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Rohit Chokhani is
blazing trails for
South Asian artists

How do you claim space in a
sector that has been domi-
nated and defined by white
European settler culture for
decades?

It’s a pressing question
when you’re an artist of
colour, determined to break
through into a mainstream
theatre world that doesn’t
seem to have space for you,
and it’s a question that has
risen in volume and frequency
in theVancouver theatre scene
over the last several years.

We’ve heard it when
companies cast white actors
to play characters of colour,
or when they try their hand
at non-traditional (sometimes
called colour-blind) casting.
For a question this press-
ing, no easy answers have
emerged.

A tipping point of sorts did
come in 2015, when more
than 150 members of the
Vancouver theatre commu-
nity issued an open letter to
the board of directors of the
Jessie RichardsonTheatre
Awards, taking them to task
for an apparent lack of diver-
sity among Jessie nominees
and recipients.The Jessies
responded by inviting com-
munity consultation, subse-
quently instituting a diversity
mandate and introducing the
Vancouver Now Representa-
tion and Inclusion Award.

Rohit Chokhani was a
signatory on that 2015 open
letter. By that point, the
dynamic cultural leader had
been in Canada for five years,
producing work for a long
list of theatre companies, but
not yet directing – and not
because he lacked the skill.

“When I came [to Cana-
da], I was as confident as I
am right now as a director,
but there was no space,”
says Chokhani in a recent
interview in aWest End
coffee shop. “There was no
space for people to give me
the kind of opportunity that
I wanted, and I don’t like to
wait around for things.”

Chokhani says his work
has always been about
more than himself; it’s
about claiming space for his
community. In this way, he
considers himself a second-
generation theatre artist,
building on the work of
trailblazing theatre artists
such as Margo Kane from
the Talking Stick Festival and
Gateway Theatre’s Jovanni
Sy. “Their work allowed a
little bit of space for folk like
me to enter, and now we
are claiming more and more

because of the work their
generation did,” he says.

Since arriving from India
(by way of the USA) in
2010, Chokhani has been
an artistic producer for the
not-for-profit South Asian
Arts organization and grow-
ing Diwali festival, an artistic
associate at the Bard on the
Beach Shakespeare festival,
and producer-in-residence
at the National Arts Centre
in Ottawa, leveraging his
positions to claim more and
more space for South Asian
theatre artists in and beyond
Vancouver.

“Thisdoesn’t
meanseeing
moreSouth

Asian stories
done ina

Eurocentric
way.”

–Rohit Chokhani

This year, Chokhani
kicked that effort up a
couple of notches by launch-
ing Project SAT, an initiative
aimed at creating a network
for developing, touring,
producing and presenting
national and international
South Asian theatre projects
in Canada. Meanwhile, he’ll
make his long-awaited di-
rectorial debut next week at
the helm of Bombay Black, as
part of the 2017 Vancouver
Fringe Festival’s Dramatic
Works series.

All of this comes on the
heels of his Jessie Award
win in June for Significant
Artistic Achievement (Large
Theatre) for presenting
Touchstone Theatre’s hard-
hitting sex slavery study
Brothel #9 (all while curat-
ing The Cultch’s upcoming
Diwali programming, too).

With Project SAT – SAT
being both an acronym for
South Asian Theatre and the
Hindi word for truth and the
inner essence – the primary
goal is elevating South Asian
artists. “There’s only so
much we can do as inde-
pendent producers, because
there are only a few of us
who have actually claimed
that space, so the quality is
there but the quantity isn’t,”
Chokhani says. His goals in-
clude aiding in the develop-
ment of new work and build-
ing a globe-spanning touring
network. “In order for the
quantity to happen, we need
to create more things – and
of course, we can produce
things here, but they need
to go elsewhere in Canada.
They need to go globally.”

Project SAT launched in
July with a series of cultur-
ally specific workshops
focused on grant writing
and pitching project ideas to
presenters and producers,
like Chokhani.Translators
for Punjabi, Hindi and ASL
participants are available
upon request. Upcoming
workshops will focus on pro-
ducing, playwriting, drama-
turgy and Natya Shastra, an
ancient South Asian text on
the performing arts.

The aim of Project SAT
isn’t to teach people of colour
how to adapt their voices
to the mainstream, says
Chokhani, nor is it to give
them tools to contort their
stories so that they’re palat-
able according to European
standards.

“This is continuing to

claim the space for South
Asian artists, but this does
not mean just seeing more
South Asians on Eurocentric
stages,” he explains. “This
doesn’t mean seeing more
South Asian stories done in
a Eurocentric way.This actu-
ally means claiming a space
to train individuals in their
own ancestral way of doing
things, and there are many
different ancestral traditions
in South Asia.”

Meanwhile, buzz has
been building for his debut.
Chokhani is a Fringe veteran
– he produced Siddhartha:
A Journey Home and 2015’s
Pick of the Fringe two-hand-
er Mrs. Singh and Me – and
for his first go in the direc-
tor’s chair, he chose play-
wright Anosh Irani’s searingly
complex, award-winning

drama Bombay Black – which
is set in present-day India
and follows Padma, an iron-
willed mother; her daughter
Apsara, who performs erotic
dances for men; and Kamal, a
blind stranger with a shatter-
ing secret – because of how
well it captures the searing
complexities of Mumbai, the
city of his birth.

“When you go to India,
child marriage, classicism,
casteism, uneducated mental-
ity versus educated mentality,
urbanism versus ruralism, all
of that is thrown in your face,
whether you’re going for the
first time or whether you’re
going every year like me,
you’re going to have to face
that, and that’s what Bombay
Black does.”

Irani is an Indo-Canadian
playwright and novelist,
and Bombay Black has been
performed numerous times
throughout Canada and In-
dia; Chokhani notes that this
upcoming Fringe run will be
the first time in Canada that
the play will be directed by
a Mumbai-born director of
Indian descent.

Bombay Black’s cast is
comprised of established
stand-out actors: Jessie Award
nominees Nimet Kanji
and Munish Sharma, who
previously shared the stage in
Mrs. Singh and Me, and Leo
Award-winner Agam Darshi
(Sanctuary, Played), who pre-
miered her one-woman show,
Burning Point, at the Railtown
Actors Studio earlier this
year.

At the time of our in-
terview, Chokhani and
his collaborators were still
considering the techniques
they could employ to thrust
audiences into the whirlwind
that is modern-day Mumbai,
and also compel them to
consider what it’s like to ma-
neuver through the world as
a blind person. (He intends
to remount the play in a few
years, when time and budget
permits him to conduct a
global search and cast a blind
South Asian actor in the role
of Kamal).

Chokhani has respect for
Irani because “he’s written a
play about male gazing, but
then he’s taken the eyes away
of the person who is poten-
tially male gazing. He’s also
given the audience an ability
to male gaze; but I am taking
it further and not letting the
audience experience the male
gaze all the time, so that itself
is pretty loaded.” W

On a recent sunnyThursday
morning, the sound of trumpet
notes climbing against a tuba
backbeat filters out across
Woodland Park in EastVan.A
disparate clutch of musicians,
ranging from children to teens,
under the direction of band
leaderTim Sars, are warming
up for an open-air concert un-
der a tree.An audience begins
to gather on the grass, drawn
in by the rhythmic melodies.

The musicians are a part of
the Greenhorn Project’s Open
Air Orchestra, a free, after-
school program at the nearby
Britannia Secondary School.
Every Monday afternoon from
3:30-5 p.m., musicians of all
ages meet up and play music
games, New Orleans jazz and
original music under Sars’
direction. “It’s a super fun
bunch of folks, often inter-
generational.We always play a
game of tag halfway through
the workshop,” he says.

This is music at its most
relaxed and loose, a place for
young performers to develop
confidence and spread their
wings alongside more experi-
enced elders.The Greenhorn
Project is the brainchild of the
Carnival Band, which Sars
has been directing for over 10
years.And it runs in the family:
along with his father, Ross
Barrett, Sars has been closely
involved with the grassroots
band community scene on
Commercial Drive for years.

At a time when many
schools are cutting music pro-
grams, the Greenhorn Project
aims to remove barriers for
young or amateur musicians.
For Sars, the most reward-
ing part of his involvement is
“hanging out with these amaz-
ing youth and hearing them
develop.”

Greenhorn will be start-
ing up again this September
and following the school-year
calendar (check Britannia
Community Centre for dates).
Donations in the form of in-
struments or money are always
gratefully accepted.

Back at the park, a young
man leaps up from the audi-
ence, trumpet in hand, and
proceeds to captivate the audi-
ence with a New Orleans-in-
flected melody. By the time he
starts singing, the savvy crew
of teens has joined in through
voice and instrument and the
park fills with music.

These bands are “a huge
part of our community, bring-
ing people of so many different
ages backgrounds and income
levels together,” Sars says.
“With so many people with
kids trying to make ends meet,
it’s so wonderful to offer a free
space to bring people together
and play music.” W

Amy Logan
HiddenCity
@AmySnowLogan

The East
Van bandClaiming space

SABRINA FURMINGER
@sabrinarmf

Top: Project SAT founder and pioneering South Asian theatre
artist Rohit Chokhani, pictured at his Hare Krishna temple in
Burnaby. Dan Touloet photo Bottom: Bombay Black play-
wright Anosh Irani. Nirmal Shah photo

Information about Project
SAT’s upcoming work-
shops can be found at
projectsat.ca. Bombay
Black runs Sept. 7-16 at
the Vancity Culture Lab.
Tickets at tickets.vancou-
verfringe.ca.
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Rohit Chokhani and Diwali in B.C. amplify South Asian
voices
Partnering locally with the Cultch, the festival reaches out to wider audiences

by Janet Smith on October 3rd, 2018 at 12:32 PM

Diwali in B.C. artistic director Rohit Chokhani has had a direct role in bringing several recent South Asian
works to the stage.

One way to describe Rohit Chokhani’s approach to curation at Diwali in B.C. is, as he calls
it, “finding the diversity within the diversity”.

While putting together this year’s festival, the artistic director has found performances
that cover vastly different South Asian experiences. There’s a U.K. play about online
extremism, an intimate play about a Vancouver Punjabi family dealing with tragedy in
their homeland, and a classical-Indian-dance rendition of a Bengali myth.

But Chokhani’s work is also about a kind of cultural diplomacy—a honed mix of
collaboration, networking, and communication. And that’s no big surprise, considering
this is the producer and theatre artist who won the Vancouver NOW Representation and
Inclusion Award at July’s Jessie Richardson Theatre Awards.

Not only is this fast-emerging local arts leader working with such groups as SACHA (the
South Asian Canadian Histories Association) and the Vancouver Tagore Society on this
year’s Diwali shows, his provincewide fest is copresenting the Vancouver productions
with the Cultch. All will be staged at its Vancity Culture Lab and York Theatre, and he’s
worked closely with executive director Heather Redfern on programming.

ARTS FEATURES »

0

B.C.–wide warrant issued
for man who defrauded
17 Metro Vancouver
banks of $30,000

1

More than 25 original
works by Pablo Picasso
and Salvador Dalí now on
display at Oakridge
Centre

2

The politics of LNG: why
Justin Trudeau and John
Horgan could be putting
their careers on the line
today

3

Iced Capp meltdown:
New Westminster police
search for man in Tim
Hortons tantrum video

4

A&W Canada restocks
popular plant-based
Beyond Meat Burger and
phases out processed
cheese

5

ROLLOVER TO EXPLOREVDX BY EXPONENTIAL

BEST OF VANCOUVER NEWS LIFE FOOD MUSIC CANNABIS ARTS TECH MOVIES CONFESSIONS GOLDEN PLATES MORE

EVENTS GUIDES

https://www.straight.com/arts
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%253Fxai%253DAKAOjssK-wxMypVdxYu6dk0I-MGBEL6SrMvocCh2BGkZxj19pHXgU36KhW0a7RyZeeNaq37xLLpTlmZqJeoDhjAaRtpWDU2VjNdYtW1uVicEkOTThzo1WhNRAzc-IwypDdin3vaQquIASTBlGFIj4F_wC7IqGpBnTbFoKpakyBHOGgiBo5NF3-VPBytM7o-bAnKCWczOsxRRd0b4THDadv3GTGI1rOTrjAWynnxS81dRtNKf2cT5OiEIWSquE0gEW_k%2526sai%253DAMfl-YTJIqfORcQx-Kf0lIs8FPP15b3gTz0gsX_-iaWYzvOWA2fcOsvu9n0CDfFEHU8dINDKralwYGjTjXHVc4W5XQFT-Jqdo5TPSjG3FxUslw%2526sig%253DCg0ArKJSzP9jUlE6JnsAEAE%2526urlfix%253D1%2526adurl%253Dhttps://www.straight.com/listings/venues/chambarrestaurant
https://www.straight.com/users/janet-smith
https://www.straight.com/arts/arts-features
https://www.reddit.com/submit?url=https://www.straight.com/arts/1145506/rohit-chokhani-and-diwali-bc-amplify-south-asian-voices&title=Rohit%20Chokhani%20and%20Diwali%20in%20B.C.%20amplify%20South%20Asian%20voices
mailto:?subject=Rohit%20Chokhani%20and%20Diwali%20in%20B.C.%20amplify%20South%20Asian%20voices%20via%20Straight.com&body=One%20way%20to%20describe%20Chokhani%E2%80%99s%20approach%20is%20%E2%80%9Cfinding%20the%20diversity%20within%20the%20diversity%E2%80%9D.%0D%0A%0D%0AFull%20story%20at%3A%0D%0Ahttps://www.straight.com/arts/1145506/rohit-chokhani-and-diwali-bc-amplify-south-asian-voices
https://www.straight.com/news/1145031/bc-wide-warrant-issued-man-who-defrauded-17-metro-vancouver-banks-30000
https://www.straight.com/arts/1144811/more-25-original-works-pablo-picasso-and-salvador-dali-now-display-oakridge-centre
https://www.straight.com/news/1144736/politics-lng-why-justin-trudeau-and-john-horgan-could-be-putting-their-careers-line
https://www.straight.com/news/1144776/iced-capp-meltdown-new-westminster-police-search-man-tim-hortons-tantrum
https://www.straight.com/food/1144356/aw-canada-restocks-popular-plant-based-beyond-meat-burger-and-phases-out-processed
https://www.straight.com/bov
https://www.straight.com/news
https://www.straight.com/life
https://www.straight.com/food
https://www.straight.com/music
https://www.straight.com/cannabis
https://www.straight.com/arts
https://www.straight.com/life/tech
https://www.straight.com/movies
https://www.straight.com/confessions
https://www.straight.com/goldenplates
https://www.straight.com/arts/1145506/rohit-chokhani-and-diwali-bc-amplify-south-asian-voices#
https://www.straight.com/
https://www.straight.com/arts/1145506/rohit-chokhani-and-diwali-bc-amplify-south-asian-voices#
https://www.straight.com/arts/1145506/rohit-chokhani-and-diwali-bc-amplify-south-asian-voices#
https://www.straight.com/arts/1145506/rohit-chokhani-and-diwali-bc-amplify-south-asian-voices#


2018-10-03, 4*30 PMRohit Chokhani and Diwali in B.C. amplify South Asian voices | Georgia Straight Vancouver's News & Entertainment Weekly

Page 2 of 4https://www.straight.com/arts/1145506/rohit-chokhani-and-diwali-bc-amplify-south-asian-voices

HOLD THE MOMENT

The Georgia Straight: A 50th Anniversary
Celebration Book

This beautifully produced co!ee-table book
brings together over 100 of Georgia Straight's
iconic covers, along with short essays, insider
details and contributor reflections, putting each
of these issues of the publication into its
historical context.

BUY
NOW

“I always believed that although Diwali has roots in India, we’re
doing it in B.C.,” Chokhani tells the Straight over the phone.
“How do we take that concept and make it welcoming to other
cultures?”

For Chokhani, that’s meant not only reaching out to marginalized
artists and arts groups within the South Asian community, but
also teaming up with a more mainstream theatre to reach a wider
audience.

Together, Chokhani and Redfern attended the 2017 debut of local
writer-director Paneet Singh’s A Vancouver Guldasta, set in an
actual Vancouver Special. In it, a Punjabi family struggle with the
trauma of the 1984 armed invasion of the Sikh Golden Temple in
India, while their daughter forms a growing relationship with
their young Vietnamese tenant.

“Heather and I went into this small house and we said, ‘We have
to do something with this,’ ” relates Chokhani. “It was actually
very powerful—we felt like part of the family, and we felt the
story was very Vancouver.” (Diwali in B.C. and the Cultch are
now copresenting it with SACHA.)

Similarly, Chokhani and his mentor headed to the Edinburgh
Fringe Festival last year and found The Believers Are But
Brothers—a one-man play that encourages audience members to
wire into WhatsApp as it draws parallels between the online
actions of two ISIS recruits in Britain and a white alt-right

extremist in the U.S.

“It was taking me into a world I didn’t understand at all,” Chokhani says. “Why do certain
young men feel powerless around money and power and sex, and what lengths will they
go to get it?”

<p>The U.K.’s <em>The Believers Are But Brothers.</em></p>

The U.K.’s The Believers Are But Brothers.

Chokhani looked closer to home to help develop Shyama, working as director for Bengali-
Canadian artist Arno Kamolika, who’s interpreting fellow Bengali Rabindranath Tagore’s
epic tale through the ancient Indian dance form of bharata natyam, working with the
Vancouver Tagore Society and Mandala Arts & Culture.

Beyond that, Chokhani has spread Diwali in B.C. events as far as Vernon, Maple Ridge,
and Nanaimo. He says that’s one reason he’s named this year’s fest New Horizons; the
other is to position the programming as a way to look beyond our divisive world. As he
puts it, “How do we look at things in a different way?”

Looking at things in a different way has been a part of the Mumbai-born Chokhani’s
success in getting diverse voices heard on local stages.

He spent his early adulthood in computer programming, first earning his master’s in the
field, then leaving it to delve into the arts after he arrived here in 2010, by way of the U.S.
If you feel like you’re seeing more and more compelling South Asian stories on Vancouver
stages, chances are the artist-producer has had his hands on the project.

In 2016, he worked, as part of Diwali Fest, with Touchstone Theatre to present Brothel
#9, a searing account of sex slavery in Calcutta that won him a special Jessie award for
“outstanding work in expanding the diversification of Vancouver theatre through
excellence in festival programming”. Last year, his reimagined version of Anosh Irani’s

Two-year trial will allow
Cactus Club and
Boathouse restaurants to
sell alcohol at two
Vancouver beaches

6

La Taqueria is o!ering
two-for-one tacos on
National Taco Day
(October 4)

7

Environmentalists vexed
by approval of Kitimat
LNG project estimated to
produce 3.45
megatonnes carbon
emissions

8

B.C. government backs
LGBT–inclusive SOGI
initiative despite
Christian-based
opposition

9

Coroners' analysis shows
average victim of B.C.'s
opioid epidemic is male,
using drugs alone, and
o"en in pain

10

Woman with
Traditional-Stitched
Elephants...
Hi, I saw you tonight
(Tuesday, October 2nd)
at around 11:30 PM on
the Millennium Line

I'm not dating your
friends
I don't get to sleep with
them at the end of the
night when we all go
out for dinner. ...

Stopover
in Iceland

See Iceland at no
additional airfare
on Icelandair®
YVR to Europe

6ights. Book now!

https://www.straight.com/shop/georgia-straight-50th-anniversary-book
https://www.straight.com/news/1144976/two-year-trial-will-allow-cactus-club-and-boathouse-restaurants-sell-alcohol-two
https://www.straight.com/food/1145086/la-taqueria-offering-two-one-tacos-national-taco-day-october-4
https://www.straight.com/news/1144951/environmentalists-vexed-approval-kitimat-lng-project-estimated-produce-345-megatonnes
https://www.straight.com/life/1144991/bc-government-backs-lgbt-inclusive-sogi-program-despite-christian-based-opposition
https://www.straight.com/news/1144491/coroners-analysis-shows-average-victim-bcs-opioid-epidemic-male-using-drugs-alone-and
https://www.straight.com/isawyou
https://www.straight.com/isawyou/1810/woman-traditional-stitched-elephants-shoulder-bag-lougheed-skytrain-station
https://www.straight.com/confessions
https://www.straight.com/confessions/1810/im-not-dating-your-friends


2018-10-03, 4*30 PMRohit Chokhani and Diwali in B.C. amplify South Asian voices | Georgia Straight Vancouver's News & Entertainment Weekly

Page 3 of 4https://www.straight.com/arts/1145506/rohit-chokhani-and-diwali-bc-amplify-south-asian-voices

MORE ON STRAIGHT.COM

TODAY'S EVENTS

STRAIGHT NEWSLETTER

READ LIKE A LOCAL

Get the latests events and news updates 

Your email

the News: Weekly top stories

the List: Contests,events and prebuys

Yes, I consent to receive communications
from the Georgia Straight

Bombay Black, about a blind man’s love for a courtesan, blew away Vancouver Fringe
Festival audiences and was reprised at the Firehall Arts Centre. In the summer, he
cohelmed the Monsoon Festival of Performing Arts, programming strong work like Anita
Majumdar’s The Fish Eyes Trilogy. And he’s also created Project SAT, an ongoing
initiative to help South Asian artists develop, tour, present, and produce new theatre
work across the country, through workshops, mentorship, and other programs. (Redfern
has been a key mentor on the project.) And news recently emerged that Chokhani will
codirect a 2019 production of Shakespeare’s All’s Well That Ends Well at Bard on the
Beach—one set in India and spiced with South Asian music and dance.

It’s a lot to have achieved in a short time here, where a culturally diverse theatre
production was once a rarity on the calendar. But Chokhani knows how to build bridges—
an art he chalks up not only to his technology background but to living and learning.

“Sometimes my friends will ask me, ‘That master’s program for three years—do you feel
all that work went to waste?’ But I think that’s where I get the strategic brain and
communication skills: how to communicate with different communities, how to manage
high emotional settings,” he says, and then offers: “But also, when I was younger, I made
some mistakes. A lot of these conversations about culture and ethnicity would become
more paralyzing. I’m older now, and I see we need to be more collaborative to understand
what these systemic barriers are.” And then, strategically dismantle them, one by one.

Diwali in B.C. copresents A Vancouver Guldasta until October 21 at the
Cultch’s Vancity Culture Lab; Shyama on October 27 at the York Theatre; and
The Believers Are But Brothers from October 30 to November 10 at the
Cultch’s Vancity Culture Lab.
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Cultivating the Arts – Rohit Chokhani

By Renu Singh-Joseph, 23 Nov, 2016

Chokhani is an award-winning producer and cultural

leader, who is forging the path for future generations of

South Asian talent in the arts, in particular for the

medium of theatre. 

 
Speaking with Rohit Chokhani, you can hear the passion in his voice for the cultivation of the
arts, in particular the medium of theatre, and forging a path for future generations of South
Asian talent. 
 
Chokhani has had a rich, diverse career from completing his masters in computer science and
producing video games for popular TV shows and movies to transitioning to the arts world as an
award-winning producer and cultural leader.
 
For the last four years, Chokhani has been the Producer for Diwali Fest, the largest Diwali-
themed festival in the Lower Mainland with events spanning over six weeks. He is also the
Artistic Producer for South Asian Arts Society, which strives to create performance and
educational opportunities for amateur to professional artists. This past summer, Chokhani was
the Apprentice Director for Bard on the Beach and assisted Director Johnna Wright for the
production of ‘Merry Wives of Windsor.’   
 
Around the world and in Canada, there is a conversation taking place around inclusivity in
regards to mainstream professional arts, says Chokhani, adding “How do we represent
marginalized cultures on the main stages? There is nothing wrong with the Eurocentric practice
of arts, but often times, projects that are funded or seen as high quality productions are
coming from Eurocentric traditions of creating arts, and not so much as other traditions like the
South Asian tradition. 
 
For me, that whole balance needs to shift and equate. A lot of that is happening, the Canada
Council for the Arts just made a groundbreaking announcement to completely change their
funding model to make it more inclusive. This is a great stepping stone the council has taken,
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as it’s very important to represent artists of colour, especially women of colour, on our
stages.” 
 
As South Asian arts continue to evolve and emerge in Canada, Chokhani has often reflected
upon South Asian artists in theatre and questions like “What about South Asian theatre artists?
Why don’t we have representation in theatre? Why don’t we create that?” have arisen over the
years. 
 
As a result, Co-Producers Chokhani and Gurpreet Sian, along with the South Asian Arts Society,
founded the Monsoon Festival of Performing Arts. In its inaugural year, the Monsoon Festival ran
from August 11-21, 2016 in both Vancouver and Surrey highlighting South Asian theatre. 
 
According to Chokhani, the festival focused on local and international artists and its goal was to
showcase a variety of performing arts from critically-acclaimed international plays like
‘Honour: Confessions of a Mumbai Courtesan (New York)’ to comedy sketches like ‘I Can’t
Believe It’s Not Butter Chicken’ and the full-length play ‘Kehar Singh Di Maut (The Death of
Kehar Singh).’
 
An initiative near and dear to Chokhani’s heart is Project SAT (South Asian Theatre). Supported
during its first year by the Canada Council for the Arts, BC Arts Council and the National Arts
Centre – English Theatre, Project SAT is an ambitious development initiative that has multiple
phases and will take several years to complete with the end goal to “create a network for
developing, touring, producing and presenting national and international South Asian-themed
theatre projects in Canada.”
 
“What I want to do is to create opportunities for South Asians, not just opportunities in the
mainstream but to create a new mainstream for them,” says Chokhani. “We don’t have to come
from Bollywood to be a successful South Asian artist, so how do we create an initiative where
there is training, workshops and other things for artists in British Columbia, so they don’t have
to go to India to learn the roots of their culture.” 
 
Some phases of Project SAT are currently underway, and a great example is development
programs such as workshops that provide an educational environment for artists to learn from
professionals in the industry. “It’s a massive vision, but I have plans of what needs to happen
every year between now and 2020,” says Chokhani, adding that there has been tremendous
support from multiple arts organizations and societies and national/international partners that
all want to assist Project SAT into becoming a reality.  
 
As Artistic Producer of Diwali Fest, Chokhani strives to diversify the programming and one of his
mandates has been expanding the theatre component. In 2015, Chokhani, in partnership with
The Cultch (theatre), brought in the world-renowned play ‘Nirbhaya’ from India based on the
Delhi gang rape. ‘Nirbhaya,’ winner of the Amnesty International Freedom of Expression Award,
was a successful hit with festival attendees. As a result, Diwali Fest was approached by multiple
theatre companies and the 2016 lineup of events featured plays from different regions of India –
North, South, East – showcasing the diversity of the nation and its people.
 
Throughout his career, Chokhani has worked on a wide array of projects. From his earlier
management days at Foundation 9 Entertainment, he worked with clients like Fox, Pixar, Disney
and Nickelodeon to produce video game products such as ‘Dora the Explorer,’ ‘SpongeBob
Square Pants’ and ‘Alvin and the Chipmunks.’  In the theatre world, some of his nominated and
award-winning projects as a general manager for Touchstone Theatre include ‘The Romeo
Initiative’ (4 Jessie nominations), ‘The Concessions’ (3 Jessie nominations), ‘Mrs. Singh & Me’
(2015 Pick of the Fringe Award – South Asian Arts) and ‘Siddhartha: The Journey Home’ (2011
Talk of the Fringe Award – Akasha Arts). 
 
As our conversation comes to an end, Chokhani has advice for parents with artistically
ambitious children. “Your concerns are genuine. As an artist that has struggled, money is not
the only motivation for what we do, hopefully the work that I do and the artists that will be
represented at our festivals is proof enough that you can make a living out of being an artist. I
am now honoured and privileged to survive completely out of my work in the arts, so it is
possible.” 
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Monsoon season and more for
Rohit Chokhani
Rohit Chokhani, the winner of the Vancouver Now representation and inclusion award at this

year’s Jessie Awards, is preparing — with coproducer and cocreator Gurpreet Sian — to

launch the third Monsoon Festival of Performing Arts.
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Diwali Fest's artistic producer Rohit Chokhani [PNG Merlin Archive] Diwali Fest 2016, PNG  D I W A L I  F E S T  2 0 1 6
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2018 Monsoon Festival of Performing Arts

When: Aug. 919, various venues and times.

https://vancouversun.com/author/sderdeyn


Where: Vancouver and Surrey, various venues and times.

Tickets and info:monsoonartsfest.ca (http://monsoonartsfest.ca/)

There is a perception that Rohit Chokhani doesn’t sleep.

The winner of the Vancouver Now representation and inclusion award at this

year’s Jessie Awards is preparing — with coproducer and cocreator

Gurpreet Sian — to launch the third Monsoon Festival of Performing Arts,

but he also just announced the 2018 programming for Project SAT

(https://rchokhani1981.wixsite.com/projectsat) (South Asian Theatre). This

initiative aimed at developing a deeper infrastructure for touring, producing,

presenting and creating national and international South Asian theatre

projects in Canada is just one more way this active creator is doing his part

to “represent the unrepresented” voices in this country’s theatre scene.

Add in an artistic associate position at Bard on the Beach, helming Diwali in

B.C. (https://rchokhani1981.wixsite.com/diwalibc) (Oct. 5 — Nov. 18, across the

province), producing new plays and any number of other community

outreach and creative pursuits and you can see why people question how

Chokhani does it. He assures me that sleep plays a key role in keeping up

the energy levels.

His past as a Master’s degree holder in computer programming provides

some key organizing skills that make him that the rarest of creative types;

an efficient one.

Throughout his studies, he was always presenting events and pursuing arts

on the side.

“I immigrated here eight years ago and spent two years trying to do my

thing, settling on a collective play at the Fringe Festival called Siddhartha: A

Journey Home at Dr. Sun Yatsen Gardens,” he said. “It was my first thing

artistically and then I got picked up as general manager at Urban Ink

(http://urbanink.ca/) . From there, I went on to general manager at

Touchstone Theatre (http://www.touchstonetheatre.com/) and that was about

the time that the discussions were ramping and amping up about

inclusiveness in the local theatre.”

Seeing a chance to develop a South Asian presence in the scene, telling

their stories and creating their own works, Chokhani delved into developing

some vehicles. It took time.

http://monsoonartsfest.ca/
https://rchokhani1981.wixsite.com/projectsat
https://rchokhani1981.wixsite.com/diwalibc
http://urbanink.ca/
http://www.touchstonetheatre.com/


“It’s still in pretty early stages, and I have a long term vision looking ahead

10 years that is pretty wideranging,” he said. “I don’t feel that I really began

to define myself as an artist until about five years ago when some of my

curatorial vision began to take shape in events I was involved in.”

He met Gurpreet Sian and they agreed that the Monsoon Festival of the Arts

should be a blanket event that can serve as both a training hub and a

performance showcase. Over the 11 days of the festival there are

workshops, an industry series with staged readings and two plays. Anita

Majumdar’s acclaimed onewoman show, the Fish Eyes Trilogy (Aug. 18,

Surrey Arts Centre Main Stage), has toured internationally and Paneet

Singh’s sitespecific The Undocumented Trial of William C. Hopkinson (Aug.

10 — 12, Vancouver Art Gallery) is about the 1914 Vancouver trial of Mewa

Singh, who was accused of assassinating Canadian Immigration Inspector

William Charles Hopkinson. Singh admitted to the act. To have the play

staged in the very same building where the case was tried over 100 years

ago is unique.

“There are already organizations doing great work with music and dance,

and Gurpreet and I knew we wanted to do theatre,” he said. “But also

theatre that was encouraging to emerging artists and not just presenting

established artists. So we both spend the year logging in what we see in our

different networks that resonates and look for some kind of balance

between local/not local, emerging/established, international/nation and

diversity, inclusivity and so forth in the South Asian community.”

It’s a big mandate for Monsoon Festival of Performing Arts and Sian and

Chokhani have been careful to keep the scope of the event reasonable to

get the best results. Since launching the event, they have met so many new

names and they are aware that the gap they perceived is getting smaller.

“Project SAT is aiming to provide even more opportunity for the community

to learn more in the workshops in a way that is more inclusive in terms of

access and interest,” said Chokhani. “If you are from a certain culture, you

may not be as interested in Shakespeare or Chekhov — both things that I do

and enjoy — which are a focus of theatre schools. There’s nothing wrong

with that, but when I go to India, I see different ways of doing things and

think we can bring them here using Project SAT as a platform.”

Incorporating training platforms that are not so well known in Canada, such



as Natyashastra workshop in the fall — which is a comparative study of

Eastern dramaturgy based on the Bharata Natyashastra (historic

performing arts text) and Aristotelian poetics — may sound pretty

specialized. But if it results in interesting stories well told in unique ways,

we’re all the better for it. Having succeeded in finding funding through

Canada Council and elsewhere, Monsoon, Project SAT and Diwali in B.C.

have all been able to offer the training for free.

This is key to Chokhani.

“It needs to be free, because marginalized artists can barely make enough

money to survive and I’m not going to charge them,” he said. “I’m just so

happy that we’ve been able to cater to this huge gap in the scene and not

have to charge for it.”

With a longterm vision to bring diverse South Asian artists and stories from

all over the world to the Lower Mainland, he hopes to see the local voices

added to the global chorus. He’s excited about the pace of expansion in

each of the these initiatives he’s working with and hopes that it continues

this way. Chokhani is not someone who favours the word no.

“If you want to step up, let’s do it,” he said. “We all live in a very interesting

time with cultural differences and gender clashes, but we can’t forget that

there is an underlying humanity that we all have and we can come at our

differences in a caring and loving way. Having a good conversation helps to

understand each other.”

sderdeyn@postmedia.com (mailto:sderdeyn@postmedia.com)

twitter.com/stuartderdeyn (https://twitter.com/stuartderdeyn)
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Kelsey Klassen — Westender

Piya Behrupiya, a musical adaptation of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, will see 16 actors coming from India to perform - The
Company Theatre photo

Rohit Chokhani has spent his entire career bridging different worlds.

First, despite a passion for the arts, Chokhani uprooted himself from the vibrant, sweltering embrace of

Mumbai for the relatively staid climes of Boston to pursue his master’s degree in computer science.Then,

seeking a more creative outlet, he transitioned a relatively dry technical degree into the design and

management of video games, which brought him into contact with companies like Fox, Pixar and Disney, and

rocketed him into multicultural boot camp as a project manager for teams in the US, India and China. Then,

in 2010, Chokhani decided to move from Boston to Vancouver on the encouragement of an uncle, where his

http://www.westender.com/authors?author=Kelsey%20Klassen
http://www.westender.com/
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career path would change entirely again. Determined to find footing in the film industry or something

similar, Chokhani saved up enough money before coming to Vancouver to wait for the right opportunity. In

the meantime, he volunteered, wrote his own plays, and created an arts program at his local temple.

Eventually, and somewhat by chance, he networked

his way into an unpaid production management

position on the 2011 Fringe hit, Siddhartha: the
Journey Home. “It was a very East Vancouver, kind

of, hippie-collective environment. Nobody was

getting paid, everybody was doing everything,” he

recalls, with a laugh. “But what they had was very

unique: a great script […], some really good names

attached, and they had the Sun Yat-Sen Garden as

their venue.” It was at this point that his talents

coalesced. The play had local audiences clamouring

for tickets, and took home Talk of the Fringe that

year. Meanwhile, for a boy who grew up organizing

community events and watching Bollywood films on his neighbourhood’s lone television set,

Siddhartha unlocked a world that kids his age in India were often told wasn’t a career at all.

“I didn’t even know I would have an arts career,” Chokhani explains. “I was raised like the typical Indian kid.

Things have changed since then, but [...] nobody really taught that you could have a career in the arts. [The

arts were] always extra-curricular activities, and you were raised in a culture that said be a doctor, engineer

or lawyer.”

Since then, Chokhani has joined the ranks of Vancouver’s in-demand artistic voices, having served as general

manager for Urban Ink and Touchstone Theatre, producer-in-residence for the National Arts Centre in

Ottawa, and, this year, as an apprentice director for Bard on the Beach’s production of Merry Wives of
Windsor (http://bardonthebeach.org/press/releases/201605/merry-wives-windsor-joins-27th-season-bard-beach). Most

significantly, though, Chokhani continues to bridge multicultural borders as the artistic producer of Diwali

Festival (http://diwalifest.ca/) (Oct. 11-Nov. 30), one of the Lower Mainland’s largest celebrations of Diwali. A

global, multi-faceted South Asian holiday, Diwali could be described as Thanksgiving, Christmas and New

Year’s rolled into one. Historically, the Vancouver festival has focused on showcasing music, dance and food

from the Indian culture. In the four years under Chokhani and team, however, it has expanded in size (with

events now in Surrey, Richmond and Coquitlam) and scope, adding fashion, yoga and theatre to the lineup –

the latter in partnership with the Cultch. Chokhani says his goal was to present shows that “no one in Canada

has ever seen”, and Diwali’s theatrical debut, Yaël Farber’s Nirbhaya, drew audiences from across the

spectrum last year. The play depicted the horrific 2012 gang rape of 23-year-old Delhi student Jyoti Singh,

alongside testimonials from rape survivors. It was a raw, emotionally challenging experience for its viewers,

and a timely yet risky production. Building on its many successes, though, Chokhani has quadrupled Diwali’s

theatre offerings this year.

http://bardonthebeach.org/press/releases/201605/merry-wives-windsor-joins-27th-season-bard-beach
http://diwalifest.ca/
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“The theatre program at Diwali fest has completely exploded,” Chokhani says. “People in mainstream theatre

saw what we created with the Cultch and saw the potential for South Asian content, not just for South Asians

but for people at large.” This year, audiences can lose themselves in The Elephant Wrestler (Nov. 1-5 at the

Cultch), which follows a poor chai-wallah, or tea seller, as he investigates the mysteries of life; Carousel

Theatre for Young People’s Sultans of the Street, about street kids dreaming of a better life (Oct. 29-Nov. 13

at Waterfront Theatre); Brothel #9, about the cost of human trafficking (Nov. 17-27 at the Cultch); and then

the big ticket, Piya Behrupiya, a mammoth adaptation of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (Oct. 11-22 at the

York), in Hindi with English surtitles. Commissioned by London’s Globe Theatre and created by The

Company Theatre in Mumbai, Piya Behrupiya is as exciting as it is unlikely: a Bollywood-meets-Shakespeare

musical adaptation. “It’s a big deal for me because no one has done a show of that magnitude in a language

that is not French or English,” says Chokhani. “And to bring 16 actors from India and to do a show that is

based on Twelfth Night, it’s really a remarkable landmark for me, and also Diwali Fest, to make theatre

accessible in that way.”   

 

Diwali Festival runs Oct. 11-Nov. 30 at various venues. Tickets at DiwaliFest.ca

(http://diwalifest.ca/)

© 2016 Vancouver Westender

http://diwalifest.ca/
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(http://drishtimagazine.com)

Recipient Of The Vancouver Now
Representation And Inclusion Award

An initiative aimed at creating a network for
developing, touring, producing, and
presenting national and international South
Asian theatre projects in Canada

http://drishtimagazine.com/
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RECIPIENT OF THE VANCOUVER NOW REPRESENTATION
AND INCLUSION AWARD AT THIS YEAR’S JESSIE
RICHARDSON THEATRE AWARDS CEREMONY, ROHIT
CHOKHANI ANNOUNCES 2018 PROGRAMMING FOR
PROJECT SAT

WORKSHOP FACILITATORS INCLUDE INTERNATIONAL
ARTISTS MEENA NATARAJAN AND DIPANKAR MUKHERJEE
FROM PANGEA WORLD THEATER, AND INDO-CANADIAN
AWARD-WINNING PLAYWRIGHT AND NOVELIST ANOSH
IRANI

(Vancouver, BC) – Award-winning producer, director, and recipient
of the Vancouver NOW Representation and Inclusion Award at the
2018 Jessie Richardson Theatre Awards for encouraging the
inclusion of diverse voices in theatre and dance, and continuing to
create works of theatre that communicate South Asian perspectives
to a wider audience, Rohit Chokhani is pleased to announce the
2018 programming for Project SAT (South Asian Theatre).

An initiative aimed at creating a network for developing, touring,
producing, and presenting national and international South Asian
theatre projects in Canada, and supporting the next generation of
South Asian artists, Project SAT will continue to represent the
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unrepresented through a series of workshops. These workshops,
which focus on producing, playwriting, dramaturgy and
Natyashastra, will take a unique, culturally specific approach to
training and will be tailored to those in the South Asian community
who experience marginalization. Translators for Punjabi, Hindi, and
ASL participants will be available upon request.

The 2018 Project SAT programming is as follows:

Sponsored Message

 

Block SAT Series – in partnership with Playwrights Theatre Centre
(PTC) | On now until August 1 at PTC

A series of six dramaturgy/writing discussion groups based on peer-
to-peer learning with expert facilitators and writers in order to
encourage, launch, and guide a new generation of South Asian
dramaturgs and independent writers and producers. Facilitators
include Rohit Chokhani, Heidi Taylor, and Kathleen Flaherty.
Participants include Jasmine Chehil, Mannu Sandhu, Zahida
Rahemtulla, Gavan Cheema, Ayush Kathuria, and Arno Kamolika.
Details at https://bit.ly/2Jhl93j.
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Writing Workshop with Anosh Irani | September 7-9 at PTC

During the launch of Project SAT in 2016, Indo-Canadian novelist
and playwright Anosh Irani delivered a day-long, hands-on
workshop as an intro to playwriting to a group of 20 diverse artists.
This workshop was a huge success and, based on popular
demand, will return in 2018 from September 7-9 at PTC. In this
second phase of the workshop, Anosh will present a more in-depth
look at playwriting and work with both emerging and established
playwrights on their projects. Anosh will teach the principles of
playwriting through writing exercises, video-based examples, and
one-to-one work sessions. This weekend-long workshop will
accommodate up to 8 participants only. Application details will be
posted online at www.projectsat.ca.
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Natyashastra Workshop | Fall 2018

A four-day long creation workshop engaging in a comparative study
of Eastern dramaturgy based on Bharata’s Natyashastra (an
ancient text on performing arts) and Western theatre forms based
on Aristotelian poetics in order to invoke a praxis-based
understanding of culturally specific traditions and teachings of the
Natyashastra, which is rooted in the rich traditions of India. This
work will revolve around topics of time, space, dramaturgy, and
aesthetics. The process will demonstrate an alternate dramaturgy
as this ancient text from India is explored, applying its relevance to
modern times. Facilitated by Meena Natarajan and Dipankar
Mukherjee. Details to be posted at www.projectsat.ca.
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Introduction to Producing | Fall 2018

From developing Fringe and independent productions to working
with existing organizations and presentations, this workshop will
focus on the fundamentals of producing a theatrical production.
Facilitated by Rohit Chokhani. Details to be posted at
www.projectsat.ca.
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“We live in a world full of cultural clashes and gender biases,” says
Chokhani. “As cultural leaders, it’s our responsibility to do our best
to ensure all voices and perspectives are heard. I am grateful for
my work getting acknowledged and rewarded as a measure
towards moving us forward in our efforts to understand each other
better as humans and artists.”

In addition to his recent Jessie Richardson Theatre Award honour,
Rohit Chokhani is also the recipient of the 2017 Shiamak
Vancouver Community Award in recognition for outstanding
achievement in the field of Entertainment and Theatre Arts, and the
2017 Jessie Award for Significant Artistic Achievement (Large
Theatre) for his leadership as a founder and executor of numerous
initiatives and activities reflecting an expanding vision of cultural
diversity in Vancouver. His other roles in the industry include Artistic
Director of Diwali in B.C. (2017-2018), Artistic Producer at South
Asian Arts Society (2015-2018), Artistic Associate at Bard on the
Beach (2017-2018), Artistic Producer at Diwali Fest (2013-2016),
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Producer in Residence at the National Arts Centre – English
Theatre (2015/2016), and General Manager at Touchstone Theatre
(2013/2014) as well as Urban Ink Productions (2012/2013), to
name a few.

Here’s what Project SAT participants are saying…

 

“Thanks for bringing voices out that are rarely heard.”

“Having spaces for racialized people of colour is so wonderful and
vital to the artistic soul of an individual and to the collective.”

Project SAT is generously supported by the Canada Council for the
Arts, along with venue support from The Cultch and PTC. Block
SAT is in partnership with PTC.

For more information on Project SAT and workshop details, please
visit www.projectsat.ca.
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