnameh, develop a vocabulary of pre-Islamic Naghali 

gestures (NGV) targeted at performing Romeo and Juliet in the style of pre-Islamic 

Naghali. Iteratively extend and refine the vocabulary by workshopping it. (Chapter 

4) 

4. Explore the application of the NGV to Western dramatic arts through a series of 

performances of Romeo and Juliet. (Chapter 5) 

1.2.2 Addressing the Research Contributions 
The performative research methodology outlined above was adopted to address the three 

main research contributions listed earlier (Section 1.1.2). Sections 1.2.2.1 to 1.2.2.3 below, 

describe how the methodology addresses the intended contributions of this research. 
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1.2.2.1 Creative Reconstruction of Pre-Islamic Naghali 

Due to the limited historical record on pre-Islamic Naghali, this research employs an 

inductive process to creatively reconstruct a version of Naghali that plausibly could have 

existed before the Islamic conquest of Persia. For this reconstruction, I have chosen the 

illustrations from the Shahnameh as the principal source of data, as found in the 2013 

illustrated version Shahnameh: The Epic of the Persian Kings (Ferdowsi and Rahmanian 

2013). It is the most extensive and accessible collection of illustrations available today and 

is itself a creative reconstruction based on diverse and often faded ancient illustrations 

dating from the 13th to 19th centuries. In creating a given illustration, the artist, Hamid 

Rahmanian, used multiple miniatures and lithographs to produce a digital composite image 

that is faithful to the original sources but also clearer and richer in detail. For example, the 

main source image for the illustration might have an ear missing as well as faded facial 

features; Rahmanian created a new digital image by finding an appropriate ear and facial 

features in other illustrations and then merging them seamlessly with the main image. His 

process is documented in detail, with examples, at the end of the book (Ibid., 558-580), 

and its impact on my creative reconstruction is discussed further in Section 4.2. 

Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, written between 920-1020 AD, is a poetic version of the most 

important book of Persian kings, written in prose by Abu-Mansoor. Unfortunately, Abu-

Mansoor’s text has not survived (Bozorgmehr 2014). Although Persia was conquered by 

the Arabs around 651 AD, there was strong cultural resistance that meant that, unlike 

neighbouring states, the Persians did not adopt the Arabic language, but instead retained 

their own tongue, Farsi. This cultural resistance to change led to the publication of the 

Shahnameh, which sought to glorify and preserve Persian history and culture. The 

Shahnameh is central to Persian historical national identity and its illustrations embody 

important ethno-symbolic (Smith 2009) features, and so could well be indicative of the 

postures, gestures and facial expressions that characterised the stylistic aspects of pre-

Islamic Naghali. My approach to the creative reconstruction of pre-Islamic Naghali is 

based upon this assumption and this underpins the development of the Naghali Gestural 

Vocabulary presented in this thesis.  
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This creative process is analogous to that used by a palaeontologist to piece together fossil 

evidence to determine the form and function of a long extinct organism, where large parts 

of the skeleton may be missing. The palaeontologist reconstructs the whole skeleton, based 

on knowledge of the structure and function of modern skeletons and knowledge about the 

physical environment the organism lived in. As further evidence is found, this inductively 

derived model of the skeleton can be modified to encompass the new data. Similarly, I have 

documented the assumptions adopted, the sources of information used and how these have 

driven my creative reconstruction of pre-Islamic Naghali. This means that it will be 

possible for others to build upon this work if new evidence accrues in the future. In a similar 

vein, work on the archaeology of dance (Garfinkel 2014) uses ancient cave paintings and 

images on pottery fragments, together with ethnographic studies of dance, to posit how 

ancient dance might have looked (although, unlike this thesis, these archaeological 

endeavours do not adopt a performance-led methodology to produce actual reconstructions 

of performance). 

This research is not the first attempt to reconstruct a lost dramatic art form, and it is 

important to reiterate the caveat introduced at the end of Section 1.1.1: the focus of this 

work is on the creative reconstruction of pre-Islamic Naghali; any claim of historical 

accuracy would be unwarranted as the data is insufficient to support such an assertion. 

Although the individual gestures in the NGV correspond quite closely to the Shahnameh 

illustrations that they are based upon, their application in performance is a wholly creative 

process as there is no data on how performers moved and used gesture in pre-Islamic Persia. 

Previous efforts on the reconstruction of aspects of extinct forms of dramatic art include: 

(i) commedia dell’arte, (ii) Greek dance, (iii) Mayan dance and ritual, and (iv) Indian 

classical dance. Although the methodology adopted in this thesis is quite different to those 

earlier reconstructive efforts, it is worth briefly outlining some of those approaches here: 

i.  Commedia dell’arte (and other Western forms). In the early 20th century, 

one of the goals of the anti-realist movement in theatre was to return it to its 

roots. Evreinov sought to recreate aspects of Greek and medieval theatre, as 

well as commedia dell’arte (Sajewska 2019, 59). Meyerhold also turned to 
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Greek theatre but focused on Commedia dell’Arte, which led to his 

exploration of the importance of movement in performance (Moody 1978, 

859). 

ii. Western dance. Emmanuel (1916) applied ballet to ancient figures of Greek 

dance to reconstruct how Greek dance might have appeared. He argued that 

movement in the human body is largely constrained by biomechanics and so 

one can intuit it based on motion in modern dance. With regard to dance, 

rather than dramatic arts, Thomas (2003) makes a similar claim to the one in 

this thesis, namely that iconography can be used to creatively reconstruct 

ancient forms without making claims of historical accuracy. Wilson (2016) 

discusses a methodology for recreating ancient Greek dance that has much in 

common with the approach taken in this thesis, and likewise, makes no claims 

of historical authenticity. 

iii. Mayan dance and ritual. Using an archaeological approach, Grube (1992) 

discusses the evidence for Mayan dance in hieroglyphs, but does not address 

its reconstruction. Looper (2009) examines the iconographic and hieroglyphic 

evidence for Mayan dance, arguing that one can infer which carvings relate to 

dance poses because of the presence of musicians and other dance-related 

indicators such as masks and dance-like poses. Some of this is corroborated 

by the meaning of the accompanying hieroglyphs. He also notes similarities 

between modern day ceremonial Mayan dance in Guatemala and the 

iconography analysed earlier in the book, but states that modern Mayan dance 

has been heavily modified by the influence of the Spanish conquest and 

Christianity. Creative reconstruction of Mayan dance is not addressed. 

iv. Indian classical dance. Lopez y Royo (2004) discusses the reconstruction of 

Indian classical dance (specifically, Bharatanatyam) from the iconography in 

ancient temples and the Sanskrit text Natyasastra that describes dance in 

terms of 108 units called karanas. This was a widespread effort by post-

independence Indian dance scholars and artists, with a view to reconstructing 
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an authentic codification of classical Indian dance. Performer-researcher, 

Padma Subrahmanyam, applied practice-based reconstruction of the karanas 

using iconography and the Natyasastra as source material. 

In summary, the reconstructive approach taken in this thesis is similar to some of the work 

in the field of dance. However, although there were efforts in the early 20th century to return 

theatre to its roots, the reconstructive methodology used in this thesis is novel in research 

on the dramatic arts, as it focuses on developing, applying and documenting a gestural 

vocabulary for pre-Islamic Naghali. 

1.2.2.2 Naghali Gestural Vocabulary (NGV) 

This research develops and presents the NGV in a manner that can be used by practitioners 

to stylise their work. This is documented illustratively in this thesis (Chapter 4) in a manner 

that will facilitate its application to Western dramatic arts. 

1.2.2.3 Application to Western Dramatic Arts 

The application of the NGV to Western dramatic arts is explored in the context of Romeo 

and Juliet. Furthermore, this thesis relates pre-Islamic Naghali to Western dramatic arts 

from the perspectives of the work of two Western theoretician/practitioners: 

i. Bertholt Brecht (Section 3.3.1). Brecht’s writings on epic theatre have many 

parallels with Naghali, being non-realistic, episodic, socially responsible, 

minimalistic and an entertaining performing art that has a dynamic 

relationship to its audience. 

ii. Vsevolod Meyerhold (Section 3.3.2). Movement is a vital part of Naghali 

and as Meyerhold declared in 1914: “Movement is the most powerful means 

of expression in the creation of a theatrical production” (Tian 1999). His 

work on biomechanics was an early inspiration for the focus of this research 

on body movement in Naghali. 

The itinerant tradition of pre-Islamic Naghali involved performing to different cultures 

within the Persian Empire. To do so, Naghali referenced collective symbols that were 
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common to all, and in this sense can be seen as a form of transcultural theatre (Lo and 

Gilbert 2002, 37). As a non-realistic form of drama, Naghali can potentially communicate 

interculturally in an international market.  

1.2.3 Research Limits 
As outlined earlier, the goal of this research is to creatively develop and evaluate a gestural 

vocabulary for pre-Islamic Naghali and explore its application to Western dramatic arts. 

This specific focus means that a number of other aspects lie outside the scope of this study, 

including (i) a comparison of Naghali to other forms of theatre, (ii) a review of the literature 

on the development of Naghali after the Islamic conquest of Persia, and (iii) a review of 

the literature analysing Romeo and Juliet (in this thesis, the story of Romeo and Juliet is 

used as a vehicle for developing a set of pre-Islamic Naghali gestures; the script itself is 

not followed verbatim). 

1.3 Overview of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Naghali is an adaptive and creative form of dramatic storytelling that has changed over the 

centuries to remain culturally relevant to the Iranian people (Beyzaie 1965, 65; Najm 2011, 

43). This motivates my practice and I see myself as a contemporary Naghal (a person who 

practises Naghali). 

Following the Islamic conquest of Persia, circa 651 AD, governmental interpretations of 

Islam saw a number of restrictions imposed upon Naghali, for example, the removal of 

female performance (Razi 2011, 10), dance (Beyzaie 1965, 45), shamanic acting style 

(Ibid., 29), puppets/masks (Ibid., 29) and music (Ibid., 65). These restrictions were 

instituted in an attempt to diminish the popularity of what was seen as a powerful influencer 

of public opinion. 

The word, Naghali, is an Arabic one that was introduced after the Islamic conquest of 

Persia by the Arabs. In pre-Islamic times, the various storytelling traditions had different 

names, but scholars now group those various forms under the umbrella term, Naghali 
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(Ashorpour 2011, 11). Therefore, where this thesis refers to pre-Islamic storytelling 

traditions, such as Gosan, it should be understood that they are being used as examples of 

the different types of Naghali that existed before the Islamic conquest. 

In pre-Islamic times, Persian dramatic performance was mostly ritual and affected by 

Zoroastrianism and other ancient religious philosophy (Beyzaie 1965; Agha-Abbasi 2012). 

Naghali originally employed a range of elements such as music, masks and props (Najm 

2011, 43-49), through the figure of the narrator/troubadour (the Naghal). Many of the 

elements utilised in theatre were present in pre-Islamic Naghali, including masks, 

impersonation and costumes, but Naghali was not performed in theatres. It was mostly 

performed in public places and so is perhaps most strongly related to live arts. The main 

story theme was typically legendary or mythical, in prose or poetry, with an embedded 

story being reflected on by the Naghal (possibly improvised) to reference socio-political 

events that have a relationship to the main story. 

Although it was once very popular, in recent times, Naghali has struggled to survive. It is 

now an endangered art form and in 2011 was added to UNESCO’s List of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding (UNESCO 2011). The following factors 

have negatively impacted the survival of Naghali: 

i. Intellectuals expressed disdain for Naghali, viewing it as lowly, uncultivated 

and plebeian (Talajooy 2011). 

ii. Naghali is an oral tradition that is passed from master to apprentice (Page 

1979). Without a critical mass of Naghals, this is a very fragile method of 

knowledge transfer. 

iii. In recent times, due to the loss of performance venues, Naghali can only be 

seen on television or at festivals (Lazgee 1994, 1). 

The practice of Naghali involved the analysis of the meaning behind a poem or story (Najm 

2011, 291), culminating in the expression of its underlying social/political message. The 

didactic function of Naghali cannot be overemphasised (Ibid., 21). Customarily, the stories 

that nourished Naghali had a didactic function with an underlying moral message (Beyzaie 
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1965, 69). Having said that, a Naghali performance, above all, must be entertaining (Ibid., 

65); without audience engagement, the underlying message is likely to be missed (Razi 

2011, 53). 

1.4  Outline of Thesis 
This thesis, which includes the Naghali Gestural Vocabulary (NGV), forms the bulk of my 

research output, but the concrete products of my performances are crucial to understanding 

what has been produced. The NGV is an abstraction that needs to be applied in order to 

have meaning; therefore, in order to fully understand the output of this research, it is 

necessary to experience my resulting practice and this experience is offered in the form of 

a video6 of one of my NGV-based performances of Romeo and Juliet 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the major authors who have written about pre-Islamic 

Naghali. A structured framework is adopted that presents the material in terms of what the 

authors have to say about the history of pre-Islamic Naghali, the political/societal forces 

that shaped it, its performative and stylistic characteristics, the performer (Naghal) and 

typical story structure and content. 

Chapter 3 brings the reviewed material together in an effort to develop an understanding 

of pre-Islamic Naghali that derives from the literature on its prehistoric roots and 

influences, for example, its relationship to the early Persian religion, Zoroastrianism. 

Because one of the intended research contributions of this thesis is to explore how pre-

Islamic Naghali can contribute to Western dramatic arts, Chapter 3 looks at practitioners 

whose concept of theatre has significant similarities to Naghali, in particular, Bertolt Brecht 

and Vsevolod Meyerhold. The chapter concludes by outlining the conceptualisation of pre-

 

6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6htC8u7aGeQ 
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Islamic Naghali adopted for this research and proposing that the Naghal should be viewed 

as a portraitist – one who portrays the essence of the characters in the story. 

Chapter 4 briefly reviews various gestural and dance vocabularies, before presenting the 

Naghali Gestural Vocabulary (NGV) that I developed performatively, based on 

illustrations from the Shahnameh. The NGV is a major outcome of my work and comprises 

a set of 32 gestures that provide a stylistic repertoire to be used in a performance that is 

intended to reflect the stylistic characteristics of pre-Islamic Naghali. Each gesture is 

explained in terms of its form and meaning, and how it can be integrated into a 

performance. 

Chapter 5 documents the practice component of this research, specifically, the application 

of the NGV to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. It describes the elements of the NGV that 

were used in the performances, as well as considering other stylistic aspects of Naghali that 

were incorporated. 

Finally, Chapter 6 discusses this research’s findings and provides recommendations on 

future directions that this research could follow. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter reviews written accounts of Naghali and focuses on the pre-Islamic period. 

This research is practice-led and so a comprehensive review of the literature on Naghali is 

not required, and it should be noted that the vast majority of the writing on Naghali relates 

to the period after the Islamic conquest of Persia. The main goal of this review is to inform 

the creative reconstruction of a gestural vocabulary for pre-Islamic Naghali. Hence, it 

focuses on the literature’s perspectives on the history of pre-Islamic Naghali, 

performative/stylistic aspects, story structure and content, and characteristics of the Naghal 

(practitioner of Naghali). 

Currently, there are few written accounts of Naghali and very little has been written about 

its pre-Islamic form. Part of the reason for this lack of academic focus may be that, until 

recently, Persian intellectuals considered Naghali to be folk art, rather than a classical art 

form. 

Bahram Beyzaie wrote about Naghali, in his 1965 book, A Study on Iranian Theatre 

(Beyzaie 1965). In the past 10 or 15 years, more academics have written about Naghali. 

However, the literature tends to focus on the history of the style, saying very little about 

the performative aspects of Naghali. The Persian literature on Naghali is overwhelming 

reverential in nature. Given the endangered status of Naghali, this is hardly surprising, but 
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it is also due in part to a cultural tradition that frowns upon criticism of what, in recent 

times, has come to be viewed as a classical art form, i.e. more than “mere” folk art. 

The most comprehensive text on Naghali, The Art of Storytelling in Iran (Najm 2011), is 

written in Farsi (Persian) and is based on her PhD thesis, which is in French. The other 

major authors on Naghali are Bahram Beyzaie, Yadollah aga Abbasi, Sadegh Ashorpour 

and Farideh Razi. They are all Iranian and their writings on Naghali are in Farsi7. Each 

major author’s account is described below, in Sections 2.1 to 2.5. To synthesise an overall 

understanding of pre-Islamic Naghali to be used for this research, in Chapter 3, these major 

perspectives are amalgamated with those of other, less extensive, contributions to the 

literature. 

In order to provide a consistent basis for comparison, the literature on Naghali is reviewed 

here within a structured framework that relates to my research goal of reconstructing the 

gestural performative aspects of pre-Islamic Naghali. Each major author’s contribution is 

considered in terms of their account of the five dimensions listed below, followed by a 

critical summary of their viewpoint as it relates to the goals of this thesis. 

This literature review’s structured framework is as follows: 

i. Definition and History of pre-Islamic Naghali. 

ii. Political and societal forces that influenced the development of pre-Islamic 

Naghali. 

iii. Performative, stylistic aspects. 

iv. The Naghal. 

v. Story structure and content. 

 

7 This overview of these Farsi texts is an important contribution of this thesis for Western readers 

who are interested in Naghali. 
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2.1 Bahram Beyzaie/ یئاضیب مارھب  
Bahram Beyzaie, in his book “A Study on Iranian Theatre” ناریا رد شیامن  (Beyzaie 1965), 

has written two chapters that relate to this thesis; the chapter on Naghali is 24 pages long 

(pp. 25-49) and the chapter on pre-Islamic performing arts comprises 16 pages (pp. 49-65). 

This book is more generally about Iranian theatre, but the chapters on Naghali are 

considered to be the most authoritative on the subject, as evidenced by the fact that all 

major Naghali scholars refer to and draw from it in their writing. 

2.1.1 Definition and History of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Beyzaie defines Naghali as: 

The recounting of a story or episode in prose, or as a poem, with appropriate 

movements, gestures and vocalisations in front of an audience. 

(Ibid., 65) (my translation) 

Beyzaie also states that Naghali is a solo style of reciting and performing (Ibid., 29)8, that 

developed as an oral tradition alongside singing and prayer dance. He states that Naghali 

is one of the oldest and simplest styles of Persian dramatic arts and it was a precursor to 

group performance.  

He writes that Naghali does not try to reflect any particular ideology or use logical 

argument to influence its audience, in fact, Naghali largely appeals to people’s emotions 

rather than their logical faculties. In this sense, Naghali’s intention is not to impose a 

particular view of reality, therefore it is different from typical forms of narration. Naghali’s 

aim is to entertain and stimulate its audience and this is partly achieved through the 

presentation of a striking story. 

 

8 All further references to Beyzaie in this section pertain to Beyzaie (1965). 
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Beyzaie says that Naghals performed nationalistic and heroic Persian stories, and that this 

was an important role even after the stories were written down, because many Persians 

could not read, and in any case, had a preference for seeing the stories performed (p. 45).   

He concludes (p. 46) that, based on cave paintings and sculptures, storytelling was 

prevalent in prehistoric times, and that music, dance and Naghali were different forms of 

performative storytelling, with the caveat that there is no solid evidence for how 

storytelling looked in prehistoric times. 

According to Beyzaie, Persian dramatic performance began with prayer and dance, and this 

tradition gave rise to Naghali. He speculates that this type of solo recounting of stories 

came into existence shortly after the development of verbal language. He states that some 

scholars consider Naghali, along with prayer/dance and singing, to be one of the oldest 

types of performance in Persia. 

In writing about tribal society, (p. 29), he says that the tribe had a sense of wonderment 

when, in the evening, they assembled to listen to the stories of the tribal elder, hero of the 

tribe, or the shaman of the tribe, about topics such as the greatest fights that they had, or 

hunting stories. As the stories developed, performative aspects were incorporated, e.g. 

gestures and facial expressions, and the stories were expanded to make them stronger and 

to distinguish the performer from others. These theatrical tools encouraged dynamic and 

fresh approaches to storytelling using heroes and heroines that may have been the 

foundation of the mythology of Persia, and this was the main medium for transfer and 

preservation of this mythology until it was transcribed by scholars. Thus, it can be claimed 

that Naghals established and maintained the mythology of Persia. 

Beyzaie discusses the role of dance in ancient Persian performing arts (p. 42). He 

speculates that dance had a performative basis, especially in prayer dance. He cites Anahita 

(the divinity of “the waters” who was associated with fertility) and says that women 

worshipped her by performing a prayer dance outside her temple to ask for rain and water. 

Another example was girls dancing on the shores of Hamun Lake/ نوماھ ھچایرد  , as they 

believed that Hoshedar/ ردشوھ  (the son of Zoroaster/ تشترز ) will be reincarnated by a girl 
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who washes herself in the lake. This practice is still observed by some in Iran. Beyzaie 

mentions another example of prayer dance, the Mehregan Festival, in honour of the 

Zoroastrian divinity, Mehr (Mithra). This festival involved dancers wearing animal masks 

representing lions, eagles, vultures, falcons, dogs, crows and more. 

2.1.2 Political and Social Role of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Beyzaie (p. 33) refers to the Greek philosopher, historian and soldier, Xenophon, who lived 

during the 4th and 5th centuries B.C., and says that he wrote of Persian warrior dancers 

who were charged with raising the morale of the army9. They performed in the style of a 

hunting/war dance and Beyzaie classifies this as a type of pre-Islamic Naghali. 

Beyzaie (p. 66) states that, due to oppressive forces, there is no record of Naghali for 300 

years after the Islamic conquest of Persia.  

2.1.3 Performative and Stylistic Aspects 
Beyzaie (p. 29) writes that the fundamental aspects of prehistoric Naghali which continued 

on into recorded history were: 

 

9 “After this a Mysian came forward with a light shield in each hand and danced. He made 

himself look sometimes as though there were two people attacking him, and sometimes he used 

the shields as though he was fighting against one another person; and sometimes he would whirl 

round and go head over heels, still holding the shields, and giving a very fine show. Finally, he 

danced the Persian dance, clashing the shields together and bending his knees and then leaping up 

again: and he did all this keeping time to the flute.” 

Xenophon (p. 264) 
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• the Naghal as portraitist10, 

• use of masks, 

• adding dramatic performance to words, and 

• performative rituals. 

Beyzaie says that: 

It is believed that storytelling before Islam was rhythmically recited, 

accompanied by one musical instrument, the harp. The storyteller alternated 

between reciting and singing throughout the performance. This style of 

performance is today known as “Ghavali” (meaning minstrelsy). There is 

musicological and historical support for this; Ghavali still existed shortly after 

the Islamic conquest, but the role of music was diminished and was ultimately 

totally forbidden. To fill the gap left by the absence of musical accompaniment, 

storytellers had to develop new forms of expression, and this drove them to 

raise their acting abilities to a new level11. 

(Ibid., 65) (my translation) 

 

10 There is no English equivalent for the Farsi word used by Beyzaie. By “portraitist” he means 

someone who can become another; in some sense, become the portrait of another person. It is 

more than acting or impersonation; it is as if the Naghal transforms herself into the person being 

portrayed. 

11 No support is provided for the hypothesis that Naghals had to improve their acting skills to 

compensate for the lack of musical accompaniment, although it is a reasonable supposition. 
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2.1.4 The Naghal 
Beyzaie (p. 29) writes that Naghals are thought to have been the leaders, heroes, hunters or 

shamans of their tribes in prehistoric times. He declares that Naghals were creative beings 

who took ownership of their art, over time developing ever more compelling story material 

and a language of expressive movements, becoming more popular and attracting larger 

audiences. 

Beyzaie writes that clever delivery and having performative, dramatic power over the 

audience defines the role of the Naghal (p. 65). He states that the audience is able to 

perceive each character in the Naghal; the Naghal is a performer who can play all of the 

required characters in the story. 

2.1.5 Story Structure and Content 
In prehistoric times, writes Beyzaie (p. 29), as tribal leaders, heroes, hunters and shamans, 

Naghals told stories about their adventures, whether in battles, hunting, or mysterious 

aspects of nature. 

Beyzaie states that Naghali initially dealt with epic subject matter that derived from epic 

poetry, involving heroic action and extraordinary achievements of humankind (p. 29). He 

argues that, in Persia, India and Greece, epic poetry was more than a mere description of 

the adventures of the mythical heroes and heroines of a tribe. Epic poetry embodied their 

ideas, beliefs and culture. 

On p. 30 he cites the example of the story of Siyavash, a mythical story that has its roots in 

history, about a Persian hero who is the symbol of innocence to Persians; the story is still 

performed today. Based on “The History of Bukhara” by Narshakhi, Beyzaie says that the 

people of Bukhara mourned Siyavash and this practice was common across all Persian 

states. Furthermore, minstrels eulogised Siyavash, and Moghs (Zoroastrian priests) recited 

his story. 

He asserts that, although there is a historical component to epic poetry, it is more concerned 

with myth than historical fact. Similarly, Epic Naghali emphasised the role of imagination 
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over reality in stories and this dramatic focus made the stories more compelling. These epic 

stories came to define the Persian national identity and provided nationalistic cohesion in 

the face of invasion by other cultures, such as the Arabs. 

Another example of pre-Islamic story content comes from the Gathas, a series of Avestan 

hymns believed to have been composed by Zoroaster (p. 30). Beyzaie hypothesises that 

they provide clues as to one possible structure for pre-Islamic stories. The performances of 

these poetic hymns were conducted by Moghs, with two choruses of disciples, in call and 

response. Beyzaie says that these performances were theatrical in nature. 

Beyzaie suggests (p. 32) that there is some evidence for the use of love stories in pre-

Islamic Naghali. For example, in his book, Deipnosophistai (Banquet of the Sophists), 

Chares of Mytilene wrote about Zarir and Hodat who saw each other in their dreams and 

then sought each other out. This love story was very popular in Persia, with pictures of 

Zarir and Hodat adorning the walls of temples, palaces and people’s homes. 

According to Beyzaie, (p. 33), Ctesias and Herodotus both mention a yearly performance 

event “Mogh Koshi”, which means “Killing a Mogh”. Ctesias and Herodotus were Greek 

historians who lived within the confines of the first Persian Empire (Achaemenid Empire), 

around the 5th century B.C. The performance re-enacts the incident where King Geomata 

killed a Mogh. Beyzaie implies that the performance was a type of Naghali and says that 

the story became a core part of the material that pre-Islamic Naghals recited. 

2.1.6 Critical Summary 
Beyzaie defines Naghali as solo Persian dramatic storytelling and draws on a wide range 

of sources to hypothesise about prehistoric Persian storytelling, and in turn, pre-Islamic 

Naghali. He speculates that pre-Islamic Naghali relied more on emotion and imagination 

than logic to entrance its audiences and states that a fundamental characteristic of Naghali 

is that it does not try to impose a particular view of reality on its audience. He argues that 

prayer and hunting dance, ritual, masks, Zoroastrian call-and-response and singing were 

all a part of the performative arsenal of early Naghals. 
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Beyzaie writes that performative storytelling was prevalent in prehistoric times and that 

the subject matter was mostly epic in nature, and this aspect survives to this day. He also 

uses the tale of Zarir and Hodat to argue that love stories were a part of pre-Islamic Naghali. 

His assertions are certainly plausible, but like most theories about prehistoric human 

culture, we are unlikely to accrue sufficient evidence to completely corroborate his view. 

Nevertheless, Beyzaie presents a vivid narrative that brings a number of sources together, 

such as the writings of Greek scholars who lived in Persia, to paint a plausible picture of 

pre-Islamic Naghali that can form the basis for a creative reconstruction. 

2.2 Soheila Najm/ مجن الیھس  
In “The Art of Storytelling in Iran” ناریا رد یلاقن رنھ  (Najm 2011), Soheila Najm covers (i) 

Shahnameh (Persian Book of Kings), the most common source of stories for Naghali; (ii) 

the history of Naghali; (iii) a preliminary classification of the different types of Naghali; 

(iv) the relationship between Naghali and other Eastern storytelling traditions; and (v) how 

Naghali changed after the Islamic conquest of Persia. This section draws exclusively from 

that book. 

2.2.1 Definition and History of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Najm states (p. 19) that the word ‘Naghali’ was created from the Arabic root ‘Naghal’, 

which means transforming and narrating. Najm writes that Naghali is an event that 

happens within the frame of a story and it happens as the Naghal (storyteller) recites the 

story. She says that the Naghal’s objective is to entertain, entrance and affect her audience, 

and this is achieved through the art of storytelling/recounting. Furthermore, Naghali’s 

performance ethos is based on the twin goals of artistic satisfaction and creative connection 

with the audience. 

According to Najm, although most of the stories have a didactic function, education is not 

the Naghal’s primary raison d’etre; overemphasis on audience edification leads to a 
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disconnect; entertainment is paramount. Naghali remains relevant by incorporating current 

events and trends into existing stories (p. 21). 

Najm also summarises four scholars’ characterisations of Naghali (pp. 19-20): 

• Abolghasem Enjavi Shirazi, in his book “Persian Folktales”, states that, 

regardless of story content, the main goal of Naghali is to cultivate (educate) and 

to help humankind attain maturity and perfection, by having the story extol the 

virtues of generosity, thereby motivating people to serve others. 

• Jaber Anasori, in his book “Narration-Fictional Theatre: Introduction on 

Performance and Invocation”, states that a Naghal must encourage the 

admiration and applause of her audience and should choose to speak in favour of 

morality (virtue), generosity, bravery, forgiveness, tolerance, courage and the 

persistence of the protagonist. She should denigrate wickedness, dishonesty and 

hypocrisy. 

• Mohammad Jafar Mahjoub, writes that a Naghal is one who retells a story for 

others and by so doing amazes them and moves them to tears or laughter. 

• Bahram Beyzaie’s definition of Naghali is reproduced, as per the definition 

given earlier in this thesis (Section 2.1.1). 

Najm then concludes that Shirazi and Anasori focus on moral education in storytelling, 

while Mahjoub focuses on the different types of Naghali and how the Naghal creates 

emotional impact during performance. She says that Beyzaie casts Naghali within the 

purview of performing arts and analyses the performative aspects of it. 

2.2.2 Political and Societal Role of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Najm refers to and repeats Bahram Beyzaie’s writing on this subject (pp. 26-30). She says 

that the term ‘Gosan’, meaning poet-musician (minstrel), is first mentioned in the 11th-

century classical Persian text “Vis u Rāmin”, by Faḵr-al-Din Asʿad Gorgāni. The Gosan 
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played a huge role in spreading Persian mythology within Persia itself, but also to its 

neighbours during the period of the Sasanian Empire12 (p. 47). 

Gosans entertained monarchs as well as the common people. They took part in celebrations 

and memorial events and were well respected by Persians during the period spanning the 

Parthian13 and Sasanian eras. Gosans recited at funerals and were the actors, storytellers, 

musicians, collectors of ancient stories and critics of their times (p. 48). 

2.2.3 Performative and Stylistic Aspects 
According to Najm, Naghali performances were materially constrained; as an itinerant 

performer, the Naghal carried her props with her and this placed stylistic constraints on the 

performance. Nevertheless, the performances were highly effective. Although the acting 

was straightforward and clear, the delivery was multi-layered and sophisticated (p. 290). 

An experienced Naghal knows when to transition from playing a character to narrating the 

story itself (p. 292). It is crucial for these transitions to not interfere with the story14 (p. 

293). 

The Naghal (and her apprentice, if she had one) attracted an audience by walking around15 

singing poetry or recounting a short story. After the Islamic conquest of Persia, this 

prologue to the performance was called “Pishkani” (p. 291). 

 

12 The Sasanian Empire spanned the period from 224 to 651 AD. 

13 The Parthian Empire spanned the period from 247 BC to 224 AD. 

14 Here we see that the Naghal is in fact a dramaturge who must be on top of the whole 

performance. 

15 It was common for the Naghal to not have access to a formal performance venue. Thus, 

performances typically took place in public spaces, such as in a market square or in the street. 
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Najm makes a distinction between narrating and storytelling, using the former term to 

denote narration as we commonly understand it, as well as narration that is sung. However, 

she uses the term “storytelling” to refer to acting16. 

Najm says that performative and stylistic techniques include the modulation of volume 

(ranging from whispering to screaming), changing vocal tone, creating sounds, verbally 

describing a scene and reciting or singing poetry. The performance style of Naghali is 

highly exaggerated and this began in ancient times when verbal language was 

unsophisticated and did not suffice to convey the story. To fill the gap in verbal 

expressivity, exaggerated body postures and gestures were used to communicate the 

required emotional content. 

2.2.4 The Naghal 
Najm writes that the Naghal is a master of the art of recounting and blurs the boundaries 

between the real and imaginary. This is more than a performance technique; the Naghal is 

a believer in the hidden relationship between imaginary concepts and the surrounding 

world. This is how the Naghal brings a story to life; she simply sees and believes it. The 

Naghal’s remit is to tease out the meaning of life through storytelling. To this end, the 

Naghal creates rituals and props for performance (p. 27). 

Najm writes that early Naghals were inspired by poetry and literature, and created 

performances to express the effect of those words on their soul. They were naturally gifted 

storytellers and the performance vocabulary that they developed was later adopted in 

religious ceremonies, fable reciting and educational productions (p. 30). 

Najm states that, during the period between the Medes and Parthian empires (727 B.C. to 

224 AD), the minstrel (Khonia-gar) was a highly respected figure in society. 

 

16 It is not clear why this distinction is made. 
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2.2.5 Story Structure and Content 
Najm (p. 51) says that prehistoric stories came from creative minds and they performed the 

stories poetically, involving ritual and covering the people’s history. The motivation was 

one of social responsibility. An explicit boundary was maintained between religious stories 

and all other types of material; the two were never mixed.  

2.2.6 Critical Summary 
Although Najm’s book (Ibid., 2011) presents a comprehensive treatment of Naghali after 

the Islamisation of Persia, very little is said about the pre-Islamic period. She acknowledges 

the significance of the Islamic conquest and lists the aspects that were removed from 

Naghali as a result. However, the book is not concerned with the distinction between pre-

Islamic and Islamic Naghali, and so rarely explicitly highlights the aspects that relate to 

the pre-Islamic period; it is generally difficult to discern whether her statements apply to 

one period or the other, or both. For example, when she states that the Shahnameh is the 

most common source of story material in Naghali, one cannot tell whether this refers to 

Ferdowsi’s written version, which came after the Islamic conquest of Persia, or the earlier 

oral tradition which might have applied to pre-Islamic Naghali. 

However, Najm does write about Gosans (minstrels). These were the Naghals of the pre-

Islamic Parthian/Sasanian period of Persian history, who entertained those from all walks 

of life and had a lot in common with Naghals who lived after the Islamisation of Persia. 

Najm emphasises the entertainment and didactic functions of Naghali but does not say to 

what extent this was true of the pre-Islamic period. However, she claims that the 

performance vocabulary of pre-Islamic Naghals was later adopted in educational 

productions (as well as in religious ceremonies and the reciting of fables). 

2.3 Yadollah aga Abbasi/ یسابعاقآ هللادی  
In his book “Encyclopaedia of Iranian Theatre” یناریا شیامن ھمانشناد  (Agha-Abbasi 2012), 

Abbasi analyses the meaning and etymology of the word ‘Bāzi’ (drama), a fundamental 
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part of Naghali. He devotes a chapter to Naghali (pp. 171-189) and there is a sub-section 

on Gosan. He also covers performing arts in Zoroaster’s time, ritual ceremonies, social 

performances and performing arts in the Avesta - the Zoroastrian religious text (pp. 249-

252). In the concluding chapter, he looks at the relationship between performing arts in 

Persia and world theatre (pp. 377-388). 

2.3.1 Definition and History of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Abbasi defines Naghali as follows: 

Naghali is a type of storytelling, which can involve singing and/or acting. 

(Ibid., 171) (my translation) 

He gives an example (p. 171) of pre-Islamic storytelling in the Gathas17, performed in solo 

or chorus, by singing and performing/acting. He says that scholars believe that, in most of 

the performances, Zoroaster himself played the role of protagonist, with a chorus of 

disciples answering his questions in a call-and-response format, as per the Gathas. 

Abbasi (p. 35) provides an in-depth analysis of the meaning of ‘Bāzi’. Bāzi is at the core 

of Naghali and all Persian dramatic arts - when you perform, you are doing Bāzi. He says 

that the word ‘Bāzi’ is etymologically rooted in the ancient Pahlavi language18. It is the 

root of many terms that relate to Persian dramatic arts, for example, ‘Bāzi dar Avardan’ 

means to performatively imitate an event. ‘Laal-Bāzi’ is another Bāzi-based concept that 

relates to Naghali (p. 153); it means exaggeration in acting and is similar to the concept of 

‘pantomime’. Through the application of Laal-Bāzi, pre-Islamic Naghali could be 

 

17 ‘Gathas’ is a form of dramatic poetry from the ancient Persian Zoroastrian religion. 

18 Pahlavi is a Middle Persian language, meaning that it was primarily used from the end of 

Achaemenian dynasty (559–330 BC) to the advent of Islam in the 7th century AD. 
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performed without words, accompanied by only music or singing. ‘Sorat-Bāzi’ translates 

as ‘mask’ in English and Abbasi (p. 153) defines the term as meaning to performatively 

adopt a novel or stereotyped facial expression and goes on to say that Sorat-Bāzi was 

expressed in many different ways in Persian mythology. 

2.3.2 Political and Societal Role of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Abbasi writes about an important social theme that found its way into Naghali (p.133). 

During the early hours of the first day of spring, it was customary to sacrifice a cow in 

order to bring life back to the earth. This social practice was expressed in Naghali in the 

form of the story of Siyavash, an innocent prince who is sacrificed. It is also found in the 

Islamised version of the story of Siyavash that refers instead to Imam Hossein. 

 

2.3.3 Performative and Stylistic Aspects 
Abbasi states that Persia has a long history of recounting of stories in the form of prose or 

poetry. Evidently, in ‘Gathas’, there are solo or group episodes, which involved both 

singing and acting. Abbasi writes (p. 171) that, most of the time, Zoroaster (Zarathustra) 

performed as a solo actor/singer and his followers handled the chorus. Abbasi says that in 

one part of the ‘Gathas’, Zoroaster addressed his congregation and said “Now I will tell 

you the story of falsehood”, and he would then play the role of those with false beliefs and 

would predict their future before returning to a solo acting role and finally to the sermon19. 

Abbasi posits that these unexplained transitions between characters and perspectives show 

 

19 This hints at a pre-Islamic storytelling technique, involving introducing a concept during 

narration, then switching to performing an episode that demonstrates it and then returning to 

narration. This practice of switching between narration and acting remains in Naghali to this day. 



30 

 

that Eastern theatrical techniques, such as alienation and breaking the story into episodes, 

were applied in Gathas. 

Abbasi lists (p. 172) a number of performative and stylistic techniques in Naghali20 that 

later found their way into Persian theatre: 

• narration (reciting, retelling), 

• exaggeration using the body, 

• stamping feet on the ground, 

• clapping hands together, 

• emphasising aspects of speech, and  

• expressing sorrow/compassion through singing. 

Abbasi states (p. 174) that movement and gestures were vitally important to a Naghali 

performance – more so than narration and other aspects21. 

2.3.4 The Naghal 
Abbasi states (p. 173) that, apart from skill in narration, a Naghal should be proficient in 

the use of movement and gesture to convey meaning and have mastery over 

 

20 Although he does not specify whether these performance techniques pertain to pre-Islamic 

Naghali, we can surmise that, in his opinion, at least some of them do. On the same page (p. 172), 

as part of the same discussion of the lineage of Naghali, he refers to Parthian (247 BC – 224 AD) 

minstrels (Gosans and Khoniagar), and says that their performance techniques survive to the 

present day. 

21 If he is correct, this provides support for the significance of the gestural vocabulary presented 

in this thesis. According to Abbasi, the stylistic movement of the body was central to the 

performance of pre-Islamic Naghali. 
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characterisation and the expression of feelings. The Naghal should be familiar with music 

and should also be skilled in performatively mimicking horse riding, sword craft and 

martial arts. Naghals viewed themselves as ‘tellers’, and although some were descended 

from a long line of Naghals, most were first generation and did not pass the art onto their 

descendants (p. 173). 

2.3.5 Story Structure and Content 
Abbasi (p. 132) states that the development of agriculture in prehistoric times led to the 

creation of gods/goddesses of birth and growth. This resulted in a mythology of life, death 

and resurrection that became the subject of yearly ceremonies. He says that the Shahnameh 

derived from this mythology and is the subject of today’s most popular type of Naghali, 

Shahnameh-Khani. 

Stories in pre-Islamic Naghali included those about the prophet, Mani (p. 143) – the 

founder of Manichaeism (during the late Parthian and early Sassanid period, 216 – 275 

AD). 

Abbasi mentions (p. 143) the gəuš-urvan (the cow spirit), a major pre-Islamic story from 

the Gathas. He presents it as an example of an early story of Naghali, designed to provide 

the audience with an insightful lesson. The story was performed in ‘Ghahan’ (early 

Zoroastrianism). 

2.3.6 Critical Summary 
Abbasi’s account of pre-Islamic Naghali is completely consistent with that of Beyzaie, but 

he goes into much more detail, for example, his extensive exploration of the concept of 

‘Bāzi’. Interestingly, Abbasi’s analysis of the term ‘Sorat-Bāzi’ provides further insight 

into the concept of ‘mask’ in pre-Islamic Naghali; Beyzaie (1965, 29) highlights ‘mask’ as 

a core aspect of pre-Islamic Naghali. However, from Abbasi’s analysis, we see that the 

Persian term is broader than a physical mask placed over the face; it can be a performative 

facial expression adopted by the Naghal as part of her characterisation. 
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As compared to the other scholarly contributions reviewed in this thesis, Abbasi provides 

the most extensive account of pre-Islamic storytelling, particularly the performative 

aspects of the prophet, Zoroaster, who can be considered as the first Naghal in recorded 

history (see Section 2.4.4). He writes that Zoroaster used techniques such as switching back 

and forth between narrating and acting and lists other performative aspects that are still 

found in Naghali today. He emphasises the importance of body movement and gesture in 

Naghali, stating that it is the most important performative characteristic of Naghali. This 

has significance for the focus of my research, which is concerned with reconstructing the 

body movement aspects of pre-Islamic Naghali. 

2.4 Sadegh Ashorpour/ روپروشاع قداص  
This section examines the fourth book in Ashorpour’s series about performing arts in 

Persia, “Namayesh-ha-ye Irani” یناریا یاھشیامن ھعومجم زا ۴ دلج :یلاقن  (Ashorpour 2011), in 

which he focuses on classifying the different types of Naghali and Naghals, and how they 

were viewed by society. He covers pre-Islamic Naghali (pp. 39-47), mythological Naghali 

and Naghali that focuses on historical stories (pp. 49-66). 

2.4.1 Definition and History of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Ashorpour refers to Abu'l-Faraj Muhammad bin Is'hāq al-Nadim, the writer of Kitāb al-

Fihrist (p. 39), an Arab who wrote that the first Persians were mythologists whose stories 

were written in the voice of animals (i.e. from the perspective of animals) and stored in 

their treasuries22. 

Ashorpour writes that Naghali is a solo performance style; a type of storytelling with acting 

and singing. He says that the first time that someone wrote about Naghali was in the Safavid 

dynasty (1501–1736 AD) The author was Hossain Va’ehz; he wrote about storytelling in 

 

22 Here, al-Nadim is trying to communicate how important these stories were to the Persians. 
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general, the customary aspects of telling a story, reciting, how to speak heart-to-heart to 

the audience, what can be difficult in storytelling, how to avoid boring your audience, and 

more. 

2.4.2 Political and Societal Role of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
According to Ashorpour (p. 56), Epic Naghali, with its stories of bravery in great wars, 

played an important role in boosting the morale of Persian troops. 

Ashorpour discusses Gosans (a Parthian word). He says that Mohammad Moein translates 

Gosan as ‘musician’ or ‘shaman’. Gosans inherited a collection of customs and arts 

practices, including magic, ritualistic acts, dance, singing, prayer, sacrifice, catharsis, Bāzi 

(drama), clairvoyance, recounting and reciting. Using techniques such as dance, the Gosans 

told the stories of the Parthian heroes and they became highly respected figures in Parthian 

times. Their role in society was to protect the oldest Persian traditions and so they were 

perceived as a threat to the new religions (Zoroatrianism and Christianity). They eventually 

died out, although the Moghans (Zoroastrian high priests) learnt the craft of the Gosans 

and applied it. 

Ashorpour writes that Naghali arose during prehistory and flourished, but it has not fared 

well in today’s social and political climate. He notes that the key attributes of Naghali were 

inherited by Taziyeh23. Ashorpour says that in Taziyeh, a collection of characters is played 

by individuals, each having a story; many Taziyeh performers were originally Naghals. 

Taziyeh is a highly religious festival and is now one of the strongest Persian performing 

arts. 

 

23 Taziyeh, meaning ‘mourning for the dead’, emerged in the 10th century in Persia and became a 

popular form of theatre. It has roots in Persian mysticism and mourning ceremonies (Shahriari 

2006). 
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2.4.3 Performative and Stylistic Aspects 
Ashorpour states that Naghali is as old as human culture itself (p. 12). In ancient times, it 

could be ritual, religious or mythological. The religious style survived after the Islamic 

conquest of Persia and was adapted to the new religion. 

Ashorpour writes that pre-Islamic Naghali employed techniques such as recounting, 

coming out of character and breaking the fourth wall24. He says that this is clear from the 

Gathas (which means ‘17 hymns of Avesta’), a poetical religious work that is believed to 

have been composed by Zoroaster in the ancient Persian language ‘Ghahan’. This 

traditional way of telling a story is the old face of Persian dramatic arts, with one or two 

people telling the story by singing and/or acting. 

Naghali does not have a prescribed set design (p. 11). 

2.4.4 The Naghal 
Ashorpour interviewed Poordavoud25 (p. 47) who claims that the prophet Zoroaster should 

be considered as the first Naghal in Persian history. Zoroaster was a storyteller whose 

subject matter was the Gods and the Holy Word (p. 47). 

He writes that Naghals played a central role in the oral transmission of stories from 

generation to generation and in helping the preservation of cultural values. Apart from 

telling the story, the Naghal has a repertoire of movements, emotions and way of reciting 

 

24 In the terminology of Western theatre, Naghali breaks the fourth wall because Naghals are 

always in a conversational/communicative relationship with their audiences. However, because of 

the routine nature of this interaction with the audience, the concept of a fourth wall has no 

meaning in Naghali. 

25 Ebrahim Pourdavoud translated the Avesta into Persian in six volumes. In addition, he made 

many other significant contributions to Persian studies. 
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that are combined to create different characters. Naghals were skilled in the performative 

aspects of martial arts, wielding a sword very convincingly. Naghals generally learnt their 

movements in a Zoor-Khanei26, a traditional place where they got together to develop 

physical strength, like a dojo, with a master teacher. 

Ashorpour states that the technique of Naghali would be learnt from a master Naghal who 

loves his work and would take his apprentice to different venues. Once sufficiently skilled, 

the apprentice could fill in if needed. The master/apprentice relationship could be passed 

down within a given family but could also spread outside of a family. In some cases, people 

who couldn’t find work, or had an addiction, became a Naghal. 

The Tumar27 is the main script, written by the Naghals in a given lineage. It would be orally 

transmitted from master to apprentice, but once autonomous and working on her own, the 

new Naghal could add things here and there to personalise the script. The Tumar is a scroll 

and so is brief.  It includes not just words, but movements and actions. The Naghal would 

put it behind her hat or in her belt (hidden), so that she could refer to it if needed. 

Ashorpour writes that Naghals would sometimes trade Tumars with each other. A Naghal 

could accumulate Tumars and then trade with another Naghal. One of the most famous 

Tumar writers was Hadj Hossain Baba, also known as Meshkin; he was a high-ranking 

Dervish. He was a poet, a recounter, a Tumar writer and a barrister. 

The Naghal would say “I’m the person who says”, i.e. a “sayer”, a person of authority. If 

the Naghal was not recognised as an accomplished sayer, they would claim that they are 

practising “saying”. 

 

26 This is the modern name; we do not know what it was called in pre-Islamic times. 

27 The Tumar is used to this day, however, it is not clear when it was first used by Naghals. 
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2.4.5 Story Structure and Content  
Ashorpour writes that during the Achaemenid Empire, Persians began to write down their 

stories, In the Avesta, there are mythological characters that later found their way into 

Arabic translations of Persian stories and the Shahnameh. He states (p. 40) that this proves 

that Naghali was well developed and Persians understood the effect of this art form in the 

evolution of their culture and their view of the world. 

The book, “One Thousand and One Nights” was the first published compilation of the 

stories of Naghali. It was published 400 years after the Islamic conquest of Persia and 

recounts Persian stories dating back 2500 years (p. 40). 

Ashorpour says that Naghali is more than the Shahnameh28. Naghali story content was wide 

ranging; in addition to stories about kings, it covered the mythological, epic, religious, 

nationalistic, love stories and even the tales of traders and sailors. 

Mythological aspects were added to stories to make them more captivating and memorable, 

helping the stories to be passed orally from one generation to the next (pp. 49-50). 

Mythological and religious stories were adapted by substituting kings and queens for the 

main characters and modifying the details as necessary, for example, using the 

mythological poetry in the Yashts (Zoroastrian hymns). Ashorpour says that this limiting 

of story content to monarchist themes led to a loss of connection with the common person. 

Dictatorships and monarchies have been the norm throughout Persian history and so there 

has always been a large gulf between the government and the people (p. 54). 

A significant proportion of Naghali’s story content is epic in nature. Ashorpour states that 

Persian epic stories are similar to those of the Greeks and mentions the Illiad and Odyssey. 

 

28 In the last few hundred years, the Shahnameh (Persian Book of Kings) has become the 

predominant source of stories for Naghali, and so in the minds of many, the two are inseparable – 

Naghali is the performance of the Shahnameh. Ashorpour points out that this view is incorrect. 
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Epic stories are about the battles of heroes and heroines against the forces of evil and also 

cover love stories, national pride, as well as personal spiritual growth (p. 55). The primary 

collection of Persian epic stories is the Shahnameh. Ashorpour also mentions the Yashts 

from the Avesta, the Bahman-nameh and the Garshasp-nameh. 

Naghali also deals with historical stories, which in contrast to myths, claim to convey 

events that really happened. In Naghali, such stories focus on events that led to victory or 

even failure (p. 59), recounting the ups and downs in a way that was comprehensible to 

ordinary people as well as those in power. 

Sailor and trader stories were also common fare in Naghali, inspired by the diaries and oral 

accounts of adventurers on sea and land (p. 59). 

Finally, Ashorpour discusses “Ghanayee” (love reciting). These are specifically tragic love 

stories, that typically begin with love and end in tragedy, with one or both lovers losing 

their life to love (p. 71). 

2.4.6 Critical Summary 
Like the earlier authors reviewed here, Ashorpour largely focuses on Islamic Naghali 

and only devotes a short section of his book to pre-Islamic Naghali. He refers to Arab 

writers on Naghali, e.g Is'hāq al-Nadim and Hossain Va’ehz, because Persians 

transmitted the art form orally and so did not write it down. Therefore, because those 

accounts were written by cultural outsiders, it is possible that they were different to 

what would have been said by Persians at the time. It is interesting to note that he 

claims that the pre-Islamic Naghals (Gosans) were themselves threatened by the new 

religions of the time (Zoroastrianism and Christianity) and so Islam was not the first 

religion to have an impact on Naghali. On the other hand, Ashorpour (p. 47) says 

that Poordavoud stated that Zoroaster should be considered to be the first Naghal in 

Persian history. Presumably, he is not saying that Zoroaster was the first Naghal but 

is asserting that Zoroaster is the earliest Naghal about whom there is surviving 

literature.  
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2.5 Farideh Razi/ یزار هدیرف  
In her book, “Naghali and Rohozi” یضوحور و یلاقن , Razi (2011) looks at Naghali from a 

different angle to the other authors reviewed in this thesis. She focuses on epic poetry, oral 

traditions, myths and relationships to Greek theatre. She tackles the relationship between 

Naghali, tribal performing arts and what she calls “magical ceremonies”. 

Razi covers Naghali and visual art, Naghali and religion, the Tumar, the audience, Turkish 

Naghali, musical and sonic aspects of Naghali, and the female Naghal. This section draws 

exclusively from her book. 

2.5.1 Definition and History of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
According to Razi (p. 18), Naghali is the embodiment of Persian culture and is in fact living 

literature. She states that many believe Naghali to be the starting point of subsequent group 

performance. 

She writes that Naghali began as solo performance in tribes, dancing through forests or 

performing around the fire. It was a multi-faceted art form that could be expressed in many 

different ways, but its key characteristic was that it was a form of storytelling. In prehistoric 

times, the individuals of a tribe assembled to listen/watch the tribal chief. The chief might 

recount an event, a story, a magical practice, or an aspect of mythology. This was the birth 

of performing arts, according to Razi. 

Razi states that because reading and writing were not common, pre-Islamic Naghali was 

an oral tradition. Naghali was the primary means of transmission of Persian culture from 

one generation to the next (p. 5). 

2.5.2 Political and Societal Role of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
In Persia, the responsibility for preserving the cultural, national, mythical and historical 

stories, fell on the shoulders of the Dehghan caste. They were devoted to Persian culture, 

were wealthy landowners and were socially responsible, although they never became 

rulers. They were Naghals (p. 3). She also says that in the Shahnameh, Ferdowsi confirms 
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that during the reign of Yazdegerd III (the last king of the Sasanian Empire), Dehghans 

were employed to collect, compile and record the greatness of royal heroes. Dehghans with 

the title, ‘Lord/Master of Books’ existed until the Mongol invasion (around 1220 AD). 

Razi writes about the relationship between Naghali, common culture and cherished 

traditional customs (pp. 16-17). The common culture of Persians was transmitted orally, 

and this tradition is still alive today. Oral poetry embodied Persian mythology and history, 

for example Zoroastrianism, which referred to the first owners of the land. Naghals 

memorised the oral poetry of Persia and transferred it to one another “heart to heart”. Thus, 

Naghali played a central role in the retention and transmission of Persian culture and 

folklore (p. 5). 

Naghali’s primary audience is the common people (p. 19). In Persia, Shahnameh-Khani 

(the most popular form of Naghali today) is the nationalistic and common theatre of the 

people; they created and developed it, and so it does not belong to any regime or authority 

(p. 19). Razi concurs with Ashorpour in saying that Taziyeh can be viewed as a collective 

performance by Naghals (p. 19). 

2.5.3 Performative and Stylistic Aspects 
She states that pre-Islamic Naghali was not performed in a theatre and didn’t have sets (p. 

19); a Naghal would have to be prepared to perform anywhere. She also writes that male 

Naghals wore a white shirt, open in front, with a tunic or cloak (called a Gaba), a half skirt 

(as worn by blacksmiths, called a Naal-band), a vest (called a Jeligheh), leather shoes with 

ankle straps (called Charoogh), an ornamental halter (called a Reshmeh) and had a 

theatrical, handheld branch (called a Methragh). The Naghal made minimal use of props 

(p. 19). 

On p.17, she writes that the Naghal travelled from one character to another in the story, 

without missing a beat in the rhythm of the story. The Naghal would change the tone of 

her voice to suit the atmosphere, using pauses to garner attention and to heighten curiosity. 
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She would suspend the story, switching to another and building tension by uttering non-

verbal vocalisations (p. 17). 

For the duration of the one to two-hour performance, the Naghal was in total control of 

herself and her audience of around 200 people and performed poetically, as well as talking 

directly to her audience (p. 21). She would use her hands and head movements, clapping 

her hands together as well as tapping/stomping on the ground. 

2.5.4 The Naghal 
Razi writes (p. 2) that the first Persian historians established their legacy through their 

mastery of the ability to recount historical stories poetically. These early historians were in 

fact storytellers; Naghals who spread knowledge of history by travelling from place to 

place to tell their stories. 

Razi lists (p. 3) Naghals who, through their telling of major Persian stories, preserved them 

for future generations. She states that, based on the preface to Abu Mansouri’s edition of 

the Shanameh, Ferdowsi wrote the Shahnameh based on the stories passed down orally by 

Naghals including: 

• Azad-Sarve/ ورسدازآ  (Free Cypress) 

• Shaadan-Barzin/ نیزرب ناداش  (Happy Rider) 

• Pireh-Khorasan/ ناسارخ ریپ  (Elder of Khorasan) 

• Shaho/ وھاش  (Royal) 

• Khorshid-Bahram/ مارھب دیشروخ  (Sun of Nahram) 

She states that most of the stories were in the form of poetry, and in ancient Persia, it would 

not be possible to be a poet without also being a musician; thus, Naghals were also very 

skilled musicians (p. 7). In fact, musicians were the only people who could refuse the 

request of a king (p. 10). 
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To the Naghal, Naghali is more than performance; it is a way of life (p. 17). The Naghal’s 

goal is to preserve her people’s culture. To this end, she travels from place to place and 

transmits the stories from one heart to another. Imaginary stories become reality through 

the Naghal’s performance, and she is able to tap into the spirit of the story, awakening the 

wisdom of the ancestors; a sort of genetic memory (p. 17). Naghali is a solo storytelling 

form; through the accumulated experience of performance, the Naghal explores different 

ways of telling the story (p. 18). 

A Naghal is someone who performs nationalistic, legendary and mythical stories in public 

spaces, such as coffee houses29 or city squares, using stylistic word delivery, vocalisations 

and gestures (p. 18). The Naghal has a pedagogical relationship to her audience, giving 

them ethical and cultural lessons through the medium of her stories (p. 17). 

Naghals are psychologists (p. 21) and their knowledge of human nature comes from their 

story material; the truth revealing itself through repeated telling and improvised variation. 

Naghals were Dehgans. 

Naghals have amazing imagination and concentration, are naturally gifted and are skilled 

in rhythmic body movements (pp. 53-54). 

2.5.5 Story Structure and Content 
Razi writes (p. 21) that, in Naghali, the story can be presented in a non-linear manner and 

this makes performance challenging for the Naghal. Also, different stories can be 

interleaved with one another, with transitions that are so seamless, the audience barely 

notices. The stories were about wondrous events, love and evil, gods and heroes/heroines, 

 

29 In the literature on Naghali, the term ‘coffee house’ is used in the general sense of a place 

where people gathered to eat, drink and smoke together. It is not meant to imply that coffee was 

served. 
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kings and poets. Naghals recited these stories again and again in every corner of the land, 

at parties, religious ceremonies, social events, palaces and homes (p. 1). 

2.5.6 Critical Summary 
Razi concurs with the other authors reviewed in this chapter but provides a novel 

contribution to the literature by looking at the relationship between Naghali, epic poetry, 

oral traditions, myths, Greek theatre and tribal performing arts. She also covers visual art, 

religion, Turkish Naghali, the female Naghal and the musical/sonic characteristics of 

Naghali. Her book contains a lot of important detail that is not addressed by the other 

authors, for example, mapping part of the lineage of Naghals who orally transmitted the 

stories that ended up being part of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. 

2.6 Conclusions 
Although it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions about pre-Islamic Naghali, the 

literature collectively provides a number of insights into the early Persian performance 

traditions, which can form the basis for a creative reconstruction of the style.  

Beyzaie wrote the seminal work on Naghali (1965), and the other four authors reviewed 

here largely concur with him while going into much greater detail on different aspects. 

Very little has been written on pre-Islamic Naghali, but what exists is synthesised in the 

next chapter. This culminates in a description of the perspective on Naghali used for the 

creative reconstruction (Section 3.4) in this thesis. 
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PRE-ISLAMIC NAGHALI 

3.1 Introduction 
Here, my intention is to present my perspective on pre-Islamic Naghali, based on (i) the 

literature on Naghali and the early Persian performance practices that inspired or eventually 

grew into Naghali; and (ii) the relationship between Naghali, Epic theatre and 

biomechanics. This account of pre-Islamic Naghali will form the foundation for the NGV 

and its subsequent practice-based development.  

The earliest indications about pre-Islamic Naghali, perhaps, come from Zoroastrianism 

because of surviving texts such as the Avesta and especially the Gathas. However, this 

presupposes that Naghali was influenced by the performative aspects of Zoroastrian ritual. 

Major Naghali scholars agree that this was the case, e.g. (Agha-Abbasi 2012, 251) and 

(Boyce 1957, 31), but one cannot know for certain to what extent Naghali was affected by 

Zoroastrianism. The Gathas indicates that Zoroaster employed call-and-response (Agha-

Abbasi 2012, 251-252). We know that modern Naghali uses call-and-response and so it is 

not unreasonable to suppose that this aspect survives from the pre-Islamic period. 

It has been argued that the first Persian storytellers were hunters and warriors, and that 

consequently the subject matter was likely to have been epic in nature. Certainly, 

contemporary Naghali has a major epic component, as found in Shanameh-Khani, which 

is the story of the pre-Islamic Persian kings and so incorporates performative gestures 
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depicting the actions of warriors. Whether or not the very first Persian storytellers were 

hunters and warriors, it is reasonable to suppose that pre-Islamic Naghali had an epic 

component, as there are many corroborative indications, such as the role of Dehghans/ ناقھد  

during the Sasanian Empire (Section 2.5.2). 

Images on ancient Persian pottery provide evidence for the use of animal masks in 

performance and Zoroaster is believed to have used dance (Agha-Abbasi 2012). Also, 

Zoroaster is thought to have employed the technique of breaking the fourth wall and to 

have used an episodic (fragmented) story structure, both characteristics of modern Naghali 

(Ibid., 171, 254). So, it is reasonable to assume that these features of modern Naghali date 

back to pre-Islamic times, though, as with all of these assertions, this is open to debate. 

Although none of these individual hypotheses about the precursors of Naghali can be 

corroborated, taken as a whole, they can provide guidance in the creative reconstruction of 

pre-Islamic Naghali. 

3.2 Historical Development of Pre-Islamic Naghali 
Historical accounts of pre-Islamic Persia are difficult to confirm, as no historical texts have 

survived from that time (Macuch 2009). This difficulty is compounded by the efforts of 

Islamicate30 historians to recast the stories of pre-Islamic Persia to represent allegorically 

the submission of Persia to Islam (Tavakoli-Targhi 1996). As with all historical accounts, 

it is difficult to discern fact from politically motivated revisionism. For example, an Iranian 

intellectual movement (known as Kayvani, Azari or Dasatir), exiled to India in the early 

 

30 The term “Islamicate” refers to “those traditions that were associated with Islam more 

indirectly, through forming a part of the overall civilization in which Muslims were leaders” 

(Hodgson 1974, 95). 
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17th century, pushed a historical viewpoint that saw the Islamisation of Persia as a tragic 

destruction of a wonderful culture (Ibid., 150). 

As reviewed in Chapter 2, despite the lack of written documentary evidence on the origins 

of Naghali, some scholars have attempted to extrapolate from the available evidence to 

hypothesise about the early development of Naghali and the cultural forces that led to its 

birth and evolution into more sophisticated dramatic forms, e.g. Beyzaie (1965, 29). Given 

that those were prehistoric times, one cannot corroborate such hypotheses. Nevertheless, 

with this caveat in mind, it is worthwhile examining such early evolutionary options 

because they may provide insights into the origins of pre-Islamic Naghali, the forces that 

shaped it and in turn its resulting characteristics. 

Dramatic storytelling evolved during the many phases of the Persian Empire and was 

known by a number of different names during that period. The Islamic conquest of Persia 

led to the imposition of significant constraints on Naghali and this forced Naghals to 

enhance their dramatic performance capabilities in certain areas, e.g. acting, to compensate 

for the loss of other aspects, such as musical accompaniment. Knowledge of these changes 

allows one to make more informed inferences about pre-Islamic Naghali and allows one to 

look at current performance technique and style to discern the characteristics of Naghali 

before the imposition of Islamic constraints; these aspects are discussed in Section 3.2. 

3.2.1 The Hunter-Gatherer 
According to Beyzaie (1965), Persian history begins during the hunter-gatherer period 

(around 2000 BC). These first Persians were Aryan migrants from Middle Asia (Amoozgar 

1991) and according to Beyzaie were nomadic hunter-gatherers. We can speculate that their 

folk tales derived from their predominant tribal activities, and in particular, those that held 

some degree of dramatic power, for example, hunting and war stories. Although hunters 

and warriors were not specialised storytellers, their stories may have helped solidify their 

position as the most powerful members of their society, by emphasising the dangers that 

they had overcome. Feasibly, hunters and warriors were the first storytellers and 

performers in prehistoric society. Speculating further, the impact of the hunter/warrior’s 
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story may have been heightened through the use of such dramatic devices as exaggeration, 

tonal variation, gesturing, use of animal masks and story structuring devices such as 

building of tension, followed by release and resolution. Although, there is no evidence 

about which dramatic devices Persian hunter/warrior storytellers might have used, an 

indication could perhaps be found by analysing surviving aboriginal hunting/war stories 

and performance methods, but this lies outside the scope of this thesis. 

Although not Persian, supporting evidence for the importance of hunting in prehistoric 

storytelling comes from Palaeolithic cave paintings of animals, such as those in the 

Lascaux caves in southern France. Significantly, in many such caves, the paintings are 

concentrated in areas of greatest sonic resonance, indicating that storytelling and/or singing 

took place in the caverns that were decorated with the paintings (Reznikoff 2008). 

Given that hunting/war stories were likely to have been heroic in nature, in Persian culture 

they may have been the precursors to Epic Naghali, which Beyzaie (1965) says is one of 

the oldest types of Naghali. The story content of Epic Naghali deals with the exploits of 

heroes and heroines who had cultural significance to Persians, for example, in the 

Shahnameh (Persian Book of Kings). According to (Najm 2011, 34), this nomadic hunter-

gatherer lifestyle inspired the first Persian myths, which were then transmitted orally by 

storytellers from generation to generation until they were ultimately written down. Perhaps 

because of its significant role in reinforcing cultural identity, Epic Naghali survives to this 

day as Shahnameh-Khani and is the pre-eminent style of Naghali. 

In conclusion, if we accept that the first Persians were hunter-gatherers and that 

hunting/war stories were likely to have been the most compelling, this suggests that the 

earliest forms of pre-Islamic Naghali were likely to have been epic in nature, focusing on 

the heroic aspects of the tribe’s history. The portrayal of heroic characters in such stories 

would have involved the incorporation of warrior movements and the symbolic use of 

weapons into the storytelling. More generally, these first stories probably related to the 

primary needs of the tribe. 
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3.2.2 Prayer Dance 
According to Beyzaie (1965), in prehistoric Persia, entertainment and education likely 

happened around the fire at night when all of the members of the tribe would get together. 

Thus, fire was perhaps the first focal point for storytellers, while providing warmth and 

protection from wild animals. As we shall see in the next section, fire was very important 

to the most ancient surviving Persian religion, Zoroastrianism.  

Beyzaie (1965) writes that tribal members performed prayer dance with grotesque 

movements, wearing makeup and accompanied by intimidating sound production. 

Possibly, the motivation for prayer dance was to arouse and elevate the combative spirit of 

the tribe. There is indicative evidence for such gatherings on the images found on ancient 

pottery (Ibid.). Indeed, it appears that they wore animalistic masks and costumes; this is 

suggested by small pieces of pottery that date back to 1500 BC, showing two members of 

a dance group wearing mountain goat masks and holding symmetrical branches between 

them (Ibid., 28). A number of examples of such images have been found, particularly in a 

place called Khvārazm (part of ancient Persia). Sometimes during prayer dance, a couple 

of performers, wearing animal masks, fled from two other performers who played the part 

of hunters, running until the ones in animal masks would fall to the ground, as previously 

agreed between the performers (Ibid., 28). Beyzaie says that prayer dance was one of the 

prehistoric precursors of Naghali. 

In conclusion, Beyzaie is a respected scholar of Persian performing arts. However, as he 

states himself, apart from images on pottery, it is not clear if there is any other supporting 

evidence for prayer dance in prehistoric Persia. Nevertheless, the pottery strongly indicates 

the use of animal masks in performance, and masks are believed to have been an important 

part of pre-Islamic Naghali. 

3.2.3 Zoroastrianism 
As Zoroastrianism was the predominant religion in pre-Islamic Persia, it is likely to have 

had a strong influence on the early style of Naghali performance, because, as explained 

below, the prophet Zoroaster is believed to have employed strong performance elements 
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during his religious gatherings. Zoroaster is considered to be the first Persian prophet on 

historical record (Agha-Abbasi 2012, 171), and, in the sense that he was a solo storyteller, 

is the first Naghal that we know of. 

Zoroastrianism is a very ancient Persian religion, thought to have evolved from an Indo-

Persian religion that originated some 4,000 years ago (Foltz 2004). It is not known for sure 

when Zoroaster was alive, but Mary Boyce (1996, 3) argues that it is likely to have been 

around 1000 BC; this estimate is supported by many other scholars of ancient Persian 

history, as listed in (Ibid., 3). At that time, most Persians lived in tents and gathered around 

the fire at night for entertainment and to socialise (Beyzaie 1965). Beyzaie (Ibid., 85) 

declares that the idea for shadow puppetry in Persia arose within this context. Sunset 

ushered in the start of ritual dance, singing, poetry reading and shadow puppetry. 

With regard to Zoroaster’s performance style, he would stand in front of the chorus of his 

disciples and read/sing parts of the Avesta, a poetic book of his spiritual beliefs. This was 

done in a call-and-response style (Ibid., 30), between Zoroaster and the chorus, but also 

occasionally with the audience (Agha-Abbasi 2012, 171). Gathas is poetry in the Avesta, 

written for solo and group voice and it likely had performative aspects to it. In Gathas, 

when performed by Zoroaster, we see the breaking of the fourth wall and the fragmentation 

of story lines as a whole (Ibid., 171, 254). 

The performance took place in front of a holy fire. The whole performance would foster a 

shamanic, trance-like ambience. The holy fire would cast shadows onto their clothes and 

the surrounding environment. Zoroaster used dance-like movements and probably used 

music (Ibid., 250). The performance aimed to put the performers and audience into a state 

similar to what today is called Irfan in the Persian, Arabic, Urdu and Turkish languages – 

a heightened spiritual state of wisdom and omniscience. The performance was complete 

when Zoroaster surmised that this state had been achieved. 

It seems likely that there was cross-fertilization between Zoroastrian practice and Naghali. 

According to Boyce (1957, 31), evidence for cross-fertilization comes from the presence 
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of heroic stories in liturgical texts and the incorporation of ancient gods into secular epic 

stories.  

In conclusion, there are indications that Zoroaster used performance techniques, such as 

dance and call-and-response, to entrance his congregation. These techniques were also a 

part of the performative repertoire of pre-Islamic Naghals (Agha-Abbasi 2012, 250). 

However, there is no evidence about which tradition developed these techniques first, or 

indeed, whether they had evolved from earlier Indo-Persian storytelling practices. 

3.3 Relationships and Similarities 
One can discern similarities between Naghali and other Eastern theatrical art forms, for 

example, Kabuki and Theatre of Noh. However, comparing and contrasting them with 

Naghali lies outside the scope of this thesis. 

As explained in Section 1.1, the motivation for this research is to help preserve Naghali, 

which is now a critically endangered art form. Part of this strategy is to introduce Naghali 

to Western dramatic arts, because I believe that Naghali’s chances of survival will be 

improved if it is more widely appreciated and Western dramatic arts will be enriched 

through this intercultural stylistic infusion. Indeed, one can argue that Western dramatic 

arts were enriched through the likeminded efforts of Western practitioners such as Peter 

Brook, Jerzy Grotowski and Tadeusz Kantor, who participated in the Shiraz Art Festival 

in Iran between 1967 and 1978 (Talajooy 2008, 36). Brook and the poet Ted Hughes 

collaborated in the creation of “Orghast”, a play based on the myth of Prometheus, and 

used the extinct Persian language, Avesta. Peter Brook witnessed a Taziyeh performance 

in Iran and described it as “one of the strongest things I have ever seen in theatre” (Ibid., 

36). Brook and Hughes then collaborated in a production of “The Conference of the Birds”, 

a Persian poem by Farid Ud-Din Attar.  

This conviction in the potential for cross-fertilisation between Naghali and Western 

dramatic arts stems from my observation of various similarities between Naghali and 

Western dramatic arts; in particular, I was intrigued by some of the parallels between 
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Brechtian theatre and Naghali, as well as Naghali’s relationship to Meyerhold’s conception 

of theatre. Their work had a seminal influence on my research. Having said that, one cannot 

be sure that introducing Naghali to Western dramatic arts will help its survival or will 

enrich Western theatre practice. 

3.3.1 Bertolt Brecht’s Epic Theatre  
Bertolt Brecht’s concept of Epic theatre has several similarities to Naghali; for example, 

his Verfremdungseffekt31 concept (Brecht 2008), in which techniques are used to snap the 

audience out of their immersion in the performance. In Naghali, this can happen when the 

Naghal alternates between the roles of narrator and actor, and also takes on the role of 

different characters in the play. Furthermore, Brecht’s theories on theatre practice have 

parallels in Naghali. In Brecht’s view, the story in Epic theatre comprises a number of 

separate situations, each self-contained. Like Naghali, there is no need for a single plotline 

or overall logical flow. Brecht also believed that theatre should be a tool for social change 

(Esslin 1959); this stance is similar to that of Naghali, which has important social didactic 

goals. 

Martin Esslin, one of the leading scholars on Brecht, wrote the following about Brecht’s 

concept of Epic theatre: 

“The construction of the plays of the epic theatre, which rejects the logically 

built, well made play, is free from the need of creating suspense, loosely knit 

and episodic, instead of mounting to a dynamic climax, the story unfolds in a 

number of separate situations, each rounded and complete in itself. The total 

effect of the play will be built up through the juxtaposition and ‘montage’ of 

contrasting episodes. While Aristotelian drama can only be understood as a 

whole, the epic drama can be cut into slices which will continue to make sense 

 

31 Alienation effect. 
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and give pleasure, like favourite chapters of a novel that can be read by 

themselves, or extracts from plays of great length that are performed as self 

contained units in the Chinese classical theatre.” (Esslin 1959, 113) 

These words could equally well have been written about Naghali, which organises its 

subject matter into a collection of self-contained episodes, rather than a single overall story. 

Also, Brechtian acting employs a form of narration that is strikingly similar to the narrative 

technique of Naghali. Martin Esslin writes: 

“The basis of the Brechtian technique of acting is the conception that the actor 

should not regard himself as impersonating the character so much as narrating 

the actions of another person at a definite time in the past. To illustrate these 

actions and to make them fully understood by the audience he goes through the 

motions the character made, imitates the tone of his voice, repeats his facial 

expression, but only to the extent of quoting them. The Brechtian style of acting 

is acting in quotation marks.”  (Esslin 1961, 120) 

However, there are of course differences between Naghali and Brechtian theatre. One of 

the key approaches used by the Naghal is to, at times, put her audience into a trance. In 

contrast, Brecht says that the actor should not try to put the audience into a trance and 

should likewise keep himself free from a state of trance (Esslin 1959, 121).  

3.3.2 Vsevolod Meyerhold 
My focus on reconstructing the gestural aspects of dramatic pre-Islamic Persian storytelling 

was influenced by Meyerhold’s Biomechanics. Meyerhold developed a series of 

biomechanical exercises that were used to train the actor in developing their kinaesthetic 

and spatial awareness: 

“The actor must train his material (the body), so that so that it is capable of 

executing instantaneously those tasks that are dictated externally (by the actor, 

the director…)” (Braun 2016) 
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Although, in one of his early productions32, Meyerhold adopted a symbolist approach and 

meticulously choreographed every pose and move to create a sequence of gestures, he later 

moved beyond this constraining methodology (Zazzali 2008, 295). Biomechanics is not 

meant to be a prescriptive set of symbolic gestures to be used in performance; rather, it is 

a strategy for developing a theatrical aesthetic and achieving mastery over the use of the 

body in theatrical performance. Similarly, the Naghali Gestural Vocabulary (NGV) is a 

method of internalising my reconstructed version of the gestural style of pre-Islamic 

Naghali, although it differs from biomechanics in the sense that the gestures are intended 

for use in performance. 

Meyerhold’s biomechanics was one of  the inspirations for the development of the Naghali 

Gestural Vocabulary (NGV). However, whereas biomechanics presents 16 etudes based on 

a variety of traditions, including pantomime, Commedia dell'arte and Asian theatre (Ibid., 

299), the NGV derives solely from the Shahnameh illustrations and uses them as the basis 

for reconstructing visually, culturally and aesthetically appropriate gestures for pre-Islamic 

Naghali. 

Meyerhold’s philosophy of theatre-making is, in many ways, kindred in spirit to what we 

know of pre-Islamic Naghali. Like Naghali, his approach was non-realistic, preferring the 

spiritual, symbolic and poetic (Ibid., 295). Also, as is the case in Naghali, Meyerhold strove 

to move beyond symbolism. Although Naghali can be considered to be a type of symbolic 

and non-realistic theatre, it does not employ a prescribed set of rules or symbols. This 

means that gesture and movement in Naghali are quite unlike the approach taken in 

Katakali or Kabuki. The symbols used and the performer’s understanding of them differs 

from Naghal to Naghal. Each Naghal brings her own personal aesthetic to the movements 

in Naghali and this is also how Meyerhold directed his practice. Naghali employs 

exaggerated gesture and movement, and this exaggeration amplifies the gestures to the 

 

32 “The Death of the Tintagiles” by Maurice Maesterlink. 
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point where they could be described as grotesque. Meyerhold too, explored a theatrical 

style that was described as grotesque (Ibid., 296), moving away from the realism of 

practitioners such as Stanislavsky. Meyerhold believed that dramatic expression was linked 

to physical gestures which engendered the underlying emotions in the performer (Ibid., 

298). Stylistic gestures are part of what defines Naghali as Naghali; without the use of the 

body in this way, narration is just a collection of words. The Naghal’s expressive use of 

her body gives emphasis and greater meaning to the words and communicates something 

that is beyond words. 

In defining the essential elements of theatre, Meyerhold added the spectator to yield 

author/director/actor/spectator (Hoover 1965, 242). This is essentially how Naghali is 

viewed by scholars; the Naghal is author/director/actor (dramaturge) and the audience is 

integral to the performance. At least as far back as the time of Zoroaster, who was 

considered by Poordavoud to be the first Naghal in recorded history (Section 2.4.4), call-

and-response was commonplace in Naghali. To the Naghal, the audience is an integral part 

of the performance; she has a conversational relationship with them and tailors her delivery 

to suit. 

Like Brecht, Meyerhold had no compunction when it came to reinterpreting the literary 

sources of his plays. For example, in Nikolai Gogol’s “The Inspector General” (1926), 

Meyerhold integrated parts of Gogol’s other works and repartitioned it to achieve an 

episodic structure (Ibid., 248). Rewriting of source material is the rule rather than the 

exception in Naghali; for a given story, the Naghal may carry a Tumar, which represents 

her personal interpretation of the story. This practice of rewriting the story is part of the 

overall aesthetic of Naghali, which values improvisation and personal interpretation. This 

aesthetic includes movement and gesture; thus, it is important to understand that the NGV 

developed in this thesis is not intended to be a canonical, definitive set to be applied 

verbatim in performance. The NGV is a guide; I believe that, through its practice, the 

performer will absorb the stylistic aspects of gesture in pre-Islamic Naghali and will be 

able to apply them intuitively in any performance. In this sense, the intention underlying 

the NGV is very similar to Meyerhold’s etudes in biomechanics – not a specific set of 
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prescribed movements, but rather a way of developing an ultimately unconscious 

connection between the performer’s inner world and its outer, corporeal expression. 

3.3.3 Eugenio Barba 
Influenced by Meyerhold, Stanislawski and Grotowski, Eugenio Barba developed his 

concept of Theatre Anthropology. For Barba, this is a pragmatic science that involves the 

study of the performer’s pre-expressive stage behaviour (Barba 2005); according to Barba, 

this extra-daily behaviour is what we call technique. Much of the normal behaviour of daily 

life is influenced by culture and becomes automatic; Theatre Anthropology seeks to replace 

such mundane and unconscious behaviour with conscious, scenic behaviour that may also 

embody commonalities between different performance styles (Okus 2020, 37). Barba was 

interested in Eastern performance and its application to Western dramatic arts, but advised 

against Western actors copying Eastern forms, as this would result in a pale imitation of 

the original. Instead, he argued that Western actors should use Eastern performance 

concepts as a tool in exploring their own development (Barba 1985, as cited in Watson 

1988, 54). My intention for the application of pre-Islamic Naghali to Western performing 

arts is the same as Barba’s recommendation for melding Eastern performance concepts into 

Western theatre –– namely to provide inspiration and a stylistic palette, rather than to try 

to authentically create a pre-Islamic Naghali performance. 

3.4 Perspective on Naghali Adopted for this Research 
The disparate sources reviewed earlier offer various perspectives on pre-Islamic Naghali. 

I consider myself to be a Naghal (a practitioner of Naghali) with my own, personal, view 

of what Naghali is. Although my perspective is grounded in the literature, this research and 

its creative reconstruction of pre-Islamic Naghali inevitably reflects my own intuitions on 

what aspects to focus on. 

This section summarises, in bullet point form, my perspective on pre-Islamic Naghali, 

which is the basis for my subsequent practice. In Section 3.5, I then describe my view of 
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what it means to be a Naghal, building on Beyzaie’s conception of the Naghal as portraitist. 

These two sections inevitably overlap to some extent because Naghali and the Naghal are 

deeply entwined. Naghali is the style and the Naghal is the practitioner of that style. 

• Naghali is an ancient form of Persian drama and is the practice of solo, dramatic 

storytelling (Beyzaie 1965, 29). 

• Stories in Naghali have an episodic structure and this results in an alienation 

effect. As the Naghal goes in and out of character, in order to portray each, the 

illusion of being a specific character is repeatedly broken and rewoven (Agha-

Abbasi 2012, 254). 

• A story can be a poem, prose or a combination of the two – though most 

frequently a poem (Najm 2011, 291). 

• Typically, a story does not have a logical argument, but rather appeals to the 

emotions of its audience (Beyzaie 1965). 

• Naghali has a didactic function. It should foster the moral consciousness of its 

audience members by challenging their minds and souls through their experience 

of the story (Najm 2011). 

• In pre-Islamic Persia, Naghali was the occupation of prophets, such as Zoroaster, 

Gosans (as mentioned in “Vis u Rāmin”), Dehghan poets/musicians and oral 

historians (Agha-Abbasi 2012; Razi 2011). 

• In pre-Islamic times, dramatic performance was initially ritualistic (Floor 2005). 

• Naghali was performed for royalty and the common people (Floor 2005, 82), as 

well as to raise the spirit of troops going into battle. 

• Naghals hired and worked with poets, historians and advisors to kings and 

queens. Naghali was at least partially responsible for the preservation of early 

Persian stories, mythology and political history (Razi 2011). 

• Naghali, through its dramatic storytelling, connected the nation to its values, 
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ancestors and ethics. In pre-Islamic stories, even heroes and heroines embodied 

human frailties. This made the themes of the stories relevant to the average 

person (Beyzaie 1965). 

• To Persians, Naghali was the seminal art form that gave rise to later Persian 

dramatic arts, such as Taziyeh, Pardeh-Khani and puppet theatre (Ashorpour 

2011). 

• Naghali makes limited use of props and does not generally use a stage for 

performance (Razi 2011). This minimalist approach is similar in spirit to 

Grotowski’s notion of “poor theatre”, where the goal is to perform without the 

aid of costumes and props (Slowiak and Cuesta 2018). 

• A Naghali performance can happen anywhere, for example, in the street or in a 

coffee house (Razi 2011). 

• Naghali is an independent and honest art form. Its veracity comes from its 

allegiance to the people, rather than any government or societal hierarchy. This 

underlying ethic has made Naghali a socially respected art form and has also 

fostered social awareness and a sense of responsibility amongst Naghals. 

Naghals were motivated to educate audiences from a foundation of truth and the 

fundamental values of their culture (Najm 2011). 

• In terms of Western theatre practice, the Naghal breaks the fourth wall 

(Ashorpour 2011).  

3.5 What it Means to be a Naghal – Being a Portraitist  
I follow Beyzaie (1965) in characterising the Naghal as a portraitist (Section 2.1.3). 

Conventionally, a portraitist is understood to be one who creates a portrait, for example, a 

painting or photograph of a person. More generally, a portraitist can be understood to be 

someone who portrays, and this portrayal can take any number of forms, and is not limited 

to a static, visual presentation such as a drawing or painting. An important element of a 
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portrait is that the artist intends for it to be identified as such (Gadamer 2000). For example, 

a photograph of a person is not a portrait unless the photographer (portraitist) takes it with 

the intention of creating a portrait of the subject. 

The term “portraitist” is the closest that one can get in English to the meaning of the Persian 

word used by Beyzaie to describe the role and attitude of a Naghal. In making a portrait, 

the Naghal as portraitist is engaged in more than acting or impersonation; through her 

relationship with her own physical being, she somehow transforms herself into the person 

being portrayed. She in some sense becomes that person – she is both portraitist and 

portrait. 

Making a portrait in Naghali is a relationship the Naghal has with her own physical being 

within the framework of the story. Her body, through its physical expressions, becomes the 

portrait, and through her understanding of its expressive potential, she is the master portrait 

maker. This concept of being a portraitist and becoming the other is a mind-set that fosters 

a heightened ability to convey the essence of another human being. 

My conception of the Naghal as portraitist is as follows: 

• To the Naghal, Naghali is more than a profession. It is a way of life. This 

dedication and intensity mean that she can tap into the very essence of a story 

(Razi 2011, 17). 

• A Naghal is a solo performer who acts out the parts of all of the characters, 

narrates the story and may also sing. The narrative can be presented as any 

combination of prose, poetry or song (Beyzaie 1965). 

• The Naghal values musical accompaniment, and in pre-Islamic times, the 

preferred instrument was the harp (Beyzaie 1965, 65). 

• Naghali is a traveller’s art. Within the Persian Empire, one of its missions was to 

tell stories to the peoples of different nations and thereby foster intercultural 

communication. Consequently, Naghals travel light and use minimal props 

(Najm 2011). 
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• The Naghal cites and “re-cites” stories and this repetition fosters insights into 

their underlying meaning (Razi 2011, 21). 

• The role of the Naghal in Naghali is analogous to what, in modern dramatic arts, 

is referred to as a dramaturge. The Naghal mostly directs her own performance 

and rewrites the story in a personal way – often written down in a Tumar – a set 

of personal performance notes (Ashorpour 2011). 

• A Naghal employs vocal dynamics to express herself, sometimes shouting, 

sometimes whispering (Najm 2011). 

• For a Naghal, rhythmic movement and dance are the most expressive means of 

acting. 

• The use of exaggerated facial expressions is like wearing different masks. In 

Farsi, this is known as “sorat-Bāzi” – mastery of the expression of emotion 

through the use of facial expressions (Agha-Abbasi 2012). 

• A Naghal can transition between an imaginative world and the reality in front of 

her; in ancient times Naghals were considered to be magical beings, shamans 

and prophets (Ashorpour 2011). 

• A Naghal values the magical in performance and this leads her to employ ritual 

as well as exaggeration (Beayzaie 1965). 

• A Naghal is familiar with the history, beliefs, rituals and national stories of her 

audience (Ashorpour 2011). 

• A Naghal’s subject matter encompasses life, death, resurrection and sacrifice 

(Ashorpour 2011). This provides a basis for what Persians call “speaking heart-

to-heart” with the audience and an opportunity for them to grow spiritually. This 

heart-to-heart and creative connection brings immense artistic satisfaction. 

• Being a portraitist without a viewing audience has no value. The Naghal has the 

power to affect her audience through her storytelling and artistry. Through 
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history, the Naghal has been viewed as a spiritual leader, healer and psychologist 

(Razi 2011). Naghals reputedly had the power to put their audience into a trance-

like state (Agha-Abbasi 2012) and this hypnotic state was considered to be 

therapeutic. 

• The Naghal often improvises and may change aspects of the story during the 

performance, in response to the audience’s behaviour, or due to other factors 

such as background knowledge about connections between the story and the 

particular locale it is being performed in. The improvisation is grounded in a 

spiritual attitude towards the story – the notion that the story has an underlying 

truth to be conveyed; one that should not be obscured by the improvisation (Razi 

2011). 

• Being a Naghal means developing, or adopting and finessing, a gestural 

vocabulary that can be used to emphasise the spoken word, as well as being used 

standalone to convey meaning non-verbally. This gestural vocabulary becomes 

part of the personal expressive style of the Naghal. 

• Movements, gestures and vocalisations are used to express attributes of the 

characters in the story and this increases the entertainment value of the 

performance and increases audience engagement. 
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NAGHALI GESTURAL VOCABULARY 

(NGV) 

This chapter presents the creative reconstruction of the Naghali Gestural Vocabulary 

(NGV), formalising it through illustrations in a manner that can be used by practitioners 

seeking to incorporate it into their practice. The NGV comprises a palette of 32 gestures33 

that can be used to train the performer in how to use her body to articulate the gestural style 

of pre-Islamic Naghali. 

The NGV can be viewed or used in a number of ways including: (i) an ancient form of 

body language, (ii) a vocabulary for use in choreography, (iii) a palette for character design, 

and (iv) a sculptural acting style. A gestural vocabulary for Naghali, whether pre-Islamic 

 

33 The NGV encompasses body posture and gestural end points, in other words, the starting point 

and intervening motion are not part of the vocabulary. Facial expressions are an important part of 

Naghali but are not specified in the vocabulary because the faces in the Shahnameh illustrations 

are largely neutral. 
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or otherwise, does not appear to have been documented, and so the NGV represents a 

unique contribution of this thesis to the field. 

After providing some background on how I came to focus on the development of the NGV 

in this research (Section 4.1), Section 4.2 outlines the approach taken in developing the 

NGV. A few gestural and dance vocabularies are briefly surveyed in Section 4.3. The 

primary importance of the use of the body as a dramatic device in Naghali is discussed in 

Section 4.4, focusing on the role of symbolism, aesthetics and exaggeration. Finally, 

Section 4.5 documents the 32 gestures that comprise the NGV. 

4.1 Background to the Development of the NGV 
Before beginning this research, I had been exploring the application of Naghali to Western 

dramatic arts and that experience was one of the precursors to the formulation of my goal 

to reconstruct pre-Islamic Naghali. This exploration began in 2011 with my performances 

of Shakespeare’s King Lear34 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. In all of my subsequent 

performances, I explored the idea of applying Naghali to Western dramatic arts; this 

spanned scripted works such as Perfidia35 and unscripted collective improvisations such as 

my involvement with GAIP36. The first version of the NGV was developed in the context 

 

34 Leering @ Lear (2011). https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/95485 (last accessed 2 

Jan 2020) 

35 Perfidia (2012). La Mama Annual General Report 2012. 

36 General Assembly of Interested Parties (GAIP). https://www.gaipsite.com (last accessed 02 

Jan 2020) 
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of The Conference of the Birds, the 12th century Persian poem by Farid ud-Din Attar and I 

applied it in my theatrical interpretation called The Birds’ Conference. The development 

of the NGV within the context of The Birds’ Conference spanned about 18 months, with 

its first performance taking place during La Mama Theatre’s 2014 Explorations Season37 

and culminating in a full season in 201538. In the intervening period, I performed it in 

varying contexts, including as an “itinerant Naghal” in a remount at the Melaka Art and 

Performance Festival39 (Malaysia), using ten compact puppets that fit into a carry-on bag. 

During that time, I also performed the work in the streets during the day and this 

represented a successful exploration of itinerant theatre-making in front of a different 

culture, using techniques of Naghali to grab attention and communicate a story (stylised 

gestures, change of character by spinning 360 degrees, talking to the audience directly and 

more). 

 

37 The Birds’ Conference (2014). http://lamama.com.au/Spring-2014-desktop.pdf (p. 17, last 

accessed 10 June 2018) 

38 The Birds’ Conference (2015). https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/theatre/the-birds-

conference-mystical-journey-of-selfdiscovery-in-ancient-persian-tale-20150903-

gje5vl.html (last accessed 2 Jan 2020) 

39 Melaka Art and Performance Festival (2014). 

https://www.thestar.com.my/lifestyle/entertainment/arts/on-stage/2014/11/17/melaka-art-and-

performance-festival-returns-this-weekend-with-a-broader-dance-centred-programme/ (last 

accessed 10 June 2018) 
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Naturally, before this research endeavour began, my exploration of the application of 

Naghali in various intercultural contexts was not focused on a particular research objective. 

Thus, I experimented with various aspects of the style, such as mixing acting with 

narration, use of masks and puppets, embedding of a story within a story, improvisation, 

breaking the fourth wall, weaving current affairs into an ancient story, and so on. However, 

once I had formed my research goal of reconstructing pre-Islamic Naghali, it became clear 

within the first year that the most promising focus for the reconstruction would be the 

gestural and postural dimension of Naghali. In contrast to the very limited information 

about other characteristics of pre-Islamic Naghali, there is a relatively large body of 

surviving Persian illustrations that convey the dramatic, visual aesthetic of the time (though 

not specifically related to Naghali). Furthermore, in my earlier applications of Naghali to 

dramatic arts in a Western context, I came to believe that the stylistic use of the body was 

the key dimension that could transform a performance into something distinct that 

embodies a pre-Islamic Naghali aesthetic. Other characteristics of Naghali can be included 

in a performance, such as improvisation, but these attributes already exist in Western 

dramatic arts to varying degrees. On the other hand, stylising a performance in terms of the 

postures and gestures found in ancient Persian illustrations, promised to result in something 

novel and distinctive – revivifying a lost Persian art form and enhancing the palette of 

dramatic devices available to performers in the West. 

This approach is a fundamentally intercultural one, as advocated by Peter Brook (Carlson 

1996). In this synthesis of the stylistic aspects of pre-Islamic Naghali with the stories used 

in Western dramatic arts, I sought to develop something new, but without losing the 

essence of the two storytelling traditions. 

4.2 NGV Developmental Process 
The methodological approach to developing the NGV was briefly outlined in Section 1.2.1 

and involved (i) using the literature on pre-Islamic Naghali to delineate its defining 

characteristics, (ii) taking illustrations from a particular edition of the Shahnameh 

(Ferdowsi and Rahmanian 2013) in order to develop a vocabulary of gestures targeted at 
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performing Romeo and Juliet40 (Shakespeare 2008), and (iii) iteratively refining the 

vocabulary in the context of performance. 

Although the Shahnameh was written in the early Islamic era, it is the main source of 

knowledge about pre-Islamic life in Persia, and so I used it as the primary basis to 

inductively infer the gestural vocabulary of pre-Islamic Naghali. The illustrations in the 

Shahnameh provide an indication of the performative body gestures used at the time. The 

NGV provides a bridge from these two-dimensional visual representations to a dynamic, 

dramatic arts application.  

It should be noted that Rahmanian (Ferdowsi and Rahmanian 2013) had to creatively 

reconstruct his illustrations by overlaying body parts from other illustrations to add detail 

to faded parts of the original illustration. In such cases, the gesture was unchanged and was 

just repaired by blending clearer body parts from other illustrations, e.g. a missing ear. In 

 

40 As mentioned in Section 4.1, I originally developed the NGV for The Birds’ Conference. The 

NGV was refined during a series of remounts over the period of about one year. This experience 

acted as a proof-of-concept and allowed me to improve my methodology for developing and 

refining the NGV. However, I came to the conclusion that the NGV would be more distinctive 

and effective for Western audiences if it was applied within the context of a well-known Western 

play. In the Birds’ Conference, everything is unfamiliar to most audience members and so it was 

perhaps perceived as something exotic and foreign. However, by applying it to a familiar Western 

play, Naghali and the NGV are brought into sharp relief. The unfamiliar, namely Naghali and the 

NGV, can be clearly discerned against the backdrop of the familiar – Romeo and Juliet. This is in 

contrast to The Birds Conference, where I felt that the unfamiliar NGV was buried in an overall 

unfamiliar context. Also, as mentioned in Section 1.1, one strategy for helping Naghali to survive 

is to apply it in novel contexts, particularly Western dramatic arts and so I turned my focus for the 

NGV onto Romeo and Juliet. It is interesting to note that, in Naghali, the genre of Romeo and 

Juliet is called “Ghanayee”, a love story that ends in tragedy and the death of one or both lovers 

(Ashorpour 2011, 17). 
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a few cases, it was necessary for Rahmanian to modify the body posture to fit the story, 

e.g. leaning the head back and altering the arms so that they are holding a spear instead of 

tearing a scroll (Ibid., 560). This is discussed with reference to one example (Ibid., 40-41, 

560), but the illustrations with modified gestures are not identified and so one cannot tell 

if any of the sources used for the NGV in this thesis are based on altered figures. Rahmanian 

writes that only some of the illustrations were altered in this way, so it seems likely that the 

majority of the illustrated gestures are unaltered. If the goal of this thesis were to 

reconstruct historically accurate gestures, then it would be crucial to determine if any 

altered gestures were used as sources for the NGV. However, in this thesis, the illustrations 

were used as inspiration in creatively reconstructing stylistically appropriate pre-Islamic 

Naghali gestures for application to Romeo and Juliet, and so such alterations are less 

important than they might otherwise be. 

In developing the NGV, I initially observed a number of interesting aspects of the 

illustrations in the Shahnameh: 

• Their resemblance to the Western Byzantine and Ottoman traditions of 

miniatures. This triggered the idea of capturing a 2D aesthetic in the NGV.   

• In many illustrations, events co-exist in different time periods and spaces. I 

attempted to incorporate this notion into the NGV’s application to performance. 

The NGV can be used to travel from one character to another and from one time 

to another, all within the frame of the performance space. I came to view 

Naghali as being like performing within the framework of a two-dimensional 

painting. 

• The illustrations provide a pictorial representation of aspects of the meaning 

conveyed by the words of the story, and likewise, the NGV provides the means 

to dramatize the story that is written in the Naghal’s Tumar. 

• The illustrations are not intended to be a realistic portrayal of scenes in the story, 

but are rather an abstract, exaggerated and stylised representation. Likewise, the 

NGV seeks to provide a vocabulary for abstract, exaggerated and stylised 
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performance, rather than mundane, realistic gestures. 

There are hundreds of illustrations in the Shahnameh and this posed the problem of which 

subset to select as the basis for the NGV. My approach to this problem was to use my 

Tumar as the basis for selection. As discussed in Sections 2.4.4 and 3.3.2, the Tumar is 

central in Naghali; it is the Naghal’s personal rewrite of a story; a Tumar is an abbreviated 

version of the story that represents its essence for the Naghal. Thus, I began by writing my 

Tumar for Romeo and Juliet41 and this resulted in 32 lines. For each line in the Tumar, I 

searched the Shahnameh for candidate illustrations that I considered express the meaning 

of the line. I then sorted the candidates, ending up with a single selection that I felt best 

captured the meaning of the associated line in the Tumar. Based on the chosen illustration, 

I developed a gesture that was faithful to the illustration and could be used in dramatic 

performance to express the meaning of the line in the Tumar. 

I then engaged in several months of refining the NGV. Each gesture was trialled, and I 

videoed the exemplars so that I could assess how effective they were. If a gesture was not 

working well, I went back to the original candidate list to see if there was a better option. 

This trialling continued until I was satisfied that each gesture could be used to express the 

intended meaning of its associated Tumar line. 

Although the meaning of each Tumar line was used to develop each gesture, in contrast to 

traditions such as Kathakali, each gesture in the NGV does not have a specific meaning. 

The NGV is not meant to be a canonical set, to be applied in all performances; indeed 

(Beyzaie 1965, 29) states that Naghals prized their individuality and would establish their 

own set of gestures. The NGV is more akin to Meyerhold’s biomechanical etudes; practice 

of the NGV enables the performer to develop an unconscious connection between her inner 

feelings and their corporeal expression in the style of pre-Islamic Naghali. Thus, the NGV 

 

41 Based on the Oxford School Shakespeare version of Romeo and Juliet (2008). This version has 

pedagogical annotations, which I used to inform the development of my Tumar. 
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is meant to be used to train the body in how to move in a stylistically appropriate manner. 

It is a formal attempt to codify the physical performative characteristics of pre-Islamic 

Naghali into practice. This pedagogical function of the NGV is very important and so I 

evaluated each gesture in terms of how easy it was for actors to learn and apply. This was 

a fairly informal process, in which I invited actors that I knew to come to my studio and 

workshop the NGV. Nevertheless, though informal, this process was very instructive, and 

I continued to refine the NGV over a number of iterations with different actors. After 

several months of iteration and refinement, I was satisfied with the final set of 32 gestures 

and went on to apply them in my performances of Romeo and Juliet at La Mama Theatre 

(described in Chapter 5). 

4.3 Body Movement Vocabularies 
This section briefly looks at body movement vocabularies to provide some background and 

context for the NGV. In the main, body movement vocabularies have been developed to 

encode dance, but also gesture in rhetoric, such as Chironomia (Austin 1806). 

4.3.1 Vocabularies of Gesture 
Bulwer (n.d.) wrote the first known compendium of hand gestures, providing illustrations 

accompanied by an analysis of their meaning. Interestingly, the hand gestures survive in 

British Sign Language to this day. He went on to extend this to cover rhetorical gestures 

(chironomia). 

Austin (1806) analyses the art of oratory and categorises it into three types of skill: (i) 

voice, (ii) countenance, and (iii) gesture. He defines gesture as: 

“… the action and position of all the parts of the body; of the head, the 

shoulders, the body or trunk; of the arms, hands and fingers; of the lower limbs, 

and of the feet.” (p. 133) 

He developed a detailed and extensive vocabulary of rhetorical gestures, using illustrations, 

but went further than Bulwer by developing a novel notation to catalogue them. In Austin’s 
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vocabulary, body positions are notated by imagining the body placed within a sphere, with 

letters representing coordinates on the sphere. These coordinate letters can then be used to 

annotate a speech so that the orator knows how and when to gesture while speaking. 

(Bacon 1873) expanded upon the work of Austin by focusing on the meaning of the 

gestures compiled by Austin. He classified gesture into five types (pp. 28-30): (i) 

designative/discriminative – pointing at something, perhaps with the index finger or the 

open hand; (ii) descriptive – outlining features of the referent, for example, an outward 

sweep of the hands to denote the extent of darkness covering the land; (iii) significant – 

expressing emotion, such as dropping one’s head in shame; (iv) assertive – used to 

punctuate an assertion; and (v) figurative – using a gesture that is appropriate for a physical 

action to indicate an analogous conceptual one, for example, both hands descending, palms 

supine, to denote “All personal feeling he deposited upon the altar of his country”. 

Barnett and Massy-Westropp (1987) have developed an extensive compendium of 

European gesture and facial expressions from the 18th century, and following on from 

Austin, categorise gestures into six types: (i) indicative – pointing at something; (ii) 

imitative – depicting a feature, for example, forming a small gap between thumb and index 

finger to denote something small; (iii) expressive – representing the emotion of the 

character being played, usually through facial expression; (iv) address – indicating the 

recipient of the communication, for example, by turning towards them; (v) emphasis – to 

help an idea, word or syllable stand out; and (vi) commencing and terminating – delineating 

beginning or end of an action, such as singing or a speech. 

(Crouse 2013) reconstructs the techniques required to perform Purcell’s theatre songs in a 

historically informed manner, using as source material ancient Greek and Roman writings 

on acting, manuals of dance from the 17th century, gestures compiled by Austin, Bulwer 

and Barnett (mentioned above) and historical guidelines on decorum and etiquette. She 

concluded the study with an example application of the techniques to one of Purcell’s 

songs. 
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(Tångeberg-Grischin 2011) developed a performative gestural language derived from an 

analysis of 19th century European pantomime and Indian classical dance. She 

conceptualises gesture as a spatio-temporal arrangement of individual information units 

that she terms argumemes. 

Rhetorical gestures are intended to influence and persuade the audience using natural, 

widely understood gestures. In contrast, there are also systems of encoded gesture, where 

each gesture has a specific meaning. In order to understand the message being conveyed, 

the perceiver needs to learn that specific system of gestures. Examples of such systems 

include sign language used by the deaf, as well as the codified mudras used in classical 

Indian dance traditions, such as Kutiyattam (ancient Sanskrit theatre still performed in 

Kerala). There are some historical indications of the use of encoded systems of gesture in 

Western dramatic arts, for example, Jacques Lecoq (Lecoq 2006, 33) claims that Roman 

pantomime performers could communicate deep philosophical concepts through gesture 

and had to do so because the wearing of masks precluded the use of facial expressions.  

4.3.2 Dance Notation 
The denotation of dance movement has a long history, beginning as early as 1600 with 

Caroso’s publication of the Rose Pattern (Guest 1990). Such early dance notations focused 

on footwork as this was very important to the dance of the period. 

Sutton (Sutton 1976) developed a fairly literal system of dance notation that presented 

sequences of stick figures (from the audience’s viewpoint), aligned with the notes on a 

musical staff to show rhythm. In contrast, Benesh notation (Benesh and Benesh 1956) is 

more abstract, breaking the body up into regions that are viewed from behind the subject; 

it was adopted by the Royal Ballet in 1955. Like Sutton’s notation, it maps three-

dimensional movement to a series of two-dimensional keyframes that the reader 

interpolates between. Laban notation (Laban 1928) is even more abstract than Benesh 

notation; it uses a block notation to convey the direction of an action and the length of the 

block to denote its duration and rhythm. There are many other dance notations, but a full 

survey lies outside the scope of this thesis. 
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4.3.3 Discussion 
In this brief survey of movement vocabularies, we see that rhetorical gesture vocabularies 

were meant to produce natural movement to support rhetoric. In contrast, some dance 

vocabularies, such as Kutiyattam, are much more formal and employ encoded gestures with 

very specific meanings. Dance notation contrasts with gestural vocabularies in that it is 

largely concerned with specifying a sequence of movements in time and space so that a 

performer can reify the choreography, much as music notation is used by musicians to 

manifest a composition. 

Unlike Kutiyattam, the NGV is not an encoded system. It is meant to be naturally 

understood by a wide range of audiences and adapted by the performer as she sees fit. 

Unlike dance notation, it does not specify a sequence of movements, but is closer in intent 

to rhetorical gestural vocabularies. 

4.4 The Role of the Body in the Stylisation of Naghali  
The use of the body is central to Naghali; the relationship between story and body is 

analogous to that between literature and drama. One of the key characteristics of Naghali 

is that it is a solo performance, in which the Naghal acts out all of the parts. As a solo 

performer, the Naghal uses her body to delineate each character in the story and this can 

make the choice of a gestural palette for each character important. This focus on the 

importance of gesture in dramatic arts has a long history in the East and some forms still 

exist today, such as Kabuki, Noh theatre and Katakali. 

As my research into Naghali progressed, I came to the view that the general stylised 

gestures and body postures used by the Naghal are one of Naghali’s most distinctive 

characteristics. As discussed in Section 3.5, I follow Beyzaie in viewing the Naghal as a 

portraitist. During performance, the Naghal uses her body to create portraits of the 
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characters in the story and embodies an aesthetic42 that is characteristic of Naghali. As part 

of this aesthetic, she will use exaggeration and symbolism to convey meaning (Beyzaie 

1965, 29), and it should be noted that symbolism is commonplace in Persian literature and 

vernacular, with poetic devices such as simile and metaphor being commonly used in 

everyday conversation.  

4.4.1 The Aesthetics of Gesture in Naghali 
The NGV is intended to convey to the performer the gestural aesthetics of pre-Islamic 

Naghali, providing a basis for the bodily expression of the essence of the characters in a 

story. 

In History of the Theatre, Wickham (1992) observes that Eastern theatre is motivated by 

the goal of expressing beauty and is not so concerned with realism. Based on the literature 

reviewed in Chapter 2 and my own experience of Persian dramatic styles, having grown 

up in Iran, I believe that this also true of the gestural aesthetic of pre-Islamic Naghali. I 

kept this in mind when deriving the NGV from the illustrations in the Shahnameh, based 

on the assumption that they are good indicative representations of the pre-Islamic Persian 

visual aesthetic. 

The relevance of the gestural aesthetic of Naghali can be understood in terms of Pierre 

Nora’s concept of cultural remembering (Nora 1989). Because of their cultural memory 

and heritage, Persians feel a sense of belongingness with regard to Naghali and this has 

helped Naghali remain relevant for thousands of years. This sense of belongingness means 

that Persians perceive the gestures in Naghali as being both beautiful and authentic. Persian 

culture also values personalising a performance, and this is reflected in the Naghali 

aesthetic, although one cannot say whether this preference became a part of wider Persian 

 

42 Here, the term aesthetic is used in its modern interpretation, meaning a sense of taste, or a 

judgment of beauty, as conceptualised by Baumgarten (Baumgarten 1750). 
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culture as a result of the influence of Naghali, or vice versa. (Beyzaie 1965) discusses the 

importance of personalised storytelling in Naghali and how this brings esteem to the 

Naghal in the eyes of her audience. Similarly, Davis (Davies 2011, 74) discusses how the 

concept of authenticity in the performing arts, normally understood to mean being true to 

the work, can also be interpreted as the performer being true to herself.  

4.4.2 Symbolism and Gesture in Naghali 
Symbolism is an integral part of Naghali and is present in the poetry underlying its story 

content and in how gesture is used to convey meaning during a performance. The story 

content of pre-Islamic Naghali was, at least in part, mythical (Beyzaie 1965, 29), and it 

could be argued that it was better served performatively by symbolism than realism. 

Symbolist gestures in Naghali were perhaps inspired by the symbolist and codified 

character of Persian poetry; however, the reverse could equally be true – symbolism in 

Persian poetry could have evolved from symbolism in the use of the body during 

performance in prehistoric Persian society. Either way, it is likely that symbolism in the 

dramatic use of the body and symbolism in poetry influenced and reinforced one another. 

Symbolism is a defining characteristic of the Naghali aesthetic; it is hard to imagine an 

authentic Naghali performance that does not incorporate a significant symbolic component. 

Symbolism is a non-literal and non-realistic form of expression. This allows it to be applied 

in ways that would be difficult in a literal presentation of the story. For example, through 

symbolism, the Naghal can use her body in a rhythmic and repetitive manner to capture the 

attention of the audience (in Naghali, repetitive movements are considered to be 

mesmerising). Symbolic movements in Naghali can be viewed as a form of dance and they 

have been postulated to have evolved from prehistoric forms of prayer dance (Ibid., 28). 

There is evidence for the use of symbolism in pre-Islamic Persia, for example, sacrificing 

a cow and spreading its blood on the land to symbolise the revivification of the land at the 

start of spring. 

Beyzaie (Ibid.) writes that the emphasis in Naghali is on emotional rather than 

logical/intellectual communication with the audience. In Naghali, the body is used to 
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express the emotional content of the story and so is the main source of performance. 

Symbolic gestures are a key creative output for any Naghal who seeks to tell the story in a 

personalised way (recall that personalised storytelling is an important aspect of the Naghali 

aesthetic). 

The Naghal is a solo performer and this means that she must develop and express the 

characterisation of each agent in the story. This requirement can be facilitated by the 

assignment of unique gestures to each character. However, such signification is not a 

requirement; the gestures can be shared across characters (and this was the approach I took 

in Romeo and Juliet). 

4.4.3 Exaggerated Gesture in Naghali 
Fundamentally, movement in Naghali is symbolic, non-realistic and exaggerated (Ibid.). 

Exaggeration is an integral aspect of the Naghali aesthetic, and to the extent that it is a non-

realistic representation of a character’s affective state, can be viewed as being related to 

symbolism. Parallels can be found here with the Brechtian style of acting in Epic theatre, 

which adopts a non-realistic approach. Parallels can also be discerned in other dramatic 

forms, for example in Hijikata’s interpretation of Butoh, which encourages the 

objectification of the body, using it almost as a puppet (Nanako 2000, 16). 

The primary function of Naghali is to tell a story. The story content is communicated 

primarily through words, but what makes Naghali distinctive is its particular stylistic use 

of gesture to bring out and emphasise the meaning of the words. Naghali focuses on relating 

to the audience on an emotional rather than an intellectual level and the stylistic use of 

gestural exaggeration is one of its main methods for doing so. During performance, the 

Naghal creates a “portrait” of a given character and exaggeration works like a magnifying 

glass to reveal the detail in the created image. In Naghali, exaggeration is used to amplify 

movement and thereby rise above the ordinary. Ancient stories in Persia were mostly about 

gods, kings and heroes; there was nothing ordinary about them and so the use of 

exaggeration became a defining characteristic of Naghali. 
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4.5 The Thirty-Two Elements of the NGV 
This section specifies the 32 gestures of the NGV, as developed within the context of 

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. As mentioned earlier (Footnote33), each vocabulary item 

represents the configuration of the body and limbs at the end of the gesture; the movement 

into the gesture is unspecified because it will vary depending on the context. Also, recall 

that unlike Eastern traditions such as Kathakali and Kutiyattam, the gestures are not 

encoded – an NGV gesture does not have a specific meaning; the NGV is intended to have 

a pedagogic function that enables the practitioner to introduce to performance a stylisation 

that reflects the gestural aesthetic of pre-Islamic Naghali. 

Each gesture is presented diagrammatically below, showing the Shahnameh illustration 

upon which it is based, a two-dimensional line drawing43 illustrating the gesture’s 

morphology and a photograph that portrays a more three-dimensional representation. Each 

gesture is then described in terms of (i) the key characteristics of its morphology44 (divided 

into four regions of the body: the head, neck/torso, upper limbs and lower limbs); (ii) its 

context within Romeo and Juliet and how it expresses the intent of the Tumar line45; and 

(iii) its potential performance applications. 

 

 

43 Also annotated with the name of the character it was applied to in Romeo and Juliet (or 

labelled “Narrator” if the gesture was intended to be used during narration). 

44 Depending on the original Shahnameh image, the morphology is described from either the 

front, left or right side. If described from the left or right side, the description can be flipped 

(mirrored) to suit the performance application. 

45 Recall that the Tumar is the Naghal’s personal and very abbreviated rewrite of the story. I 

began the development of the NGV by first writing my Tumar for Romeo and Juliet. 
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The style of line-drawing used in this thesis was developed over several iterations. My goal 

was to arrive at a minimal representation, in other words a representation that sufficed to 

communicate the key features of the gesture/posture. In developing the NGV, I found that 

its pedagogical value was enhanced by simplifying the illustrations and having them all in 

the same style. This led to the creation of what is referred to as “ādamak” (in Farsi), which 

is equivalent to “figure” in English. This is my figurative style and I use it as a pedagogical 

tool to communicate the NGV to others.  

The penultimate representation (Figure 4-0) divided the figure into the upper body (head, 

arms, spine, hips), lower body (legs and feet), the face and hands. These four separate 

diagrams have been combined into a single drawing in the representation used in this thesis. 

The hips were found to be redundant because the hip line is governed by the relative 

positions of the feet and so the hips were removed from the representation. Also, the neck, 

which had been removed from earlier versions, was restored because it made the posture 

much clearer. Note that the spine is represented as a rigid rod; all of the Shahnameh figures 

were quite majestic in form, with none having a bent spine, and I interpreted this as 

indicative of the postural style preferred in pre-Islamic times. Finally, the upper body and 

limbs were represented as rods and ball joints so as not to obscure the body; the lower 

limbs, on the other hand, can be more fully represented without obscuring other parts of 

the body. 
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Figure 4-0. Penultimate ādamak representation 

Each NGV line drawing is shown from the perspective of the student who is learning to 

enact the gesture. Consequently, the textual description is phrased from the student’s point 

of view, as if looking into a mirror. So, for example, although the figure’s head is turned 

to the right, the textual description instructs the viewer to turn her head to the left, much as 

one might teach the gesture in a class. Note that all gestures are symmetrical relative to the 

body’s sagittal plane, which means that, during their application, the gestures can be 

mirrored to either side, depending on context. 

It is recommended that the reader/practitioner enact the gestures while reading the 

descriptions. 
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4.5.1 NGV-1 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.296 NGV Line Drawing (Narrator) 

 
 

 

Figure 4-1. NGV-1 
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v Morphology – NGV-1 

• Head. With your head upright, fully rotate it to the left, looking over your left 

shoulder. 

• Neck and Torso. Neck fully extended, torso upright. 

• Upper Limbs. Arms extended to the right, facing in the opposite direction to 

your gaze. Hands are supine, with arms slightly bent as if holding two weighty 

objects. Your right arm is slightly higher than your left and extends further from 

the body by twisting the shoulder line anti-clockwise (as viewed from above). 

• Lower Limbs. Your feet are roughly shoulder width apart to provide balance, 

with your right leg to the right and your left leg to the left, so that the hips are in 

line with the shoulders. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-1 

• Section. Prologue [Narrator]46. 

• Tumar Line. “Two households, from ancient grudge break to new mutiny” 

(Shakespeare 2008, 1). 

• Interpretation. From the Tumar line above, we simply know that there are two 

families that have been in conflict with one another for a very long time and a 

new dispute has arisen. In the application of NGV-1 to this Tumar line, the two 

hands represent the two families in the one city; the head facing in the opposite 

direction indicates the bad fortune of these two families; the feet facing in the 

same direction as the hands indicates that the fate of these two families is 

inescapable. 

 

46 For each NGV element in this chapter, the entry in [Square Brackets] denotes who is speaking 

the Tumar line. 
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v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-1 

• As a general expression of conflict, whether external or internal. 

• Having to move somewhere or to a state of affairs you would rather avoid, and 

so you avert your gaze. 

• Being compelled to act in an undesirable fashion. 
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4.5.2 NGV-2 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.257 NGV Line Drawing (Narrator) 

 
 

 

Figure 4-2. NGV-2 
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v Morphology – NGV-2 

• Head. Your head is in full profile, facing left, eyes looking slightly upwards. 

• Neck and Torso. The upper body is in profile, facing left, perpendicular to the 

ground; neck and spine straight. 

• Upper Limbs. Arms bent and parallel to one another, with elbows close to the 

torso. Hands supine, level with the base of the neck. 

• Lower Limbs. Feet are roughly in line with the shoulders, but with the right foot 

slightly behind.  

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-2 

• Section. Prologue [Narrator]. 

• Tumar Line. “A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life” (Ibid., 1). 

• Interpretation. Here, body, eyes, hands and feet are in the same direction and 

the supine palms convey the lovers’ intimacy. Feet are close together, giving a 

sense of balance and elegance. The eyes are looking up slightly, as if in hope, for 

a future that, deep down, you sense will never come. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-2 

• Expressing love and togetherness. 

• Conveying elegance and dignity. 

• Holding something precious. 

• Being prayerful. 
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4.5.3 NGV-3 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.14 NGV Line Drawing (Sampson) 

 
 

 

Figure 4-3. NGV-3 
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v Morphology – NGV-3 

• Head. Your head is facing right in three-quarters profile, with head tilted 

downwards and eyes looking straight ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Your spine is straight, with the torso in three-quarters profile.  

• Upper Limbs. Your right arm is fully extended and in line with the collarbone, 

index finger pointing. Your left arm is in line with the collarbone but bent 

upwards 90o at the elbow, with the palm imitating holding an object and facing 

the right hand. 

• Lower Limbs. Your hips, knees and feet are facing right. Both legs are slightly 

bent, but with the right foot lifted off the ground. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-3 

• Section. Act 1 [Sampson]. 

• Tumar Line. “A dog of the house of (Montague) moves me” (Ibid., 3). 

• Interpretation. The eyes are cold. The character holds one hand above his head 

as if holding a weapon, his other hand is outstretched firmly in front of his body 

in a defensive posture against his adversary. Also, the relative orientation of the 

arms is suggestive of holding a bow and arrow. The overall feeling is adversarial 

and threatening.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-3 

• A threatening act.  

• A form of hunting dance (Section 2.1.6). 

• Battling an opponent who can be either external or internal.  



84 

 

4.5.4 NGV-4 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.367 NGV Line Drawing (Prince) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-4. NGV-4 
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v Morphology – NGV-4 

• Head. Face is front on, eyes staring directly ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Neck and torso are straight and rigid.  

• Upper Limbs. Arms are raised to the sides, hands are level with the head. Right 

hand is open, left hand is clenched and both are facing forward. 

• Lower Limbs. Your legs are bent in an open squatting position and turned out. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-4 

• Section. Act 1 [Prince]. 

• Tumar Line. “Rebellious subjects, enemies to peace, all men depart” (Ibid., 7). 

• Interpretation. This form is almost symmetrical, indicating both families are 

equal. The position of the head and staring expression present a sense of power, 

authority and stability. The gesture conveys a sense of forming a wall between 

the two parties, in a fair and balanced manner. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-4 

• An act of presenting a case from a position of authority. 

• A peace-making action. 

• A form that attracts attention, for example, when announcing important news.  
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4.5.5 NGV-5 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.272 NGV Line Drawing (Paris) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-5. NGV-5 
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v Morphology – NGV-5 

• Head. Your head is slightly turned to the right and tilted so that the right ear 

comes close to the shoulder. Eyes are looking down to the right, over the 

shoulder. 

• Neck and Torso. Your neck is bent forwards, with torso straight and largely 

upright, although with a very slight forward lean. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right arm extends downwards and the elbow is bent so that 

the forearm crosses the front of the torso, parallel to the ground. Your right hand 

is half open, with palm resting over the heart. Your left arm hangs alongside 

torso but raised slightly to the rear of your body, with the palm facing back. 

• Lower Limbs. Knees are slightly bent, facing right. The right leg is in front of 

the left taking more of your body’s weight. Your left leg rests on the ball of the 

foot. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-5 

• Section. Act 1 [Paris]. 

• Tumar Line. “My lord, what say you to my suit?” (Ibid., 13). 

• Interpretation. Bowing to a person in a higher social position with right hand 

on heart conveys the sincerity of the character’s intention. The left hand behind 

the body also emphasises the honesty of the character’s intention. Knees are 

slight bent and apart from one another, eyes are looking down showing a sense 

humility. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-5 

• A form to exaggerate the showing of respect. 

• Requesting something. 

• It could also be used for showing insincerity.  
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4.5.6 NGV-6 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.270 NGV Line Drawing (Capulet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-6. NGV-6 
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v Morphology – NGV-6 

• Head. Your head is facing right in three quarter profile. Face and eyes are 

looking up.  

• Neck and Torso. Your torso is in three quarter profile, neck bent back slightly. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right hand is resting on your right thigh. Your left hand is 

in front of your face with supine, open palm.  

• Lower Limbs. You are sitting on your heels, with hips in line with collarbone. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-6 

• Section. Act 1 [Capulet]. 

• Tumar Line. “My child is yet a stranger in the world” (Ibid., 13). 

• Interpretation.  This is a gesture of approval with feigned surprise. As if the 

character truly agrees to a proposal but doesn’t want to reveal their inner 

intentions.  The character is delighted but is presenting their daughter as a pure 

and innocent creature to enhance her value. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-6 

• A form for peaceful but direct speech.   

• A form for preaching in conversation. 

• A subtle gesture showing dominance by parodying a vulnerable posture. 
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4.5.7 NGV-7 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.259 NGV Line Drawing (Lady Capulet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-7. NGV-7 
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v Morphology – NGV-7 

• Head. Head is in profile facing right. Eyes looking straight ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Neck and torso are in profile, perpendicular to the ground.  

• Upper Limbs. Palms prone, right palm over left palm in front of heart. 

• Lower Limbs. Hips in line with collarbone, legs together, facing right. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-7 

• Section. Act 1 [Lady Capulet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Tell me, daughter Juliet, how stands your dispositions to be 

married?” (Ibid., 19). 

• Interpretation. Here, the character’s gesture puts aside her motherly feelings 

and passes the news to her daughter dispassionately. She is reserved, as her hand 

gesture suggests. It is as if she is only aware of herself, not her daughter. She is 

delivering the message without connection.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-7 

• A form for delivering news with fake emotion. 

• Expressing politeness. 

• A form for a reserved character. 
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4.5.8 NGV-8 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.265 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-8. NGV-8 
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v Morphology – NGV-8 

• Head. You are looking over your left shoulder. 

• Neck and Torso. Your neck is straight and in line with your spine. Your upper 

body is in three quarter profile, facing right. 

• Upper Limbs. Your left arm lies alongside the body, with elbow bent so that the 

forearm is parallel to the ground, with the hand prone in front of the chest. Your 

right arm is bent and extended to the right, palm at shoulder level, open as if 

supporting an object, index finger pointing. 

• Lower Limbs. Open stance, facing right, as if walking. Right foot in front of 

left.  

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-8 

• Section. Act 1 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “It is an honour that I dream not of” (Ibid., 19). 

• Interpretation.  Here, the character faces an unfamiliar situation. The character 

is disconnected from the subject matter and the action and body movement 

convey subtle disapproval of what has just been heard. Head turned away from 

the line of the feet indicates disapproval or hesitation.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-8 

• A form showing ambivalence. 

• Not looking forward to something. 

• A form for ambiguity or confusion.   
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4.5.9 NGV-9 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.219 NGV Line Drawing (Romeo) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-9. NGV-9 
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v Morphology – NGV-9 

• Head. Facing left in three quarter profile, eyes looking down.  

• Neck and Torso. Your neck is slightly bent forward. Spine is straight and your 

torso is in three quarter profile.   

• Upper Limbs. Elbows bent and lying at the sides of the torso, palms raised. 

Right palm is open, facing your heart. Your left hand is in front of your face 

with closed fist. 

• Lower Limbs. Legs straight, hips in line with collarbone. Your feet are close 

together, facing left. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-9 

• Section. Act 2 [Romeo]. 

• Tumar Line. “Can I go forward when my heart is here?” (Ibid., 32). 

• Interpretation. The character shows faith in, and dedication to, love. The right 

hand is on the heart and the other hand is closed showing sincerity and 

commitment. The character’s head and eyes are looking down as if feeling the 

gravity of the situation. The body is slightly bent, showing hesitation to move 

forward and leave.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-9 

• A form to express love and passion.  

• A gesture that shows the depth of feeling. 

• A form of speaking from the heart and being true. 
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4.5.10 NGV-10 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.215 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-10. NGV-10 



97 

 

v Morphology – NGV-10 

• Head. Your head is looking to the right, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking 

straight ahead.  

• Neck and Torso. Torso in three quarter profile, your neck and spine are straight 

and perpendicular to the ground. 

• Upper Limbs. Your left hand is closed and resting prone on your left thigh. 

Your right arm extended to the right, slightly bent elbow, with closed supine fist. 

• Lower Limbs. You are on bended left knee, which takes most of your weight. 

Your right foot extends in front, leg bent in a right angle. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-10 

• Section. Act 2 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Deny thy father and refuse my name” (Ibid., 34). 

• Interpretation. Here, the character deeply understands the consequences of her 

love. This realization shapes the ‘reality’ of her life. The character kneels down 

to show how deeply she is affected by this sudden realization. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-10 

• A form for facing an unpleasant truth. 

• A form for melancholy and sadness. 

• A form for kneeling down to surrender. 
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4.5.11 NGV-11 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.301 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-11. NGV-11 
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v Morphology – NGV-11 

• Head. Your head is looking to the right, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking 

straight ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Torso in three quarter profile, your neck and spine are straight 

and perpendicular to the ground. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right arm is extended to the right, palm supine, index finger 

pointing. Your left hand is in front of the throat with supine, open palm. 

• Lower Limbs. Your right leg is bent, knee over the toes. Your left leg is bent at 

an acute angle and turned out to be in line with the hips.  

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-11 

• Section. Act 2 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “What’s in a name?” (Ibid., 36). 

• Interpretation. Here, the character’s existential state of conflict continues, as if 

asking who they really are. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-11 

• A form implying transition. 

• A form expressing a state of both knowing and not knowing. 
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4.5.12 NGV-12 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.289 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-12. NGV-12 
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v Morphology – NGV-12 

• Head. Your head is in profile, facing left. Your eyes are looking up.  

• Neck and Torso. Torso in profile, leaning forwards. Your neck is bending up 

slightly; back is straight.  

• Upper Limbs. Your right hand is under your left elbow with your palm prone. 

Your left hand is above your forehead with your open palm facing your 

forehead. 

• Lower Limbs. Your feet are facing left and are next to one another, with the left 

foot slightly in front of the right. Knees are slightly bent. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-12 

• Section. Act 2 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “It is nor hand nor foot, nor arm nor face” (Ibid., 36). 

• Interpretation. The character is expressing irony through this gesture, 

conveying the meaninglessness of the matter. The hand over the head ironically 

obscures the view of the truth.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-12 

• A form for seeing through something. This can be literal or symbolic.  

• A gesture to feign obscured vision. 

• A playful way of facing a serious matter.  
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4.5.13 NGV-13 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.202 NGV Line Drawing (Romeo) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-13. NGV-13 
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v Morphology – NGV-13 

• Head. Your head is in three quarter profile, facing left. Your eyes are looking 

back over your right shoulder. 

• Neck and Torso. Your torso is in three quarter profile. Your neck is slightly 

inclined forwards, spine erect. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right arm is straight and slightly away from your body with 

open palm. Your left hand with open palm is close to your left ear, facing you. 

• Lower Limbs. Legs are facing left and are straight, in a slightly open stance. 

Left leg in front of right. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-13 

• Section. Act 2 [Romeo]. 

• Tumar Line. “I should adventure for such merchandise” (Ibid., 37). 

• Interpretation. Here, the character confesses how far he will go for love. The 

gesture expresses a flirting with death in a poetic, symbolic and cathartic way. 

He is looking back at what he is leaving behind, but that doesn’t shake the depth 

of his feelings. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-13 

• A form for expressing catharsis and purification. 

• A form for sensing freedom from the past. 

• A form for the human imitation of flying. 
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4.5.14  NGV-14 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.234 NGV Line Drawing (Nurse) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-14. NGV-14 
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v Morphology – NGV-14  

• Head. Your head is looking to the right, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking 

straight ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Torso in three quarter profile, your neck and spine are straight 

and perpendicular to the ground. 

• Upper Limbs. Your open left palm is resting on the thigh, close to the hip. Your 

right open palm is resting on your heart, with your forearm parallel to the 

ground.  

• Lower Limbs. You are on bended left knee, which takes most of your weight. 

Your right foot extends in front, leg bent in an acute angle. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-14 

• Section. Act 2 [Nurse]. 

• Tumar Line. “There stays a husband to make you a wife” (Ibid., 55). 

• Interpretation. The character is performing the role of an honourable 

messenger to her master. She keeps and delivers this message with her heart, 

saving it for Juliet. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-14 

• A form for showing respect for somebody. 

• Kneeling down respectfully to a superior. 

• A form for oral delivery. 
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4.5.15 NGV-15 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.132 NGV Line Drawing (Benvolio) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-15. NGV-15 
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v Morphology – NGV-15 

• Head. Your head is looking to the right, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking to 

the right. 

• Neck and Torso. Torso in three quarter profile, your neck and spine are straight 

and perpendicular to the ground. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right arm is extended to the right, elbow slightly bent, palm 

closed, facing the audience. Your left arm is parallel to the ground and is in line 

with the collarbone; elbow bent so that the hand is in line with the ear. Your left 

palm is closed. 

• Lower Limbs. Hips in line with the collarbone, both knees are slightly bent, 

with your right foot off the ground. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-15 

• Section. Act 2 [Benvolio]. 

• Tumar Line. “Am I like such a fellow?” (Ibid., 59). 

• Interpretation. The character feels vengeful, violent and is ready to strike. The 

gesture conveys a lack of centeredness and a sense of haste.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-15 

• Expressing hostility. 

• A gesture for a warrior. 

• A form for self-defence. 
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4.5.16 NGV-16 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.431 NGV Line Drawing (Romeo) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-16. NGV-16 
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v Morphology – NGV-16 

• Head. Your head is looking to the right, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking up 

and to the right.  

• Neck and Torso. Torso in three quarter profile, your neck and spine are straight 

and perpendicular to the ground.  

• Upper Limbs. Your arms are behind your body, with forearms parallel to the 

ground. Your left hand is holding your right elbow and your right holding your 

left elbow.  

• Lower Limbs. Open stance, facing right, as if walking. Right foot in front of 

left. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-16 

• Section. Act 2 [Romeo]. 

• Tumar Line. “I do protest I never injure thee” (Ibid., 61). 

• Interpretation. The character hesitates to engage in the battle. He protests 

against the waves of hostility around him. His hands are locked together behind 

his back and his chest is exposed to indicate resistance and self-confidence.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-16 

• Self-confident resistance. 

• Objecting to an external or internal force. 

• Being against.  
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4.5.17 NGV-17 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.439 NGV Line Drawing (Mercutio) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-17. NGV-17 
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v Morphology – NGV-17 

• Head. Your head is facing right in three quarter profile. Eyes are looking up.  

• Neck and Torso. Your neck is straight and in line with the spine. Your torso is 

in three quarter profile.  

• Upper Limbs. Your left hand is resting on your left thigh. Your right hand is 

outstretched in front of your face with supine, open palm, as if offering 

something. 

• Lower Limbs. Your knees are bent, right foot in front. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-17 

• Section. Act 3 [Mercutio]. 

• Tumar Line. “You rat-catcher, will you walk?” (Ibid., 61). 

• Interpretation. Here, the character conveys disgust and betrayal. The character 

mocks the impotence of the person being addressed, implying that the person 

being addressed doesn’t have the power to walk properly.   

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-17 

• A form for mocking the act of walking. 

• Deflecting confrontation by acting disabled. 

• Demonstrating psychological power over somebody.  
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4.5.18 NGV-18 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.189 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-18. NGV-18 
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v Morphology – NGV-18 

• Head. Your head is facing left in three quarter profile, tilted down with eyes 

looking left. 

• Neck and Torso. Your torso is facing left in three quarter profile; spine is erect 

with your neck bent forwards. 

• Upper Limbs. Your upper arms are parallel to the torso; palms open as if 

holding a circular mirror. 

• Lower Limbs. Your legs are bent as if in a sitting position. Your right leg is in 

front of the left, with your left knee behind your right calf. Your weight is on the 

ball of your left foot. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-18 

• Section. Act 3 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Shall I speak ill of him that is my husband?” (Ibid., 70). 

• Interpretation.  Time has passed and the character is facing the fact that her 

lover has killed one of her own. This causes her to doubt her love. She is looking 

into her open palms as if visualising the horrific event. Her feet and body show 

how shaken she is, and she is almost collapsing to the floor. It shows her doubt 

but also her strength of resolve; she knows that her love is real, and rejects being 

used as trade. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-18 

• A reverie.  

• Believing in yourself despite the situation.  

• Making an impossible decision; breaking through.  
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4.5.19 NGV-19 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.91 NGV Line Drawing (Romeo) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-19. NGV-19 
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v Morphology – NGV-19 

• Head. Your head is facing left in three quarter profile. Face and eyes are looking 

up.  

• Neck and Torso. Your torso is in three quarter profile, slightly leaning 

forwards. 

• Upper Limbs. Arms bent and parallel to one another, with elbows close to the 

torso. Hands supine, level with the base of the neck.  

• Lower Limbs. You are kneeling, almost sitting on your heels, with hips in line 

with your collarbone. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-19 

• Section. Act 3 [Romeo]. 

• Tumar Line. “O, I am fortune’s fool” (Ibid., 64). 

• Interpretation.  Here the character expresses regret and frustration at being a 

part of this unkind and unfair business. The character complains to a higher 

power, knowing there is no way to undo what has happened and be free from the 

current misery. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-19 

• Showing devastation. 

• Expressing disempowerment. 

• Begging to a higher power. 
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4.5.20 NGV-20 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.96 NGV Line Drawing (Capulet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-20. NGV-20 
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v Morphology – NGV-20 

• Head. Your head is looking to the right, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking 

straight ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Torso in three quarter profile, your neck is slightly inclined 

forwards, spine erect. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right arm is extended to the right, palm closed, index finger 

pointing. Your left hand is closed and resting on your stomach. 

• Lower Limbs. You are sitting on the ground, with open hips and knees bent so that 

one foot rests on top of the other, close to the groin. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-20 

• Section. Act 3 [Capulet]. 

• Tumar Line. “She shall be married to this noble earl” (Ibid., 78). 

• Interpretation. Here the character reveals a dark and abusive power and 

expresses no mercy or sympathy.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-20 

• A form to impose power over somebody. 

• Being brutal and inflexible.  

• Expressing dictatorship.  
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4.5.21 NGV-21 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.151 NGV Line Drawing (Capulet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-21. NGV-21 
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v Morphology – NGV-21 

• Head. Your head is looking to the left, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking at 

the ground ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Leaning forwards, your spine is straight, with the torso in 

three-quarter profile.  

• Upper Limbs. Your left arm is extended with a slight bend at the elbow, index 

finger pointing at the ground. Your right arm hangs behind the torso, palm 

closed. 

• Lower Limbs. Open stance, facing left, as if walking. Left foot in front of right. 

Right foot with heel off the ground.  

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-21 

• Section. Act 3 [Capulet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Speak not, reply not, do not answer me!” (Ibid., 86). 

• Interpretation. Here the character is imposing their power by standing over the 

other. This shows an aggressive gesture as the character exaggerates a 

threatening action. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-21 

• Belittling someone.   

• Threatening someone. 

• A forceful action.  
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4.5.22 NGV-22 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.422 NGV Line Drawing (Capulet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-22. NGV-22 
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v Morphology – NGV-22 

• Head. With your back to the viewer in three quarter profile, your head is in full 

profile, facing to your left, with head tilted downwards and eyes looking ahead, 

following a line parallel to the chin. 

• Neck and Torso. Your spine is straight and inclined slightly forwards. 

• Upper Limbs. Your left arm is extended to your left, slightly bent at the elbow, 

palm closed, index finger pointing straight ahead. Your right arm is in line with 

the collarbone but bent upwards 90o at the elbow, with the palm closed and 

facing away from the body. 

• Lower Limbs. Open stance, facing to your left. Left foot in front of right, 

slightly bent. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-22 

• Section. Act 3 [Capulet]. 

• Tumar Line. “You be mine, I’ll give you to my friend” (Ibid., 87). 

• Interpretation. Here, the character confronts the other with a threatening glare. 

The threat is amplified by the posture which is poised, ready to thrust forwards.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-22 

• A form for hostility. 

• Vengeful, losing control of rational behaviour. 

• A form for betraying someone’s belief in you. 
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4.5.23 NGV-23 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.327 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-23. NGV-23 
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v Morphology – NGV-23 

• Head. Your head is facing left in three quarter profile. Face and eyes are looking 

up.  

• Neck and Torso. Your torso is in three quarter profile, leaning forwards.  

• Upper Limbs. Your left arm drops alongside the torso, elbow bent so that your 

forearm is parallel to the ground, with palm supine. Your right arm extends 

back, elbow bent and palm prone.  

• Lower Limbs. Your feet are roughly shoulder width apart, hips in line with the 

shoulders, with your left leg in front of the right, which is in line with the torso. 

The toes of your left foot are curled upwards. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-23 

• Section. Act 4 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “I long to die” (Ibid., 91). 

• Interpretation. Here the character knows that, to solve the problem, she must 

kill herself. She imagines herself dead, head back, hands rigidly frozen open. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-23 

• About to be destroyed by someone, physically but also emotionally. 

• Showing that life is unbearable. 

• Expressing your own demise. 
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4.5.24 NGV-24 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.223 NGV Line Drawing (Friar Lawrence) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-24. NGV-24 
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v Morphology – NGV-24 

• Head. Your head is looking to the left, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking up 

and to the left. 

• Neck and Torso. Your neck and torso are straight and rigid. 

• Upper Limbs. Your left arm is extended to your left, slightly bent at the elbow, 

palm prone, index finger pointing straight ahead, with pad of middle finger 

touching pad of thumb. Your right arm lies alongside the torso, bent at the elbow 

so that your prone hand rests against your abdomen. 

• Lower Limbs. Your legs are straight with heels together, feet turned out so that 

they are at right angles to one another.  

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-24 

• Section. Act 4 [Friar Lawrence]. 

• Tumar Line. “This shall free thee from this present shame” (Ibid., 92). 

• Interpretation. Here Friar Lawrence offers Juliet a solution; the sleeping poison 

that makes her appear dead for 24 hours. He is looking into the future, self-

satisfied with the solution he has come up with. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-24 

• Showing that one is self-assured. 

• Displaying that one is trustworthy. 

• To hold something in high esteem. 
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4.5.25 NGV-25 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.201 NGV Line Drawing (Friar Lawrence) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-25. NGV-25 
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v Morphology – NGV-25 

• Head. Your head is looking to the left, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking at 

the ground ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Leaning forwards, your spine is straight, with the torso in 

three-quarter profile. 

• Upper Limbs. Your index fingers form a line with their tips touching one 

another, with the remaining fingers curled to touch the respective palms. The 

right arm lies alongside the torso, with elbow bent at an acute angle. The left 

arm is raised alongside the ear, with the elbow bent so that the forearm forms a 

continuous line through the index finger to the other arm. 

• Lower Limbs. Open stance, facing left, left leg bent and right leg straight. You 

are on the balls of your feet, with the left foot in front of the right. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-25 

• Section. Act 4 [Friar Lawrence]. 

• Tumar Line. “Come, is the bride ready to go to church?” (Ibid., 100). 

• Interpretation. Here the character is not sure if the poison has worked, and is 

trying to act normally, although he is very anxious about the outcome.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-25 

• Concealing that one knows something significant. 

• Showing mischievousness.  

• Playfully hiding information.  
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4.5.26 NGV-26 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.200 NGV Line Drawing (Capulet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-26. NGV-26 
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v Morphology – NGV-26 

• Head. Your head is looking to the left, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking at 

the ground ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Your spine is straight, with the torso in three-quarter profile. 

• Upper Limbs. Your arms are held out in front of you, with elbows bent at right 

angles. Both hands in fists. Your left arm is below the right with fist prone. The 

back of the right hand faces forward. 

• Lower Limbs. Your weight is on your right leg, which is straight and in line 

with the torso. Your feet are shoulder width apart, with left leg extended behind 

the body and the ball of the foot touching the ground. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-26 

• Section. Act 4 [Capulet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Flower as she was, deflowered by him” (Ibid., 100). 

• Interpretation. Shows a grieving father, but he is still feeling the aggression 

from the night before, which was directed to his daughter. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-26 

• Realising the horrible consequences of your actions. 

• Conveying hypocrisy. 

• Expressing regret. 
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4.5.27 NGV-27 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.201 NGV Line Drawing (Capulet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-27. NGV-27 
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v Morphology – NGV-27 

• Head. Your head is looking to the left, in three quarter profile. Eyes looking 

straight ahead. 

• Neck and Torso. Torso in three quarter profile, your neck and spine are straight 

and perpendicular to the ground. 

• Upper Limbs. Your left arm is raised, elbow bent so that your fist is in front of 

your face, knuckles forwards in a hammer fist orientation. Your right arm lies 

alongside the torso, bent at the elbow with forearm parallel to the ground. The 

fingers of your right hand are curled, with the tip of the thumb touching the tip 

of the index finger, and hand in a hammer orientation. 

• Lower Limbs. Knees are slightly bent, facing left. The left leg is in front of the 

right taking more of your body’s weight. Your right leg rests on the ball of the 

foot. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-27 

• Section. Act 4 [Capulet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Death is my son-in-law” (Ibid., 100). 

• Interpretation. Here the character comes to terms with the consequences of his 

behaviour. His is looking into his empty future and is angry and disgusted with 

himself. His upper hand symbolically tries to open a door to find a way out and 

his lower hand contemplates the truth. He is walking into his future.  

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-27 

• Coming to terms with what you have done. 

• Playing the victim. 

• Mourning. 

• A form for showing disgust with the situation.  
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4.5.28 NGV-28 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.201 NGV Line Drawing (Capulet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-28. NGV-28 
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v Morphology – NGV-28 

• Head. You are looking over your right shoulder. 

• Neck and Torso. Your upper body is in three quarter profile, facing left. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right elbow is to the rear of the shoulder and bent so that 

the forearm is parallel to the ground. The fingers of the right hand are curled, 

thumb up. Your left hand is in a hammer fist, with the arm bent as if about to 

strike. 

• Lower Limbs. Your left leg is in front of the right, both knees slightly bent and 

you are on the balls of your feet.  

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-28 

• Section. Act 4 [Capulet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Death is my heir” (Ibid., 100). 

• Interpretation. Symbolically portrays that the character has to go forward. He 

is looking back at what he has lost, realising that his daughter is dead and there 

is no prospect for him to have grandchildren. He is unsure; tiptoeing into the 

future; fragile. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-28 

• Showing deep sadness. 

• Losing one’s centre. 

• Facing an unpleasant outcome. 
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4.5.29 NGV-29 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.169 NGV Line Drawing (Friar Lawrence) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-29. NGV-29 
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v Morphology – NGV-29 

• Head. Your head is in three quarter profile looking back to the left. 

• Neck and Torso. Your neck is straight and in lined with your spine. Your torso 

is front facing. 

• Upper Limbs. Your left arm extends to the left, slightly bent, palm open and 

supine. Your right arm is bent at the elbow so that the forearm is parallel to the 

ground. The palm is supine, with the tips of all digits together. 

• Lower Limbs. Your hips twist to the right, both knees are slightly bent with feet 

about shoulder width apart. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-29 

• Section. Act 5 [Friar Lawrence]. 

• Tumar Line. “Unhappy fortune!” (Ibid., 109). 

• Interpretation. Here the character knows that his plan didn’t work out and 

tragedy is coming. The front hand is open showing that he has no control over 

his fate. The other hand is near his heart, showing that his intention was pure. 

His feet are poised to run away from the situation. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-29 

• Expressing lack of control over what is coming. 

• Showing inner pain and devastation. 

• Ready to run away from what is coming. 
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4.5.30 NGV-30 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.143 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-30. NGV-30 
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v Morphology – NGV-30 

• Head. Your head is in three quarter profile looking down to the right.  

• Neck and Torso. Your torso is in three quarter profile, leaning slightly 

forwards, with your neck leaning slightly forwards also. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right hand is clenched with the back of the palm resting 

against your forehead. Your left elbow is in line with the collarbone and is bent 

so that face of your open palm is just behind your head.  

• Lower Limbs. Your right leg is in front of the left in an open stance, knees 

slightly bent; you are on the ball of the left foot. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-30 

• Section. Act 5 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Poison I see hath been his timeless end” (Ibid., 116). 

• Interpretation. Expresses desperation and loss of hope. The character is facing 

the death of the person she loves more than anyone in the world. The clenched 

fist against her forehead shows that she can’t face it. She is walking towards the 

dead body. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-30 

• Unable to handle a personal tragedy. 

• Laying eyes on a harrowing scene. 

• Contemplating a distressing future. 
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4.5.31 NGV-31 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.126 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-31. NGV-31 
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v Morphology – NGV-31 

• Head. Your head is in three quarter profile, looking down to the right. 

• Neck and Torso. Your torso is in three quarter profile, neck slightly bent 

forwards. 

• Upper Limbs. Your arms are folded at chest level, left over right, as if cradling 

a baby. Fingers are curled, with index fingers pointing and thumbs up. 

• Lower Limbs. You are on bended left knee. Your right foot extends in front, leg 

bent in an acute angle. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-31 

• Section. Act 5 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “O happy dagger” (Ibid., 116). 

• Interpretation. Here the character finds out about her lover’s death. She has no 

future and is kneeling down as if holding the baby that she wanted from this 

love, but is instead holding a dagger to take her own life. She is kneeling over 

her love. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-31 

• Showing the misery and pain of loss. 

• Before suicide, saying farewell to the world. 

• Cradling something that you love. 
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4.5.32 NGV-32 

Shahnameh Source Image, p.68 NGV Line Drawing (Juliet) 

 

 

 

Figure 4-32. NGV-32 
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v Morphology – NGV-32 

• Head. Your head is in three quarter profile, looking down to the right. 

• Neck and Torso. Your torso is in three quarter profile, leaning forwards 

slightly, with your neck slightly bent forwards. 

• Upper Limbs. Your right arm is bent with your head resting on the fist. Your 

left arm lies alongside the torso, bent elbow with forearm parallel to the ground 

and your hand hanging prone. 

• Lower Limbs. You are kneeling, almost sitting on your heels, with hips in line 

with your collarbone. 

v Context within Romeo and Juliet – NGV-32 

• Section. Act 5 [Juliet]. 

• Tumar Line. “Thy lips are warm” (Ibid., 116). 

• Interpretation. This is the tragic ending of the story. Resting her head on her 

fist, she wonders how it could have ended like this. Her other hand is limp, open 

in surrender, hanging over her lover’s body. 

v Potential Performance Applications – NGV-32 

• Facing loss. 

• Coming to terms with grief. 

• Resigned to the situation. 
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APPLICATION OF THE NGV TO PRACTICE 

5.1 Introduction 
This chapter describes and analyses the application of the NGV to my performance 

practice, using Romeo and Juliet as a case study that provides a Western dramatic arts 

context for both an exploration and a demonstration of how the NGV can be applied to 

create an overall performative style for Naghali. Romeo and Juliet was chosen for the 

following two main reasons: (i) it is well known and (ii) being a love story that ends in 

tragedy and the death of one or both lovers, it matches one of the major genres of Naghali, 

namely “Ghanayee”. The choice of Romeo and Juliet is discussed further in Section 6.2. 

My focus is on the use of the body to create drama, as this was one of the main aspects that 

was lost after the Islamic conquest of Persia. To convey a deeper sense of the Persian 

perspective on drama, I describe the concept of ‘Bāzi’ in more detail; a major goal of a 

Naghali performance is to manifest ‘Bāzi’. I then outline my approach to practice and its 
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culmination in a series of Naghali performances of Romeo and Juliet at La Mama Theatre47 

in 2016. To convey how the NGV is used in my practice, one of the performances is 

analysed in detail. 

As was explained in Section 1.2, I have adopted a performative research methodology. The 

rationale for doing so is well captured by the following quote stating that the research 

should entail: 

“… practical knowledge which might primarily be demonstrated in practice – 

that is, knowledge which is a matter of doing rather than abstractly conceived 

and thus able to be articulated by way of a traditional thesis in words alone.” 

(Nelson 2013, p. 8, Kindle Edition) 

My reconstruction of pre-Islamic Naghali is largely a creative endeavour, using the 

literature on Naghali and illustrations from the Shahnameh to inform the creation of a 

vocabulary of Naghali gestures for use in dramatic performance. There is very little 

concrete data on the performance of pre-Islamic Naghali and so the NGV and its 

application to performance is a novel contribution to the field. This creative reconstruction 

of pre-Islamic Naghali has two major aspects: (i) the vocabulary (NGV) that sets out the 

gestures that can be used in performance, and (ii) examples of how that vocabulary can be 

applied in practice. So, the practice itself is a research output of this thesis, as is the analysis 

presented in this chapter. My practice is the point where pre-Islamic Naghali comes to life 

as a distinct art form. To use an analogy with Biology, the NGV is the genetic material of 

Naghali and the practice corresponds to gene expression. The particular elements of the 

 

47 La Mama Theatre (Cass 2017), Carlton, is generally considered to be the home of independent 

theatre in Australia. In its over 50-year history, it has focused on supporting artists whose work 

lies outside mainstream theatre. 
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NGV that are used depend on their relevance to the performance environment, that is, their 

expression is a function of the demands of the particular situation. The NGV is not 

prescriptive; it is a catalogue of the gestural stylistic elements that might be used in a 

Naghali performance. It is up to the artist to determine which gestures to use, how to vary 

them and how to move in and out of a gesture, and the tradition of Naghali emphasises that 

the only way to master this is through its repeated application and practice within the 

context of performance. In this way, through the NGV and its practice, my research into 

pre-Islamic Naghali generates concrete data. 

In pre-Islamic Persia, Naghali was the dramatic form of storytelling. After the Islamic 

conquest of Persia, many of the dramatic aspects became taboo and so Naghali focused 

more on narration; body movement was de-emphasised; dance and the feminine form were 

disallowed. In my research and practice, I have sought to revive this lost practice of using 

the body as a dramatic instrument in Naghali. I argue that it is this body-based, dramatic 

aspect that distinguishes pre-Islamic Naghali from contemporary practice of the style. I 

believe that much of the power of Naghali came from the use of the human body as a 

dramatic vehicle for storytelling. As a female performer using my body as a dramatic 

instrument in Naghali, I am challenging the notion that these aspects should be taboo in 

modern Naghali. 

The closest Persian word to ‘drama’ is ‘Bāzi’. Unusually, the word has survived unchanged 

since pre-Islamic times. It is combined with other Persian words to describe different 

categories of dramatic performance, for example, ‘Bāzi dar Avardan’, which means to 

performatively imitate an event. A person who is able to skilfully execute Bāzi is termed a 

‘Bāzi-gar’ (actor or Naghal). Because the only way to learn Bāzi is by doing it, ‘Bāzi-gari’ 

is the occupation, passion and obsession of a Naghal. 

In practising Naghali, I become a Naghal, a Bāzi-gar, a Portraitist. The act of doing Bāzi 

is termed ‘Bāzi kardan’ (acting). Thus, as a Bāzi-gar, through Bāzi kardan, I manifest Bāzi 

and my passion is Bāzi-gari in the style of pre-Islamic Naghali. As a solo performer in the 

context of pre-Islamic Naghali, as a Bāzi-gar, I must be able to represent different 

characters and my focus in this research has been on using gestures to do so. I creatively 
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reconstructed these NGV gestures from ancient illustrations, with a view to offering the 

performer overall stylistic guidance on how the body can be used to create a pre-Islamic 

Naghali performance.  

In Farsi, Naghali means reciting; یزاب  / Bāzi means drama. Based on my hypothesis that 

pre-Islamic Naghali places greater emphasis on the use of the body than modern Naghali, 

my practice focuses on Bāzi. Because the concept of Bāzi is central to both Persian 

dramatic arts (Agha-Abbasi 2012) and my approach to Naghali, I present below a selection 

of mostly ancient Persian Bāzi-rooted terms to help convey a broader sense of its meaning: 

• Bāzi Ja, Bāzi Gah, Bāzi Kadeh: a place where Bāzi happens. 

• Bāzi-che-gak, Kheimeh Shab Bāzi: puppet theatre (Massoudi 2009). 

• Bāzi-gar, Bāzi Kon, Bāzi-garn: a person who practises Bāzi. 

• Bāzi-dar, Bāzi-avardan: performing. 

• Bāzi-che: comedy. 

• Pay-Bāzi: dance (‘pay’ means foot or leg). 

• Laal-Bāzi: mimicry, pantomime, exaggeration in acting. 

• Sorat-Bāzi: mask; includes adopting novel or stereotyped facial expressions. 

• Shah-Bāzi: parody; the type of Bāzi performed in the time of Cyrus the Great 

(600-530 BC); this style was used for allegorical political theatre. 

• Bāzi-Panami, Bāzi-Panom: a type of puppet theatre employing multiple animal 

masks in which Bāzi involves characterising various animals. This form of Bāzi 

was commonly used for Persian folklore tales. 

Bāzi is a Pahlavi (Middle Persian) word (Agha-Abbasi 2012, 35); Pahlavi was the language 

of southwestern Persia from about 300 BC until the Islamic conquest in the 7th century AD. 

In Persia, Bāzi has come to be used as a prefix for all types of dramatic performance. Bāzi 

is the essence of what makes a body’s action performative, dramatic, theatrical. It begins 

with the conscious intention of the performer to create drama in front of an audience and 
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is manifested through the connection between her mind and body. Bāzi is a verb denoting 

performative action, which itself results in Bāzi, a noun. Bāzi requires a performative, 

intentional agent, who manifests her intentions through her stylised actions. These actions, 

whether bodily movement or sound, are perceived by the audience members, who are 

themselves interpretive entities that may react to their own perception of the performance, 

and these reactions in turn can affect the performer. Thus, Bāzi exists in Naghali as a closed 

loop between performer and audience (Figure 5-1). 

The objective of my practice is to manifest Bāzi in the style of pre-Islamic Naghali. To do 

so, one must prepare the performance (Section 5.2) and then execute what has been 

prepared (Section 5.3) within the context of the performance space and its audience. The 

latter is Bāzi; in the practice part of this research, Bāzi results from the application of 

performative actions (NGV) that were created for the tale of Romeo and Juliet to be 

executed within the performance space of La Mama Theatre. 

In the tradition of Naghali, any space can become a performance space (Bāzi Ja); it is not 

restricted to theatres. This resonates with my own practice. While developing the NGV, I 

have created Bāzi in various public spaces, including on the street and in cafés and bars. 

Through Bāzi, at that time, the space becomes a performance one and the result is Naghali. 

Here, my body is my instrument, my vehicle for telling the story. The NGV is my palette 

of dramatic actions; it is a body-based language medium and, in my practice, is prioritised 

over verbal language. In the tradition of Naghali, these body-based dramatic actions are 

stylised, magnified and exaggerated. By developing an individual performance vocabulary, 

I created an individual style; having an individual style is very important to the Naghal’s 

reputation and success (Beyzaie 1965, 29). Thus, I am not claiming that pre-Islamic 

Naghals used my particular vocabulary, rather, I am hypothesising that it is a stylistically 

appropriate set of gestures that provides me with an individual style of Bāzi.  

The next two sections describe my approach to production and Bāzi in my practice. 
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Figure 5-1. Bāzi performative loop  
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5.2 Production  
The NGV is the core contribution of this thesis, but to apply it to performance requires 

preparation and production. As a Naghal I am responsible for all aspects of the production, 

including dramaturgy, script interpretation, props, costumes, set design and choreography. 

This section describes these aspects and their application to my Naghali production of 

Romeo and Juliet at La Mama Theatre. 

5.2.1 Dramaturge – اناد  /dānā 
A Naghali performance is created by a solo artist who must autonomously fulfil a wide 

range of functions, from theatrical conception through to performance. A Naghal must be 

a script interpreter/rewriter, director/dramaturge, choreographer, set designer, mask and 

puppet maker, narrator, actor and singer. In Farsi, this role is called ‘Dana’, which means 

one who knows and can see all. To be a Dana, I needed to develop these skills and apply 

them to my production of Romeo and Juliet. 

5.2.2 Scroll – راموط  /tumār 
The Tumar is the Naghal’s personalised rewriting of the story for the purpose of 

performance. It is a heavily condensed and encoded version of the script, that typically fits 

on a single sheet of paper. It represents the Naghal’s creative interpretation of the original 

text; the Naghal is not just a performer but must also be a writer. The Tumar maps out a 

set of key milestones in the performance and as such is more akin to a set of notes than a 

script. 

For Romeo and Juliet, my Tumar mirrors the NGV; each figure in the NGV is associated 

with a line in the Tumar. All of the narrative comes directly from Shakespeare’s script; I 

treated it as poetic and symbolic, and selected lines that created a vivid image for me and 

that could guide me through each phase of the story. In this instance, the Tumar is written 

from the perspective of Juliet. 
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5.2.3  Figure – کمدآ  /ādamak 
The concept of ādamak was introduced in Section 4.5; it is the diagrammatic style that I 

developed to denote the NGV gestures. In developing the show, I drew each figure on an 

A3 page and mounted them on the walls of my studio space so that I could practise them 

until they became second nature. 

5.2.4 Curtain – هدرپ  /parde 
Pardeh-Khani is a sub-style of Naghali, involving the use of a portable backdrop. Pardeh 

in Farsi means something that locates itself between two spaces (it also means curtain); 

this is typically a visible partition, but it can also be virtual or symbolic. I used a portable 

screen to divide the stage into visible and invisible regions, and also used it as a backdrop 

for projections. Even though it was not visible to the audience, I used the hidden portion 

of the stage to perform, for example, singing and narrating. In the tradition of Naghali, the 

screen was designed to be portable, comprising seven metres of fabric that could be 

mounted on three wooden poles. This structure had two cords on top so that it could be 

hung from the ceiling and had three regions where I could be out of sight of the audience. 

The screen fulfilled three major functions: (i) I used it to signify the passing of time by 

moving behind it, (ii) a backdrop for projections, and (iii) portability – it weighed less than 

2 kilos (in fact, I dismantled it at the end of every performance as a personal ritual to remind 

myself of what it is like not to have a consistent dedicated performance space). 

5.2.5 Projection/Light – شتآ  /'ātaš 
Directed light and the resulting appearance of shadows is fundamental to my performance 

of Naghali, and for me, harks back to early Persian fire worship. Here, I knew I couldn’t 

use real fire and so I enlisted Simon Fisher to enact this role by projecting onto the screen. 

Fire is dynamic and has its own logic; thus, I selected a projection artist who uses light in 

a dynamic and improvised fashion. We worked together for two years to achieve this 

aesthetic and our strategy was to develop the approach through repeated practice and 

performance. 
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5.2.6 Music – زاس  /sāz/  زاوآ  /'āvāz 
In pre-Islamic Naghali, the storyteller was typically accompanied by a solo musician and 

this style of Naghali was called Ghavali. The use of music in Naghali has always resonated 

with me and I have used it since the very beginnings of my exploration of the form, i.e. for 

about 10 years. Multi-instrumentalist, Myfanwy Hunter, joined me for the season of Romeo 

and Juliet at La Mama Theatre and we practised together for almost six months prior to the 

performances. 

5.2.7 Mask – کتروص  /suratak and Puppets ھچیزاب  /bāziče 
As discussed in earlier chapters, masks and puppets are believed to have been important in 

pre-Islamic Naghali. I developed a set of puppets to represent characters and concepts in 

the play, including Romeo, Juliet, love birds, Lady Capulet, Mercutio (as a little lamb), 

Tybalt and the Angel of Death. 

5.3  Bāzi / یزاب   
This section describes the Persian concept of drama, “Bāzi / یزاب ”, as it relates to my 

practice. I have attempted to convey the particular Persian sense of Bāzi, as well as how I 

have related it to Naghali in my practice. Section 5.4 introduces the Bāzi conceptual 

framework that I developed to help structure the analysis of my performance. 

5.3.1 What is Bāzi / یزاب ? 
Bāzi is the performative sequence of intentions and actions of a Bāzi-gar; a Bāzi-gar who 

applies Bāzi is a dramatist, actor and storyteller. Each progression has a start and end, and 

Bāzi occurs during that interval of time. Bāzi changes the atmosphere of the space into a 

dramatic one and the presence of an audience is a key prerequisite for this to happen.  

Interestingly, during the development of my practice, I came to realise that the concept of 

Bāzi in Naghali is quite similar to that of ‘Jo Ha Kyu’ in Japanese Theatre of Noh. In “The 
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Invisible Actor” (Oida and Marshall 2013), Yoshi Oida recounts how Zeami (the Japanese 

Noh Master) explained the phenomenon behind all our actions: “Every phenomenon in the 

universe develops itself through a certain progression” this is called Jo (beginning), Ha 

(development), Kyu (climax). According to Oida, this is different to the concept of 

beginning/middle/end in Western theatre. In Jo Ha Kyu, there is a steady acceleration from 

the beginning through to a rhythmic climax; then there is a pause and the process of 

acceleration starts again. 

The concept of Jo Ha Kyu is recursive; each Jo Ha Kyu sequence is itself broken down 

into smaller Jo Ha Kyu aggregations and this recursive decomposition can be seen down 

to the level of granularity of the performative actions themselves. So, for example, a gesture 

within a performance has its own Jo Ha Kyu structure.  Similarly, the concept of ‘episode’ 

in Naghali is subtler than the episodic structure of the story itself. Through my practice, 

my appreciation of the received understanding that Naghali is ‘episodic’ has changed from 

simply seeing this as a statement about the story structure, to something more akin to Jo 

Ha Kyu. Bāzi in Naghali is a series of Jo Ha Kyu aggregates (episodes) and each of those 

can be sub-divided into finer grained episodes. Each NGV gesture is an episode itself, with 

a beginning, development and climax. 

Being conscious of the progression of Bāzi is a prerequisite of being a Bāzi-gar and here I 

write about that progression in the context of Romeo and Juliet. Bāzi in Naghali has a 

progression with a start and end, and each progression can be sub-divided into a finer-

grained progression. I acknowledge that this analysis of my practice is ongoing and is 

related to constant discovery of new methods and my awareness of myself as a Naghal. 

This part of my writing, as Yoshi states (Ibid., 39), is around discoveries of ‘inner self’.  

Bāzi reveals how the technical aspects (NGV) can become free and fluid on stage during 

an actual Naghali performance. The clarity and awareness that my body has gained by 

practising the NGV manifests as freedom of action as it becomes intuitive and natural to 

me. Here, one of the prerequisites for mastery in Bāzi entails reaching this level of 

confidence in applying the NGV actions. 
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My very first discovery in using the NGV for Bāzi was that I can achieve two vital goals 

with it. The first is to stylise my body movements and the second is to manifest a physical 

characterisation of each person in the story. Because of the intimate relationship between 

the performer (Bāzi-gar رگیزاب ) and the audience (Bāzi-binan نانیب يزاب ), there is much that 

cannot be rehearsed in Naghali. It can only arise in the context of a performance. For the 

Naghal, the experience of this is to be a receiver of knowledge, rather than a creator of it. 

During a performance, it can feel like a series of revelations; in some sense, I feel as though 

I already knew the knowledge (because I had prepared myself to be in the right state to 

receive it). There is something magical about this reception of the knowledge and it arises 

through being responsive and in the moment rather than being measured and calculated 

about the performance. 

In applying the NGV, it became clear that, although each gesture may be aesthetically 

pleasing to me, developing a story-driven flow between them is not necessarily 

straightforward.  In my practice, I understood that the NGV actions, as Bahram Beyzaie 

(Beyzaie 1965) said, are generally improvised and in the moment. Thus, the gestures 

themselves are generally modified dynamically during the performance, in an unplanned 

manner. Rhythm is vital; the flow in and out of gestures must be fluid. Though exaggerated, 

the gestures should not be stilted; in the terminology of music, legato rather than staccato. 

The pauses between episodes (each Jo Ha Kyu) are a smooth deceleration and acceleration, 

rather than a sharp stop/start. Pauses can happen in the narration as well as in movement 

of the body. Pauses are used in Naghali to give the audience time to absorb and reflect. 

5.3.2 Bāzi in my Practice of Naghali 
The aim of my practice is to organically apply the NGV to Naghali performance. In my 

practice for this thesis, this took place over three nights on stage at La Mama Theatre, 

Carlton. As a Bāzigar/Naghal practising pre-Islamic Naghali, I gave myself a specific 

training routine which simply means I investigated how I can use the NGV in Naghali 

performance. The development of an explicit Naghali gestural vocabulary, and the 

documentation thereof, is a novel contribution and required me to be designer, director and 
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dramaturge together. As noted earlier, it is common in Naghali for the Naghal to enact all 

of the roles normally taken on by separate people in other forms of drama. 

Within the context of this research and case study, I became the subject of my own practice 

– an essentially phenomenological perspective (Johnston 2017). Bāzi is expressed through 

the body as the result of a cognitive process between mind and body; thus, I need to convey 

who I am as an artist, Bāzi-gar, portraitist, Naghal. To this end, I present a video48 of one 

of my NGV-based performances of Romeo & Juliet, taken from a series that was performed 

at La Mama Theatre, Carlton in 2016.  

5.4 Conceptual Framework for Bāzi in Naghali 
Naghali has an episodic structure and therefore I have used this as the basis to provide a 

consistent analysis of my NGV-based performance of Romeo & Juliet. The performance 

comprises a number of episodes, each with a start (šoru/ عورش ) and an end; I view the end 

as a pause (vaqfe/ ھفقو ) because I am still a performer between the episodes – my actions 

are still performative even if I am not using them to tell the story. Each episode, in turn, 

can comprise a number of (sub) episodes that, in turn, could also be sub-divided 

episodically. In analysing the four performances of Romeo & Juliet, I identified six key 

structural elements within the episodes. These elements are: (i) Start (šoru/ عورش ), (ii) 

Focus (deqqat/ تقد ), (iii) NGV (hare(a)kat/ تکرح ), (iv) Transition ('abur/ روبع ), (v) Repeat 

(tekrār/ رارکت ), and (vi) Pause (vaqfe/ ھفقو ). These are the key aspects of my performance of 

pre-Islamic Naghali and each is described below. 

5.4.1 Start (šoru/ عورش ) 
There are many ‘starts’ in a performance, for example, the start of adopting the role of 

Naghal, the start of the show itself, the start of an episode, the start of a gesture, and so on. 

 

48 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6htC8u7aGeQ 
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For the purposes of this analysis, the term ‘start’ refers to the beginning of a given episode. 

In my performance of Romeo & Juliet, there are nine episodes. 

5.4.2 Focus (deqqat/ تقد ) 
Start is immediately followed by ‘focus’. This is where I, as Naghal, bring my awareness 

to the storytelling purpose of the episode; its characters, message, location, and so on. 

Internally, I generate the atmosphere, energy and feeling of what is to come in the episode 

and form my performative intention. This will then manifest as bodily movement, sound, 

etc. during the performance of the episode. I consider this focus to be a prerequisite for 

creativity; it helps ensure that nothing will interfere with the process of storytelling – my 

mind is focused on the performance and my body enacts my performative intention. On 

the one hand, this focus is a form of discipline, but on the other hand, that discipline brings 

great freedom in performance. It is a focus on my conception of the truth of the story and 

that allows me to be freer because I am not concerned with reproducing what was 

rehearsed, but rather with the spirit of what needs to be conveyed to the audience. In this 

way, the elements of the NGV are applied flexibly in the moment as a result of my feelings, 

rather than as a rigid sequence of rehearsed actions – a ‘vocabulary’ to be used for 

performative communication, rather than a predefined collection of ‘sentences’. It is this 

focus on my performative intention that allows an almost unconscious application of the 

NGV to stylise the movement of my body. Just as our inner feelings unconsciously drive 

our facial expressions, body movement, tone of voice etc., ‘focus’ brings me into an 

emotional space where the NGV can be varied naturally and unconsciously. 

5.4.3 NGV (hare(a)kat/ تکرح ) 
The NGV gestures used in each episode are listed as part of the analysis. As was explained 

in Section 5.1, the NGV is not intended to be rigid or prescriptive; it is a guide that, through 

repeated practice, enables the performer to craft her movements in the style of pre-Islamic 

Naghali reconstructed in this thesis. Thus, the NGV instances identified in Section 5.5 vary 

from those presented in Section 4.5; for example, the hand gesture could be the same but 



155 

 

the legs might be in a different position, depending on the context of the performance. In 

Naghali the performance should be fluid, rather than formalised and mechanical; as the 

Farsi saying goes: arising from one heart to settle in another. 

5.4.4 Transition ('abur/ روبع ) 
Naghali is a solo form of dramatic performance that requires the performer to adopt the 

role of narrator as well as the different characters in the story. Thus, the transition between 

those roles is significant, as are the methods used to signal such transitions to the audience. 

There are standard, codified ways of signifying a transition in Naghali, for example, 

snapping one’s fingers. However, each Naghal is free to use her own conventions to 

highlight the transitions. The important point is that the transitions should not interfere with 

the story; they must preserve the momentum of the story. Also, because the Naghal enacts 

the transition, she can dynamically rearrange elements of the story; something that would 

be difficult to coordinate in a typical theatrical performance where others are responsible 

for changing the layout of the stage. 

In this analysis, the simplest transition is from one NGV gesture to another, even if the 

character does not change. 

5.4.5 Repeat (tekrār/ رارکت ) 
Repetition is used in Naghali to emphasise particular aspects of the story. Repetition can 

include phrases, story elements and abstract concepts such as a repeated challenge, 

amongst others. What a Naghal chooses to repeat reveals her interpretation of the story and 

what she feels needs to be emphasised; it is a way of increasing or decreasing the amplitude 

of the themes in the story.  

5.4.6 Pause (vaqfe/ ھفقو ) 
In Naghali, although the story is typically divided into episodes, the space between each 

episode is a ‘pause’ rather than a ‘stop’ or ‘end’. This is because Naghali is normally 
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performed in an informal and open space, so the performer is always performing, even if 

she is not currently narrating or acting. A Naghal will often rotate her body in a circular 

motion between episodes to signify the passage of time. In my performances of Romeo & 

Juliet I went behind the screen to achieve the same effect. 

5.5 Analysis of Bāzi in My Practice 
This section should be read in conjunction with the video of the Romeo and Juliet 

performance: 20161015 Show 3 annotated49. Here, each significant event is annotated with 

its time stamp (hour:minute:second:frame) in the video of the performance. This 

performance was organised into nine episodes. In this thesis, each episode is structured in 

terms of the conceptual framework introduced in Section 5.4, namely, the six types of 

performance category: start, focus, NGV, transition, repeat and pause. These are ordered 

chronologically as bullet points. Every episode begins with start, followed by focus and 

then an NGV gesture. Then, there can be a transition to a new NGV gesture, possibly 

followed by some number of further transitions. To simplify the presentation, these 

transitions are aggregated within the transition bullet point. If there is a repeat, then it 

forms the fifth bullet point and it will aggregate all of the subsequent occurrences of NGV, 

transition and repeat within the episode. The episode ends with a pause. This episodic 

structure is shown in Figure 5-2. The numbers denote the ordering of the six categories. A 

transition is always followed by an NGV gesture, which may or may not be followed by 

another transition. Thus, an episode can comprise any number of NGV/transitions. This 

may then be followed by a repeat, which can itself interleave any number of 

NGV/transitions and repeats, in no particular order. The episode ends with a pause. So, 

for example, the simplest possible sequence within an episode is: [start], [focus], [NGV], 

[transition, NGV], [pause] (with the bullet point structure reflected by bracketing). 

Longer sequences include: 

 

49 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6htC8u7aGeQ 
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• [start], [focus], [NGV], [transition, NGV], [repeat], [pause]. 

• [start], [focus], [NGV], [transition, NGV, transition, NGV], [pause]. 

• [start], [focus], [NGV], [transition, NGV], [repeat, NGV, transition, NGV, 

repeat, NGV], [pause]. 

 

Figure 5-2. Episodic structure  

 

 

 

In this performance of Romeo and Juliet, the story is told from the perspective of Juliet. As 

a Naghal telling Juliet’s story, I empathised with Juliet’s character. In order to present 

Romeo and Juliet in the style of Naghali, I felt that I needed to adopt the consciousness of 

the character I felt closest to. This decision was made after many discussions with Liz Jones 

(Artistic Director and CEO of La Mama Theatre, Carlton), who has been a mentor to me 

for many years. 

Episode

1. Start

2. Focus

3. NGV

4. Transition NGV (optional) Transition

5. (optional) Repeat

(optional) NGV (optional) Transition

(optional) Repeat

6. Pause
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The music was played by Myfanwy Hunter50, who developed it during rehearsals, but 

improvised during the show. The light projection was devised independently by Simon 

Fisher51 who used his own artwork, chosen by him during rehearsals. Simon improvised 

the projections during the performance, employing techniques such as partially occluding 

the projector lens with his hands. Tabassom Ostad is a traditional Iranian singer who 

opportunistically offered to take part on that night only. The intention in this collaboration 

was to reflect how a Naghal can work with other artists, without directing what they are 

doing, allowing the performance to arise organically from the unique perspectives of each 

artist. 

The performance begins with greeting the audience. Greeting is a very important part of 

Persian culture; when one enters someone else’s space, being greeted makes one feel 

welcome and safe. The Naghal greets the audience, one by one, and welcomes them into 

the space where she will tell the story. As a Naghal you are not a sudden surprise on stage 

but a familiar face who is going to tell a story soon; this is how they are going to receive 

you. A Naghali performance does not involve the raising of a curtain between the audience 

and performer. Naghali began its existence as an art form amongst people: in temples, tea 

houses, before sending the troops to war, to celebrate victory, in the company of good food, 

to celebrate the changing season, for rituals, for giving thanks to the Gods, and so on. 

To start the performance, I begin my focus by counting from 1 to 20 in Farsi (00:01:24:00 

to 00:01:43:00) followed by a four second pause. Here, I used counting to put the audience 

 

50 Myfanwy Hunter is a sound artist who mixes acoustic and electronic approaches in an 

improvisatory approach to sound making (http://www.myfanwyhunter.com/bio - last accessed 

11th August 2019). 

51 Simon Fisher is a multidisciplinary artist/educator. His primary focus is visual/performance art. 
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into a state of awareness, but other approaches in the tradition of Naghali include singing 

an invitation in a loud voice and clapping hands while turning around in a circle. 

I turn off the venue lights manually while I’m counting and move behind the (portable) 

screen.  

5.5.1 Start of Naghali (Storytelling) @00:01:24:00 

5.5.2 Episode 1 
• Start šoru/ عورش  @00:01:47:00. Music begins the Prologue, which is presented 

as a narrative of few words.  

• Focus deqqat/ تقد  is on the tragic trajectory of the story, as implied by the 

narrative “Two households, both alike in dignity, from ancient grudge break to 

new mutiny, where civil blood makes civil hands unclean”. 

• NGV hare(a)kat/ تکرح  @00:02:24:00. Entry of the storyteller character with a 

round mirror in hand: a symbolic prop (symbolism is an important part of 

Naghali, see Section 4.4.2). In Persian culture, the circle is a symbol of life, the 

earth, repetition and wholeness, and the mirror symbolises truth, reflection, 

clarity and observation. With this in mind, I (as dramaturge) chose this prop to 

symbolise the twin themes of love and hate in the story and how they are 

repeated from generation to generation. I wanted my audience to see themselves 

in the mirror and feel connected52. In some sense, the mirror breaks the fourth 

wall by suddenly making the audience aware of their presence and connection to 

the theatrical space; from a Western perspective, Naghali routinely breaks the 

 

52 Although not apparent in the video, the audience could see themselves clearly in the mirror. 

Video cameras only capture a fraction of the dynamic range of the human eye. 
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fourth wall. 

o NGV-1 @00:02:41:00. Like most examples of the NGV 

hare(a)kat/ تکرح  in this video, the gesture is altered to fit the 

dynamic performance context in which it appears. As explained at 

the beginning of Section 5.1, the NGV is not intended to be 

prescriptive; it is a stylistic guide for the body. Here, the gesture is 

viewed from the front, with the head facing forwards (in contrast 

to the image in Section 4.5.1). Simon projects a skull onto the 

mirror, thereby creating a virtual mask that conveys the death 

message of the story. 

o @00:03:00:00. I (as Naghal) reveal the nature of the tragedy: a 

pair of star-crossed lovers take their life. When I bring the mirror 

down and place it between me and my audience, I am indicating 

that I am going through the details of what happened after the 

Prologue. My goal as narrator is to magnify the tragedy of hatred 

which stands against love; I am looking into the mirror at the story 

itself; like a fortune teller. Such symbolism makes Bāzi interesting 

and mysterious, arousing the curiosity of the audience and growing 

the connection between storyteller and audience. 

• Transition 'abur/ روبع  @00:03:15:00. By standing up, moving through NGV-10 

(Section 4.5.10), I transition from narrator to the character, Juliet. My body 

movement (NGV-28 @00:03:20:11 and NGV-14 @00:03:24:00) and facial 

expression convey possession by a new character, although the audience does 

not yet know who that is. Although each NGV gesture was designed with a 

particular character and Tumar line in mind, a given gesture can be used to 

portray any character. NGV-28 (Section 4.5.28) was designed with Capulet in 
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mind but is here adapted to Juliet53. Here, I (as Naghal) casually introduce 

myself as Juliet; Juliet is speaking to the audience (@00:03:27:12). NGV-18 

@00:03:31:17 (Section 4.5.18). 

o Transitioning rapidly through various characters who are dancing 

at the party. NGV-19 @00:03:40:19 (Section 4.5.19), NGV-10 

@00:03:44:08 (Section 4.5.10), NGV-3 @00:03:48:00 (Section 

4.5.3), NGV-2 @00:03:57:15 (Section 4.5.2), NGV-1 

@00:04:00:00 (Section 4.5.1), NGV-4 @00:04:01:12 (Section 

4.5.4),  

o Transition to Paris. NGV-7 @00:04:04:00 (Section 4.5.7), NGV-

17 @00:04:08:00 (Section 4.5.17), NGV-24 @00:04:16:17 

(Section 4.5.24). 

o Transition to Capulet @00:04:18:00. NGV-8 @00:04:26:00 

(Section 4.5.8). The two characters are within the frame of the 

curtains, giving the audience the sense of a private dialogue. 

o Transition to Paris. NGV-7 @00:04:32:00 (Section 4.5.7), NGV-

17 @00:04:37:00 (Section 4.5.17). 

o Transition to Capulet. NGV-24 @00:04:52:18 (Section 4.5.24), 

NGV-28 @00:04:59:00 (Section 4.5.28). 

o Transition to Sampson and Gregory @00:05:09:00. Here the focus 

changes to the fundamental conflict between the two families. 

 

53 This is called molāqāt/ تاقالم  in Farsi. Molāqāt is when your inner mind shows you the picture, 

image or a sense of a character. When molāqāt happens, the character comes out, and for me to 

present that, I consciously adopt the relevant NGV posture. The NGV adds a pre-Islamic Naghali 

stylisation to the performance. 
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NGV-12 @00:05:07:00 (Section 4.5.12). NGV-24 @00:05:12:23 

(Section 4.5.24) 

• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  @00:05:17:00. Echoes part of Prologue “…from ancient 

grudge…”, to remind the audience of the longstanding conflict between the two 

parties. 

o Animalistic sounds signifying the hostility between the two 

families @00:05:21:00. As mentioned in Section 2.5.3, Razi 

(2011, 17) states that Naghals would build tension by producing 

non-verbal vocalisations. 

o NGV-3, NGV-15, NGV-22 @00:05:25:18 (Sections 4.5.3, 4.5.15, 

4.5.22). 

o Repeat (00:05:38:17). Completes the phrase from the Prologue “… 

break to new mutiny”. 

o Sampson and Gregory continue. NGV-16 @00:05:42:14 (Section 

4.5.16), NGV-14 @00:05:48:01 (Section 4.5.14). 

o Transition out of characters Sampson and Gregory. The 

combination of these NGV gestures work together to bring me (as 

performer) out of character and conveys the feeling of finishing off 

the episode. NGV-10 @00:05:51:21 (Section 4.5.10), NGV-15 

@00:05:55:05 (Section 4.5.15), NGV-17 @00:05:56:24 (Section 

4.5.17) 

• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @00:06:00:00. Here, I am no longer a character. I go behind 

the curtain to mentally prepare for the next episode.  

5.5.3 Episode 2 
•  Start šoru/ عورش   @00:06:27:00. Begins with a song in Farsi about love and 

tragedy in love.  
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• Focus deqqat/ تقد . The song gave me the focus to introduce this tragic love 

affair. 

• @00:06:56:00. I (as Naghal) enter with a mask, which alludes to the eyes that 

fell in love behind a hidden face. The gentle, fluid rendition of NGV hare(a)kat/ 

تکرح  NGV-5 @00:07:04:00 (Section 4.5.5)  and NGV-24 (Section 4.5.24) 

@00:07:08:00 represents the enamoured communication between Romeo and 

Juliet. 

• Transition 'abur/ روبع  @00:07:24:00 from Naghal to the character, Romeo, via 

NGV-19 (Section 4.5.19) and NGV-6 (Section 4.5.6). 

o This is followed by the NGV sequence: 11, 4, 7, 30, 29, 31, 39 and 

15. 

o NGV-17 @00:08:42:00 (Section 4.5.17). Transition back to 

Naghal who introduces Romeo, as if in everyday conversation. 

This is characteristic of Naghali; the narrator breaks the rhythm of 

reciting poetry and speaks naturally.  

• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت . There is no Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  in this episode.  

• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @00:08:55:00. The character of storyteller leaves the stage 

and moves behind the screen, clicking fingers to the end of the episode. This 

finger clicking becomes the most common sonic indication for the beginning of 

the pause and the end of the episode.  

5.5.4 Episode 3 
• Start šoru/ عورش   @00:09:10:00. Begins with conversation between Romeo and 

Juliet. Juliet: “Deny the father, refuse thy name”, Romeo: “I should adventure 

for such merchandise”. 

• Focus deqqat/ تقد . The focus of this episode is on the major conflict that 

overshadows this love; their families and the obligation that their inherited 
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names impose upon them.   

• NGV hare(a)kat/ تکرح  @00:09:32:00. Singing begins. Naghal enters stage, 

puppets in hand (Romeo and Juliet), with the NGV supporting the puppeteering 

aspect of the performance. NGV-9 @00:09:43:00 (Section 4.5.9). 

• Transition 'abur/ روبع  @00:07:24:00 through NGVs: NGV-24 @00:09:47:00  

(Section 4.5.24), NGV-30 @00:09:56:00  (Section 4.5.30), NGV-31 

@00:10:00:00  (Section 4.5.31).  

• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  @00:10:08:10. While placing the puppets on the mirror, 

the following phrase is repeated from Episode 1: “A pair of star-crossed lovers 

take their life”. This emphasises their ultimate fate to the audience. 

o NGV-18 @00:10:09:00 (Section 4.5.18). The puppets are placed 

on the mirror, which symbolises the cycle of life/fate in this story. 

Each Naghal has her own individual artistic approach, and because 

of my puppeteering background, puppets have become a hallmark 

of my performances. 

o Transition from puppeteer to Juliet as I (as Naghal) stand up. 

NGV-20 @00:10:16:00 (Section 4.5.20), NGV-12 @00:10:18:00 

(Section 4.5.12) 

o NGV-29 @00:10:27:00 (Section 4.5.29), NGV-11 @00:10:33:00 

(Section 4.5.11), NGV-15 @00:10:35:10 (Section 4.5.15), NGV-

25 @00:10:37:05 (Section 4.5.25), NGV-30 @00:10:37:18 

(Section 4.5.30), NGV-2 @00:10:38:10 (Section 4.5.2), NGV-4 

@00:10:40:00 (Section 4.5.4), NGV-12 @00:10:42:00 (Section 

4.5.12), NGV-11 @00:10:44:00 (Section 4.5.11), NGV-11 

@00:10:46:19 (Section 4.5.11). 

o Repeat (00:11:02:10). “What is name?” 

o NGV-14 @00:11:06:00 (Section 4.5.14), NGV-15 @00:11:13:00 



165 

 

(Section 4.5.15). 

o Repeat (00:11:16:00). “What is name?” 

o NGV-11 @00:11:30:00 (Section 4.5.11), NGV-23 @00:11:36:00 

(Section 4.5.23). 

o Repeat (00:11:38:00). “What is name?” 

o NGV-17 @00:11:59:00 (Section 4.5.17). 

o Transition to Romeo (left curtain). 

• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @00:13:05:00. End of episode.   

5.5.5 Episode 4 
• Start šoru/ عورش  @00:13:17:00. Begins with music and entry with puppet.  

• Focus deqqat/ تقد . of this episode is the arranged marriage of Juliet to Paris and 

how this makes her feel. 

• NGV hare(a)kat/ تکرح  @00:13:20:00. NGV-3 (Section 4.5.3) is modified in 

service of the puppeteering. The puppet is Lady Capulet, Juliet’s mother. 

• Transition 'abur/ روبع  @00:13:25:00 to NGV-27 (Section 4.5.27), NGV-14 

@00:13:48:00 (Section 4.5.14), NGV-12 @00:13:58:00 (Section 4.5.12), NGV-

18 @00:14:05:00 (Section 4.5.18). 

o  

• . 

• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  @00:14:43:00 of “Deny thy father, refuse my name?”. 

o @00:14:22:00 Opening the entrance door to the theatre (right of 

frame, out of shot) symbolises the intrusion of the outside world 

into Juliet’s internal space. Running from side to side shows how 

unsettling this is for her. 
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o NGV-2 @00:14:50:14 (Section 4.5.2), NGV-28 @00:14:58:00 

(Section 4.5.28), NGV-29 @00:14:59:00 (Section 4.5.29), NGV-

27 @00:15:02:06 (Section 4.5.27), NGV-11 @00:15:06:07 

(Section 4.5.11), NGV-20 @00:15:15:10 (Section 4.5.20), NGV-

15 @00:15:17:17 (Section 4.5.15), NGV-4 @00:15:21:00 (Section 

4.5.4). 

o Symbolising the anger between the two families: NGV-11 

@00:15:23:00 (Section 4.5.11), NGV-22 @00:15:25:11 (Section 

4.5.22). 

• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @00:15:45:00. End of episode.  

5.5.6 Episode 5 
• Start šoru/ عورش  @00:15:48:17 with chanting which changes the rhythm of the 

performance. Reciting of one of Rumi’s most famous lines of poetry 

@00:16:06:00, which translates to “One night the fire fell onto the straw field 

and destroyed it” (my translation). Fire represents love; the straw field is the 

lover. 

• Focus deqqat/ تقد  is on the tragic fate in this story; death for the lovers will and 

must come because hatred and revenge still exist between the families. I (as 

Naghal) reappear on stage with white paper scroll in hand. By throwing the 

scroll up and down in such free and unmeasured manner symbolizes the lovers’ 

optimism for the future.  

• NGV hare(a)kat/ تکرح  @00:17:02:00. NGV-31 (Section 4.5.31), kneeling over 

puppets representing the bride and groom. This alludes to the Persian ceremonial 

practice of holding a white fabric over the heads of the bride and groom, 

symbolically carrying them to a bright future. 

o The tearing of the scroll @00:17:28:19 symbolises the tragic 

separation that awaits the two lovers. 
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o NGV-4 @00:17:31:07 (Section 4.5.4), NGV-6 @00:17:34:00 

(Section 4.5.6), NGV-15 @00:17:36:00 (Section 4.5.15), NGV-28 

@00:17:38:13 (Section 4.5.28), NGV-4 @00:18:10:00 (Section 

4.5.4). 

• Transition 'abur/ روبع  @00:18:14:00 to Capulet. Begins to crumple the two 

halves of the scroll. 

• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  @00:18:53:10 of part of the Prologue: “Two households 

both alike in dignity, where civil blood makes civil hands unclean”. Drops 

crumpled paper to ground @00:19:03:00 to emphasise unclean hands. 

o NGV-4 @00:19:06:00 (Section 4.5.4). 

• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @00:19:18:00. End of episode.   

5.5.7 Episode 6 
• Start šoru/ عورش  @00:19:42:20. Naghal begins behind screen as Romeo in a 

flashback saying loudly, “Let’s retire!”. Juliet emerges from behind the screen, 

recalling what Romeo said with regard to the conflict and that he was against it. We 

again hear Romeo saying, “Let’s retire!”. 

• Focus deqqat/ تقد  is on the message that, in conflict, we sometimes have to kill to 

avoid being killed. 

• NGV hare(a)kat/ تکرح  @00:20:04:00. NGV-4 used for puppetry. Mercutio in 

right hand; goat in left. In Persian culture, the goat symbolises royalty, spirituality, 

power, dignity, nobility, etc. 

o NGV-30 @00:20:35:00 (Section 4.5.30). 

o Hunter beheads goat @00:20:36:08. This symbolises how Mercutio went to 

fight for Romeo and ended up being killed, which led to Romeo eventually 

getting into a fight and killing Juliet’s cousin. Thus, Romeo’s noble desire 
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to avoid conflict was thwarted; the killing of the goat symbolises this loss 

of nobility. 

• Transition 'abur/ روبع  @00:20:41:10 to Naghal who conveys the message that 

war takes from both sides. I, as Naghal, chose this as an important moral of the 

story. As an Iranian who lived through the Iran/Iraq war until the age of nine, this 

aspect is particularly poignant. 

o NGV-20 @00:20:50:00 (Section 4.5.20). 

• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  @00:20:59:07 of phrase “…from ancient grudge break to 

new mutiny…”. 

o NGV-31 @00:21:00:00 (Section 4.5.31), cradling the puppets. 

o Transition to narrator and repeat of the moral of this episode: “He has to kill 

to not be killed” @00:21:07:00. 

o Ripping of crumpled scroll with mouth @00:21:19:10, showing intense 

frustration. 

o NGV-4 @00:21:47:17 (Section 4.5.4). 

o Capulet commanding Juliet to obey “Speak not, reply not, do not answer 

me, you will be mine”, NGV-24 @00:21:51:00 (Section 4.5.24), NGV-16 

@00:21:57:00 (Section 4.5.16), NGV-24 @00:22:00:00 (Section 4.5.24). 

o “I give you…” NGV-6 @00:22:02:11 (Section 4.5.6), “…to my friend” 

NGV-25 @00:22:04:18 (Section 4.5.25), NGV-21 @00:22:07:00 (Section 

4.5.21), NGV-24 @00:22:10:00 (Section 4.5.24). 

o Transition to Naghal @00:22:11:00, NGV-7 @00:22:25:07 (Section 4.5.7). 

o Transition to Prince (peacekeeper) @00:22:30:00. 

o Transition to Juliet @00:22:35:00, NGV-5 @00:22:35:00 (Section 4.5.5), 

NGV-26 00:22:37:00 (Section 4.5.26). 
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o Transition to Prince by change to comical voice (no gesture change) 

@00:22:45:10. Glancing from side to side, listens to the arguments of the 

two parties. 

o NGV-4 @00:23:14:14, pushing the two sides away. 

• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @23:26:00. Episode ends with snapping of fingers, a common 

Naghali technique for grabbing attention or changing the rhythm of the storytelling. 

5.5.8 Episode 7  
• Start šoru/ عورش  @00:23:43:00. Juliet as Naghal enters with symbolic bird 

puppets in her hands. In Persian culture, birds are symbolic of love and can also 

represent the death of a martyr. 

• Focus deqqat/ تقد  is on the nature of love and how the characters pursue their 

personal desires, leading to conflict. For Juliet, although Romeo killed her cousin, 

she still loves him. 

• NGV hare(a)kat/ تکرح  @00:23:55:05. NGV-18 (Section 4.5.18) in support of 

puppeteering. Narrates Romeo’s line: “I am the fortune’s fool...”. Places puppets 

on the symbolic circle of life @00:24:26:20. 

• Transition 'abur/  .to Lady Capulet 00:24:26:20@  روبع

o NGV-7 @00:24:35:00 (Section 4.5.7), NGV-14 @00:24:38:10 (Section 

4.5.14), NGV-26 @00:24:40:07 (Section 4.5.26). 

o Transition to Juliet @00:24:42:00. NGV-11 @00:24:43:00 (Section 

4.5.11), NGV-15 @00:24:49:14 (Section 4.5.15), NGV-7 @00:24:54:16 

(Section 4.5.7). 

o NGV-23 @00:25:08:00 (Section 4.5.23). This gesture is modified so that 

Juliet is holding her neck, emphasising the concept of death in the story. 
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• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  @00:25:16:00 by Juliet of question “What is name?”, 

constricting the throat to modify the sound and communicate the suffering of Juliet. 

o NGV-29 @00:25:36:10 (Section 4.5.29), NGV-11 @00:25:41:00. 

o NGV-2 @00:26:18:00 (Section 4.5.2) 

o NGV-6 @00:26:20:00 (Section 4.5.6), NGV-17 @00:26:26:11 (Section 

4.5.17), NGV-3 @00:26:39:16 (Section 4.5.3), NGV-15 @00:27:35:19 

(Section 4.5.15). 

o Repeat @00:27:40:00 “Speak not, reply not, do not answer me”. This 

reveals the hypocrisy of the character. 

o Carry out deflowered branch as if it is a coffin @00:27:51:00. 

• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @00:28:17:00.  

5.5.9 Episode 8 
• Start šoru/ عورش  @28:19:20. 

• Focus deqqat/ تقد . Here I focused on the hope in the story, singing a hopeful 

melody. 

• NGV hare(a)kat/ تکرح . As Naghal, NGV-2 @00:28:35:00 (Section 4.5.2). 

• Transition 'abur/ روبع  to NGV-10 @00:28:44:00 (Section 4.5.10), NGV-18 

00:28:48:00 (Section 4.5.18), NVG-2 @00:29:02:00 (Section 4.5.2). 

• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  @00:29:12:10 of part of prologue: “…from ancient grudge 

break to new mutiny, where civil blood makes civil hands unclean”. 

o NGV-17 @00:29:18:00 (Section 4.5.17), NGV-27 @00:29:20:00 (Section 

4.5.27), NGV-18 @00:29:24:05 (Section 4.5.18), NGV-32 @00:30:05:00 

(Section 4.5.32), NGV-24 @00:30:07:00 (Section 4.5.24), NGV-13 

@00:30:09:00 (Section 4.5.13). 
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• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @30:40:20. Music continues and Episode 8 flows into Episode 

9 without any explicit boundary. 

5.5.10 Episode 9  
• Start šoru/ عورش  @00:31:51:00. Entering with the angel of death puppet in hand.   

• Focus deqqat/ تقد  is on death. 

• NGV hare(a)kat/ تکرح . NGV-4 @00:32:18:00 (Section 4.5.4). 

•  Transition 'abur/ روبع  to NGV-15 @00:32:26:00 (Section 4.5.15), NGV-10 

@00:32:32:00 (Section 4.5.10) tipping Romeo over to symbolise his death.  

• Repeat tekrār/ رارکت  @00:32:43:21 of “Tell me daughter” by Lady Capulet. 

o Lady Capulet falls, realising all has been lost. 

o NGV-27 @00:33:00:11 (Section 4.5.27), NGV-21 @00:33:02:14 (Section 

4.5.21), NGV-5 @00:33:06:16 (Section 4.5.5). 

o The headgear symbolises a dog chasing its tail; the circle of life; there was 

no way to escape the tragedy of this story. 

o NGV-15 @00:33:21:11 (Section 4.5.15), NGV-4 @00:33:32:20 (Section 

4.5.4), NGV-12 @00:33:43:00 (Section 4.5.12), NGV-11 @00:33:48:05 

(Section 4.5.11), NGV-8 @00:33:55:00 (Section 4.5.8), NGV-13 

@00:34:00:00 (Section 4.5.13), NGV-29 @00:34:02:11 (Section 4.5.29) 

o Juliet stabs herself, NGV-12 @00:34:07:18 (Section 4.5.12). 

o Juliet removes headgear, NGV-8 @00:34:11:07 (Section 4.5.8). 

o NGV-24 @00:34:17:00 (Section 4.5.24), NGV-23 @00:34:28:00 (Section 

4.5.23), NGV-17 @00:34:36:00 (Section 4.5.17). 
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o Repeat of various phrases from earlier in the performance @00:34:37:06, 

NGV-6 @00:34:38:00 (Section 4.5.6), NGV-4 @00:34:44:10 (Section 

4.5.4). 

• Pause vaqfe/ ھفقو  @00:35:47:00. End of episode. Naghal exits venue. Singing 

continues. 

5.6 End of Naghali (Storytelling) @00:36:50:13  
I (as Naghal) open the door, re-enter the venue from outside and bow @00:36:46:10.  

5.7 Summary 
In the performance used for this case study, I (as Naghal) began by greeting the audience 

rather than narrating or acting; this informal and friendly connection with the audience is 

an essential element of Naghali. I then marked the start of the storytelling by counting to 

20 in Farsi; Naghals always use some technique to bring the audience’s focus to the 

performance, for example, clapping hands while spinning in a circle. 

A conceptual framework was developed to structure the analysis of the performance into 

nine episodes, each partitioned into: (i) Start (šoru/ عورش ), (ii) Focus (deqqat/ تقد ), (iii) 

NGV (hare(a)kat/ تکرح ), (iv) Transition ('abur/ روبع ), (v) Repeat (tekrār/ رارکت ), and (vi) 

Pause (vaqfe/ ھفقو ). Although partitioned into episodes, the performance is continuous as I 

am still acting performatively between the episodes, even if not narrating or playing a 

particular character. 

It should be apparent that the NGV is not prescriptive but instead provides a stylistic palette 

of gestures for use in performance. It is worth reiterating here that the claim is not that this 

particular NGV was used in pre-Islamic Naghali, but rather that the NGV is a set of gestures 

that can be used to appropriately stylise a performance. Here, the NGV was applied in a 

manner that was responsive to the performance environment, for example, at the end of the 

performance, NGV-6 @00:34:38:00 (Section 4.5.6) is delivered in a standing rather than 

kneeling position, with the right fist clenched rather than resting on the knee; the fingers 
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of the left hand are spread as if holding a globe. Indeed, although each gesture is associated 

with a particular Tumar line (Section 4.5), and by implication a particular character, they 

were interchanged freely during the performance. 

In this study, the human body formed the main dramatic vehicle for storytelling and so the 

analysis concentrated on the gestural components of the performance. The research 

hypothesis (Section 1.1.1) that the NGV can be applied to Western dramatic arts, was 

demonstrated through the example of Romeo and Juliet. Whereas Romeo and Juliet was 

performed in a typical Western performance space, in the tradition of Naghali, it could 

have been executed anywhere, with me fulfilling the roles of producer, dramaturge, 

performer, and so on.
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DISCUSSION 

Motivated by the critically endangered status of Naghali, the goal of this research was to 

creatively reconstruct a gestural vocabulary for the pre-Islamic version of Naghali and 

apply it to Western dramatic arts. Only time will tell if this work will be taken on by theatre 

practitioners and if this approach will contribute to the preservation of Naghali in the long 

term. This chapter concludes my work by summarising the research and its outcomes 

(Section 6.1), discussing the intercultural adaptation of Romeo and Juliet to Naghali 

(Section 6.2), and discussing the potential extensions of this work into the future (Section 

6.3). 

6.1 Summary of the Research 
To recap, according to the literature, many features were lost from Naghali after the Islamic 

conquest of Persia, for example, female performance (Razi 2011, 10) and dance (Beyzaie 

1965, 45). Naghali is fundamentally about dramatic storytelling and so the loss of body 

movement aspects from pre-Islamic times was particularly significant. This was one reason 

for choosing to focus on the reconstruction of body movement, specifically, posture and 

gesture. Thanks to the availability of illustrations from the Shahnameh, which provide an 

indication of dramatic gesture in pre-Islamic Persia, the most promising prospect for 
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reconstructing what has been lost was to focus on the gesturo-postural dimension of 

Naghali. Dramatic performance is key and so the reconstructed gestures were developed, 

workshopped and evaluated using a performative research methodology developed to 

tackle the research goals of this study. This methodology addressed the main goals of this 

research (Section 1.1.2), namely, to creatively reconstruct lost elements of pre-Islamic 

Naghali, document them illustratively and demonstrate their application to Western 

dramatic arts. This endeavour  comprised four main phases: (i) survey the literature on pre-

Islamic Naghali, (ii) document the findings and present my conception of pre-Islamic 

Naghali, (iii) creatively develop a pre-Islamic Naghali gestural vocabulary, and (iv) apply 

it to Romeo and Juliet and evaluate the results. 

As outlined in Chapter 2, each Persian author on Naghali presents an individual perspective 

on Naghali that is largely reverential, with only limited criticism of the historical evidence. 

Nevertheless, the literature provides broad clues about pre-Islamic Naghali and how it 

changed after the Islamic conquest of Persia. My perspective on pre-Islamic Naghali 

(Section 3.4) was distilled from this literature, which was part of the motivation for my 

ultimate focus on body movement; the other motivation for focusing on gesture in pre-

Islamic Naghali was the fact that many of the other characteristics of Naghali already exist 

in Western dramatic arts to some degree. 

I follow Beyzaie (1965) in viewing the Naghal as one who portrays the elements of the 

story, including its characters; the closest English word to the concept described by Beyzaie 

is: portraitist. During performance, as a Naghal, I strive to both portray and become that 

which is being portrayed; in some sense, both portraitist and portrait. To become the 

portrait, the Naghal must use her body as a sculptural element in the performance, and so 

I focused on creatively reconstructing the art of dramatic gesture that was lost from pre-

Islamic Naghali. 

In forming a plan to apply Naghali to Western dramatic arts, I examined its relationships 

to the approaches of the Western practitioners Bertolt Brecht and Vsevolod Meyerhold, 

because their work embodies similar principles. Meyerhold’s concept of biomechanics 

heavily influenced my approach to the NGV and I moved away from my original 
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conception of compiling a set of canonical pre-Islamic Naghali gestures to be used 

verbatim during performance. Instead, I conceived of the NGV as a means for practitioners 

to develop an intuitive feel for the gestural style of pre-Islamic Naghali developed in this 

thesis. The NGV has many practical applications, including as a vocabulary for 

choreographing dramatic movement that has an ancient Persian aesthetic, a gestural palette 

for Naghali character design, and a source for developing a sculptural acting style. 

Unlike Kabuki or Katakali, there is no record of a gestural vocabulary for pre-Islamic 

Naghali and so the NGV represents a unique contribution to the field of dramatic arts. The 

NGV was developed with Romeo and Juliet in mind but is intended to be applicable to 

other stories. Having trialled it over a period of 18 months in other work, such as The Birds’ 

Conference, I am confident that it is generally applicable. I also evaluated how easy it was 

for actors to learn and apply the NGV and refined it accordingly. The NGV is intended to 

embody a pre-Islamic Naghali aesthetic that allows the performer to move her body in a 

stylistically appropriate manner.  

We know from the historical record of pre-Islamic Persia that Naghals used exaggerated 

and symbolic body movements and this was an important part of the aesthetic of Naghali. 

Beyzaie (1965) observed that, in pre-Islamic Naghali, the body was used to express the 

emotional content of the story and was the main medium of performance (rather than, say, 

dialogue).  

The application of the NGV in practice is an important research output of this work. The 

NGV drawings on their own are only part of the story; the drawings represent the potential 

expression of pre-Islamic Naghali gestures, but one needs to observe actual practice to 

understand how the demands of performance can affect the selection and modification of 

gestures and how the gestures can flow together. In Farsi, Naghali means reciting whereas 

یزاب  / Bāzi means drama.  My focus on body-based dramatic expression is what 

distinguishes my reconstruction of pre-Islamic Naghali from contemporary practice of 

Naghali. In Chapter 5, a conceptual framework for Bāzi (drama) was used to structure the 

analysis of the nine episodes in one of my Naghali performances of Romeo and Juliet. 

Although various aspects were highlighted, the main focus of the analysis was the NGV. 
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As mentioned at the beginning of this thesis, Romeo and Juliet was selected because it is 

well known and, as a tragic love story, can be viewed as belonging to one of the major 

genres of Naghali, namely “Ghanayee”. Lessons learnt from this adaptation of Romeo and 

Juliet to Naghali are an important intercultural research output of this thesis and are 

discussed in the next section. 

6.2 The Adaptation of Romeo and Juliet to Naghali 
Because it is a classical play, one might expect that Romeo and Juliet is more suited to 

being adapted to an ancient style of performance (Naghali) than a modern text would be. 

However, this is not the case. As explained in Section 4.2, Naghals use a personal rewrite 

(a Tumar) that is an abbreviated version of the story that represents its essence for the 

Naghal. Consequently, even a modern text that might at first glance appear to be unsuitable 

for Naghali, could be restructured appropriately by the Naghal. 

Here, the goal was not merely to perform Romeo and Juliet in the style of Naghali, but 

rather to use Romeo and Juliet as the source for story content and to then produce a pre-

Islamic Naghali performance that is not constrained by the script of the original play. Hence 

the focus was on the performative tradition of Naghali, e.g. having a single performer, 

mixing narration with dialogue, improvising from a story synopsis (Tumar), using a 

hypothesised pre-Islamic Naghali gestural vocabulary, and so on. 

The focus of this adaptation of Romeo and Juliet to Naghali was not to decontextualise the 

story and then recontextualise it within the purview of another culture, but rather to use its 

story elements to create a performance in my reconstructed style of pre-Islamic Naghali. 

My rewrite of the script (in the form of a Tumar) focuses on the story and its logical 

structure, rather than being an attempt to recontextualise the script from the perspective of 

Persian culture. It is more akin to a stage-to-film adaptation in the sense that it preserves 

elements of the original story and presents it in a stylistic form that is more suited to the 

target medium (in this case Naghali) without being constrained by the original dialogue.  
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Note that interculturalism in theatre was not the main focus of this thesis. The main focus 

was the reconstruction of pre-Islamic Naghali; its application to Western dramatic arts was 

undertaken in the hope that this would broaden the range of practitioners that might 

consider using it in their own work. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile discussing how it is 

situated within the field of intercultural theory and practice. The term “intercultural theatre” 

covers a wide range of endeavours and, according to Pavis (2010) is being replaced by the 

term “intercultural performance”. My pre-Islamic Naghali adaptation of Romeo and Juliet 

is intercultural in the sense outlined by Pavis (1996), who writes that intercultural theatre: 

… creates hybrid forms drawing upon a more or less conscious and voluntary 

mixing of performance traditions traceable to distinct cultural areas. 

(Pavis 1996, 8) 

My performance of Romeo and Juliet in the style of pre-Islamic Naghali can be seen to 

have similarities with the work of practitioners such as Araine Mnouchkine who created 

Kabuki-influenced productions of Shakespeare plays. However, her goals were different 

to mine; part of her rationale was to use Asian theatrical techniques as means to train actors 

to be less naturalistic and more theatrical (Mnouchkine 1996, 94). Interestingly, she drew 

on Kabuki to emphasise the ritualistic aspects of the play, Richard II, and this has parallels 

with the ritualistic elements of Naghali described by Beyzaie (1965), Agha-Abbasi (2012) 

and Ashorpour (2011). Note that I am not trying to delineate any universal principles in the 

sense of Barba’s notion of the pre-expressive (Barba 2003). 

My intercultural exploration of pre-Islamic Naghali in the context of Romeo and Juliet was 

instructive. Naghali is based on the notion of a single narrator/performer, and this had a 

significant impact upon the delivery of the story of Romeo and Juliet. Even though some 

of the characters are portrayed directly, the story as a whole is told through the eyes of the 

narrator. I chose to tell the story from the viewpoint of Juliet and so the Tumar was written 

from her perspective. Of course, the technique of using first-person narrative is not 

uncommon in Western dramatic arts, although it is more unusual for a performer to both 

narrate and play all of the parts. Intercultural theatre is facilitated by the audience’s shared 
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understanding of major performative techniques such as mixing narration with character 

portrayal, and this was borne out by the fact that the audience understood that the story was 

narrated by Juliet and that I was also playing the parts of the other characters. Like Peter 

Brook, I believe that this approach to intercultural theatre results in productions that can be 

performed to a wide range of cultures. As outlined by Fischer-Lichte (1996, 38), the goal 

here is not to produce a homogeneous form of theatre, but rather a synthesis of distinct, 

dramatic traditions that preserves the unique characteristics of each culture. It is my hope 

that the intercultural application of pre-Islamic Naghali, with its focus on improvisation 

and the individuality of the narrator/performer, will enhance Western dramatic arts, 

providing another way to avoid what Peter Brook terms “Deadly Theatre” (Brook 1996), 

the tendency to develop a stale and classical approach to theatre that is no longer fresh or 

challenging. 

6.2.1 Character Development 
A Naghali performance has an episodic and sometimes non-linear structure, jumping from 

one episode to another. Characters appear fleetingly, flanked by periods of narration. The 

Tumar comprises a small number of lines (in this case, 32) and here each character only 

has one or two lines of dialogue (apart from Romeo, Juliet and Capulet); precious little to 

develop a character in the way that is typical of Western theatre. This meant that the 

particular Tumar lines chosen for each character were very important, not only in terms of 

conveying the story, but in terms of expressing the character’s personality, motivation and 

intentions. Likewise, each selected gesture was a vital part of the character. To condense 

the original script into a 32-line Tumar, I read through it repeatedly until particular pieces 

of dialogue spoke to me as providing insight into a character. These lines became the 

anchor points for the story and the development of the 32 gestures. 

To illustrate, in Tumar line 22 (Section 4.5.22), when Capulet says to Juliet “You be mine, 

I’ll give you to my friend”, it provides an anchor point for understanding Capulet’s 

personality and his sense of ownership of his daughter, Juliet. It is worth noting here, that 

the selection of Tumar line is often very personal. This line is particularly poignant for me, 
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as a Middle Eastern woman who comes from a culture where fathers typically feel that they 

own their daughters and can treat them as property. 

6.3 The Way Forward 
 

This research was motivated by my desire to address Naghali’s endangered status. I believe 

that this study offers many opportunities for extension, and furthermore, the success of this 

methodological approach means that it could be used to reconstruct other lost dramatic art 

forms. Although, from a historical perspective, one can never know how accurate a 

reconstruction is, from an artistic perspective, the performative methodology used here has 

proven to be extremely fertile. It was a revelation to me to experience how a reconstructed 

dramatic gestural vocabulary from one culture can come alive in the context of another. 

The results of my practice were a continual surprise and delight to me, and I believe that 

this approach can help other practitioners to develop novel and distinctive performances 

that meld dramatic forms from different cultures or even from different historical periods 

within one culture. 

This thesis combined research with practice and these two complementary aspects can be 

developed further. A purely research programme could, for example, search for further 

historical evidence for the gestures used in pre-Islamic Naghali. A practice programme 

could apply the NGV to other plays or theatrical traditions, and of course, research could 

be combined with practice as was done in this thesis. 

Potentially fruitful research directions include: 

• Adding to the palette of 32 NGV gestures. There are many more illustrations 

in the Shahnameh publication that was sourced in this thesis and further gestures 

could be added to broaden the range of application of the vocabulary. 

• Classifying the gestures and grouping similar ones into categories. The 

current NGV is an unstructured list of gestures that relate to particular lines in 
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my Tumar version of Romeo and Juliet. As the set of gestures grows, it could be 

beneficial to group them by potential performance application or other criteria. 

• Accumulating evidence for the prevalence of particular gestures. This could 

be achieved by exploring other sources of historical data, for example, drawings 

found on ancient Persian pottery. 

• Specification of gesture transitions. To make this research effort tractable, the 

NGV was restricted to gestural end points. It would not be practical to specify 

all permutations of transitions between gestures. Even if we have just one type 

of transition per pair of gestures, with 32 gestures there are 992 possible 

transitions (31 x 32). Nevertheless, given suitable sources of data, different 

stylistic transition attributes could be explored, for example, flowing vs. linear, 

or fast vs. slow. 

 With regard to practice, this work can be developed as follows:  

• Applying the NGV to other stories. This would provide further data on the 

practical application of the NGV to dramatic arts. 

• Running workshops on the NGV. This will allow other practitioners to learn 

the NGV’s morphology and how to apply it in practice. I have already run 

workshops in Australia and Armenia, and have successfully developed an 

approach to teaching the NGV to others. Indeed, in Chapter 4, the NGV images 

were described as a mirror image to facilitate teaching. 

6.4 In Closing 
As we are now in the apparent twilight of Naghali, it is my hope that this thesis will help 

revitalise the art form by providing a basis for other practitioners to incorporate this Persian 

stylistic approach into their dramatic performances.  
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