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KATHAKALI-AN INDIGENOUS ART FORM 
OF KERALA 

AN astonishingly unique and dynamic combination of traditional 
dance, elaborate gesture, picturesque costume, grand make-up and 

vigorous music, KA THAKALI is a dance-drama form peculiar to 
Kerala. This pantomime came into existence in the first half of the 
16th Century. It is popularly believed that KATHAKALI is an 
improvement upon KRISHNATTAM, a kind of dance-drama which 
was originated by Manavedan Raja, a scion of the Zamorin family of 
Calicut and a great devotee of Shri Krishna. KRISHNATTAM which 
came into being by about 1650 A.D. was based on ASHTAPADIYAT­
TAM, a kind of folk dance in which the feeling of love was predomin­
ant. Modelled on Jayadeva's famous literary masterpiece GITA 
GOVINDAM, KRISHNATTAM was entirely in Sanskrit, confined to 
Court Circles, and performed as a votive offei'ing lasting for eight 
consecutive nights. 

Origin of Kathakali 

Legend and tradition aver that Raja Veera Kerala Varma of Kot­
tarakkara ohce requested the Zamorin of .Calicut to send his troupe of 
KRISHNA TT AM players for a performance in connection with a Royal 
wedding there. The Zamorin added insult to injury by not only de­
clining the request of the Raja of Kottarakkara, but also by jeeringly 
remarking that there were no scholars in the South who were capable 
of appreciating such a highly a;rtistic and literary performance as 
KRISHNATTAM. As a measure of retaliation arising out of righteous 
indignation, the Raja of Kottarakkara evolved a new type of dance 
called RAMANATTAM. He dispensed with the costly dress of the 
actors in the KRISHNATTAM and adopted simpler costumes which 
looked primitive. RAMANATTAM was first performed in front of the 
deity in the Ganapathi Temple of Kottarakkara. It is a convention 
which is followed by KA THAKALI actors that their first performance 
should invariably be performed as an act of adoration of God Gana­
pathi at this temple. RAMANATTAM is considered to be the "foreus 



2 

et origo" of KA THAKALI which in its form, substance, depth and 
dynamism is unique. 

The Raja of the principality of Kottarakkara, a great scholar who 
lived between 1575 and 1650 A.D., was the first composer and origina­
tor of ·KATHAKALI. A revolutionary revival of the old folk dance­
drama in a new, attractive garb, this new drama liberally borrowed 
both from the old and the new but sedulously preserved the trinity of 
harmonies · as its most precious heirloom. It was originally called 
RAMANATT AM, for the earliest theme theatrically rep1~esented was 
the story of Sri Rama, one of the avatars (incarnations) of Lord 
Vishnu. The Raja of Kottarakkara took for all his eight plays the 
incidents in the RAMAYANA, from the birth of Sri Rama to his corona­
Lion after killing Ravana, and these episodes were graphically re­
presented in his plays. The Raja of Kottayam who next developed this 
dance-drama based his themes on the BHARA THAM. He flourished 
between 1665 and 1743 A. D. The author of four KATHAKALl plays, 
he set the standard for the subsequent writers. An inspired dramatist 
and accomplished actor, he once took by surprise the Zamorin of Cali­
cut who was a great connoisseur of the art of KATHAKALI. The Raja 
of Kottayam, during his visit to the Zamorin, without the knowledge of 
others, participated in a performance. The Zamorin was pleased with 
the new actor and was about to give him presents when he recognised to 
his great surprise, the person of the fifty-year old Kottayam Raja as the 
actor. The Raja of Vettathunad was the pioneer in improving upon the 
RAMANATTAM and making it brighter and more spectacular. 

The art of KATHAKALI is older than its literature which is about 
four centuries old. Certain facts go to prove that KATHAKALI is at 
best a thousand years old. In KATHAKALI, literature is subordinate 
to art. A type of pantomime using a stylized gesture language, acted 
to the accompaniment of drums, and songs sung by special singers, and 
the whole set in a framework of dance, the KA THAKALI has no coun­
terpart elewhere, except in the shadow dance and dramas of Java .. 

History says that Ammu Raja of Bali Islands, nearly a thousand 
years ago, took some people from Travancore and that they taught to 
the people of Bali a kind of dance in which predominance was given to 
gesture. This dance spread to Java. 

Heritage of a Race 

KATHAKALI, a perfect idealised art in which the acting, dancing 
and music exist in perfect union, has come to be recognised as the most 
wonderful histrionic art of the Orient and has caught worldwide atten­
tion. This Kerala art form which is both fascinating and spectacular 
has won the full-volumed admiration of art connoisseurs who are greatly 
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impressed by its. originality and elaborate technique. KATHAKALI 
has had a more intimate a~~ociation with the social and secular life of 
the country than any other form of Kerala Art. Dr. C. A. Menon says 
that "it is a mistake to regard KATHAKALI as an isolated phenomenon 
divorced from its social and historical background" and that the art is 
"a cumulative growth expanding over several centuries". He strikes 
the right chord when he declares that "the Nayars and the Nambudiris, 
the two leading communities of Malabar and their special chara­
cteristicB, have gone into the making of KATHAKALI as an art" and 
that "its features reflect their dominant qualities which they acquired 
in the course of their evolution". As another eminent art critic has 
put it, "KATHAKALI must be the heritage of a race, as old as itself". 

Hasta-mudras (Hand Poses) 

In the development of this scientific mimicry the whole gamut of 
literary expression of the flawless type has been reduced to elementary 
motions for which there are separate finger signs. The codified finger 
poses (Mudras) are full of definite symbolical significance and mean"" 
ing and are effective substitutes for spoken language. Imitative, techni­
cal and suggestive, they are cent per cent symbolical and denote 
objects, action and even inflection. The system of finger poses is based 
on the Bharatha Natya Sastra. Hasta Lakshana Deepika and Abhinaya 
Darpana are two standard works on Mudras. The Mudras which cons­
titute· the alphabet of a language of more than seven hundred words, 
aim at indirect suggestion rather than direct exposition. Each pose has 
a separate name. Greater significance has been attached to indirect 
suggestion. There are 24 basic 1117.tdras and about 300 main continua­
tions. It is believed that the llludras have their origin in the Tantric 
rites of old. This, wonderful gesture language has in it all the poten­
tialities of a universal medium of effectively expressing thoughts. The 
Jvhtdras permit endless permutations and combinations, providing 
ample scope to the talented artists endowed with originality to express 
his rare and full volumed genius. 

H asta-mudras (Hand Poses) are shown with one hand and both 
hands, as befitting the occasion. Showing a basic Mudra with one 
hand is called Asamyukta (Single) pose, while showing the same root 
Mudra with both hands is called Samyukta (Combined) Pose. The 
display of one root mudra with one hand, and simultaneously another 
root mudra with the other hand, is known as Misra (Mixed). The 
twentyfour basic mudras are Pataka (Flag), Mudrakhya (Pose), 
Kataka (Bracelet), Mushti (Fist) Kartarimukha (Face of Arrow Shaft), 
Sukatunda (Parrot's Beak) Kappitthaka (Elephant Apple), Hamsa­
paksha (Wing of Swan), Sikhara (Peak), Hamsasyam (Face of Swan), 
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Anjali (Greeting), Ardhachandra (Half Moon), Mukura, Bhramara. 
(Beetle), Suchinw,kha (Face of Needle), Pallava (Tender Foliage), 
'l'ripataka (Triple Flag), Mrigasirsha (Head of Deer), Sarpasirsa (Head 
of Serpent) Vardhamanaka (Causing Flourishment), Arala (Spider), 
Urnanabha, Mukula (Flower Bud) and Katakmnugha (Opening in a 
Bracelet). 

Kathakali Literature 

Kathakali plays are of supreme dramatic and literary excellence. 
They are written in mixed verse and quasi-prose called Manipravala, a 
melodious, well balanced, admixture of Sanskrit and Malayalam. The 
dialogues are in songs and the intermediate incidents between scenes ar'e 
in verses. The dialogues are invariably in Malayalam but the verses 
are in a mixture of Sanskrit and Malayalam. The verse, or sloka as it 
is called, introduces the actors to the scene. The verses, as a rule, close 
with the words, "And so they spoke", and immediately, behind the 
curtain appear the actors. The curtain ( Thirassila) holders have to 
raise or lower the curtain according to the tempo of the dance of the 
actors. The silk curtain is five feet long, four feet broad and of a single 
colour and bears usually the emblem of a lotus or the representation of 
God Siva or Vishnu. The Kathakali literature has as its rich back­
ground an enormous amount of labour and research in the realms of 
art, literature and music. The religious devotion to the art, the imper­
sonal participation in it, a lofty craftsmanship in the governance of the 
tools, the rhythm and emotion are the disinguishing features of this 
classical dance-drama which draws vital inspiration from the stories of 
the Puranas. The lyrical sublimity and epic grandeur of the 
Kathakali are unique. Rhythm, harmony and cadence, the primary 
requisites of dance, are in evidence in the Kathakali. Kathakali com­
prises a mixture of the various types of religious, folk, artistic, and 
martial dances prevalent in Malabar from very ancient times. 

The eight plays composed by the Raja of Kottarakkara, some six 
hundred years ago, are not nowadays put to large use by Kathakali 
actors, as it is considered that the plays are out of date both in respect 
of their literary merit and adaptability to dance. Though the plays by 
the Raja of Kottayam, written about four hundred and fifty years back, 
are of considerable literary merit, they also do not find favour with the 
public at present. 

Towards the close of the 17th century there flourished Unnaayi 
Varier (1735-1785) who composed four plays on the story of Nala 
( N ala Charitham). Superb in literary excellence, dignified in diction, 
and difficult to act, his plays broke convention and became easily the 
most popular. The twelve compositions by H. H. Kartika Thirunal 
(1758-1798) and H. H. Aswati Thirunal (1756-1788) who flourished 
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C tury are also popular. 
towards the close of the 19th en S t' Th' 1 

f H H wa 1 Iruna 
Tam pi ( 1783-1858) Court Poet o · · ' 

' ' d t often performed. plays which are first rate, an mos 

A Difficult Art 

Ir:ayimman 
wrote three 

K tl k l . · f the most difficult of arts and the actors have to 
a w a~ IS one o h · 1 · 't 1 

d · t'fi r·se of severe and strenuous p ysica , spirt ua un ergo a scien I c cou 
d · t 11 t 1 training for a period of twelve years under reputed 

an m e ec ua D . th t . . 'f th t . 
masters to become proficient in the a~t. urmg e ramm~, I e r~l-
nees have acquired enough skill, they are allotted mmor rol~s m 
Kathakali performances. Ten to fi~teen years ~f sta~e experte.n~e 
makes an actor competent to play maJor roles. Ka hakal1, students JOin 
a Kalari or gymnasium between the ages of 10 and 1~ and .follo-~ ~he 
oid Gurulwla system. Waking up at 3 a.m. they begm their trammg 
and continue it tili the evening, with short breaks for food and rest. 
Physical exercises, language lessons, training in Mudras and rhythm, 
form the chief items of study. They gain complete control over the 
members and muscles of the body and are experts in the control of men­
tal and emotional processes through meditation, contemplation and 
concentration. The actors have to master the art thoroughly and they 
need not aspire to achieve in twelve months what their masters onlty 
achieved in twelve years of hard work and great sacrifice. The train­
ing is severe and thorough, and only a visit to a Kathakali school will 
give an idea of it. With lightning speed the actors move their limbs, 
jump and dance. Their movements are acrobatic but never obtrusive. 
'rhe face, heels, ankles, toes, waist and every part of the body and the 
face is used by the Kathakali actor. There are nine different move~ 
ments or actions of the head, six movements each of the eyebrows, nose, 
cheeks and lips, seven movements of the chin, and nine movements of 
the neck, eleven glances of the eye, each varying in meaning. 

The actors are tabooed from speaking while on the stage. The 
:,;trides, dances, hand poses, and facial gestures are the effective substi-

. tutes for vocal expression. The actors are so clever in the art of 
pantomime that they with amazing ease, majestic grace and consu­
mmate ability, express emotion with telling effect. The hand poses are 
suggestive and recondite. The eyes of the Kathakali actors actually 
dance. The movements of the eyebrows and eyelids are sharp and full 
of meaning and charm. The Kathakali dancers are masters in move­
ments of the eyes. There are nine different movements of the eye­
balls, nine movements of the eye-lids, and seven movements of the eye­
brows. The reddening of the eyes of the actors lends an ethereal charm 
and super human effect to this pantomime par exceUence. 

The Kathalcali is a highly artistic manifestation entirely new to the 
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. th k z· ctors "dissolve one into ecstacies or bring· 
Westerner. The Ka a a 2 a h h' trionic art-form expressed in 

b f 's eve " T e IS 
all heaven e ore one • ·. · of all aspects of the actor. The 
}"' tl k z· · t 1 ne of unwn-union 
1.a w a 2 IS ru Y 0 . ce both emotion and narration. The 

Kathakali actors transmute mto dan . 
th k l . h h th · vitality sweet cadence and nch beauty. Ka a a t as a r y rotc • . 
fi · lod' · ut of the steps of the Kathakah actors and In mte me Ies rise o . . . 

· ·t h th fi from their souls. The Kathakalt actor· IS a true exqmsi e r y ms ow . . 1 · f 11 lt' 
th t h th ti.ci'sm I·s at once divme Y na-tve yet care u y cu I-aes e e w ose aes e 

t d Th ed K·athakali Masters of the present day have to va e . e renown . 
th · d't 'f m1y dazzling records of thirty to forty years of . eir ere I um or 
intense work on the stage. 

Wonderful Pantomime 

Rishi Bharatha the author of a treatise on Dance, while describ­
ing Nritya, ordains 'that "the dancer should with the throat sing ; with 
the feet express the tala, with the eyes e~~ress the ~hava and with the 
hands express meaning." This terse defimt10n does JUstice to Kathalcalt 
and demands a fo\lr-fo1d talent of the dancer. The Kathalcali Dancer 
should have agile feet, expressive eyes and dexterous hands, for the 
hands, eyes and mind of the performer' ~hould work in unison. Gestures 
which constitute the soul of Katha.kalt dance are a four-fold entity, 
namely, Anghikabhinaya (expression t~rough bodily movements) 
V achikabhinaya (expression through musica~ speech), Satvilca!Jhinaya 
(expression through emotions) and Aharabhmaya (expression through 
ornaments and costumes). In short, expression and emotion should 
flow from the various parts of the body of the dancer. "Where the 
hands go, there the eyes should follo:v; where the eyes go, there the 
mind; whe1·e the mind, there the !eeh~g; and where the feeling, the1·e 
the mind." The connoisseur of this ~mque art form must "comprehend 
the artiste's own values" and "perceive the beauty of which the artiste 
has exhibited the signs", if he wants to realise the greatness of the 
dance. 

Costume And Make-Up 

The costume and make-up of Kathakali actors, though old fashioned 
and queer, are impressive and contribute to the dignity of the actors. 
Strong Malayan and Tibetan influences are discerned in the embellish­
ments. of the actors. Some critics have observed that a pronounced 
Moslem influence is noted in fhe costume and make-up of the female 
characters. Legend avers that the Raja Kottarakkara who first con­
ceived the characters had a vision of sea nymphs and monster's from 
whom he copied the form. A Raja of Vettathunad family introduced 



Jn Rukhmangada Mohini . Kavungal Chathunni Panikker as Rughman$ada an<;\ 
Mrinalini Sarabhai a,s Mohini, 
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certain far,..reaching changes in the facial make-hp and head-gear of 
actors. He tnsisted upon the actors painting their faces, wearing 
crowns and covering the body with skirts. He introduced the songster 

1 and ·the drummer. Vast improvements in the facial make-up of the 
actors were effected by the Kaplingat and Kallatikote Nambudiris who 
were great scholars. There are four different colourations of the face, 
each connoting a different mood. While exhibiting the different moods 
with the body and limbg, it is necessary that the colouration of the face 
is appr;opriate to create the I'equired effect. 

The elaborate make-up and the gorgeous costumes of the 
Ka~hakali actors were designed by scholars who wanted the characters 
to be considered not as puny human beings but as either Gods or demi­
Gods, essentially super-human. It takes about three to four hours for 
this cumbersome and dazzling make-up. An actor has to tie at least 
eighty knots in the process of dressing. Red, green, yellow, black and 
white are the dominant vegetable-and earth colours used for the make­
up. The colour scheme of the make-up follows a distinct convention 
which is truly psycho-spiritual. There are different standardised make­
up~ for the various types of actors. The head dress is elaborate and it 
is heavy and a magnificent affair. The make-up of the female chara­
cters is simple. The actors use bangles, anklets, necklaces and armlets 
in profusion. All the characters except sages and rishis wear volumin­
ous skirts which resemble the skirts worn by ballet dancers. The 
characters representing Kings, Gods and Demons put on fantastic 
dresses and paint their faces in the most hideous fashion. The 
characters which represent Gods wear carved wooden masks symboli­
caliy coloured and clothe themselves in gorgeous and oversize garments, 
which give a wonderful swagger to their movements. Shawls terminat­
ing in a lotus-shaped tassel hang round the neck. Inside the shawls are 
fixed tiny mirrors to enable the actor to see his facial make-up. The 
co::;tume and make-up make them appear super-human. Mask-like 
designs are painted on the faces of the actors. Their eye-brows are 
accentuated and a white facial outline known in the language of the 
Kathakali as Chutti makes them look austere. Different types of white 
borders ( Chutties) are made use of to denote the nature of characters. 
A paste of rice flour and lime is used for this white chin border. The 
Ch-i;tti is put on:· the face of the actors by a laborious process, bit by bit, 
allqwing sufficie11t,time for the mjxture to harden. It forms an attrac­
tive frame for the. face exten!ing fro~ the temples to the chin. 

There is a wealth of coloui·, grace and jewellery in the costumes. 
The ornaments worn by the actors bear a definite resemblance to the 
archaic decorations found in . the deific sculpture in ancient temples. 
Dance, gesture, costume and make-up of Kathakali are all highly 
stylised. The most beautiful of all the costumes is the towering head 
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dress. The magnificent looking head dress is profusely embellished 
with multi-coloured beads, spangles, shells and glass pieces. The head 
dress triumphantly demonstrates quite a lot of intricate, elaborate and 
delightful carving, cunningly executed by master craftsmen. The 
head dress is after the pattern of a Crown, set with gleaming glass 
pieces. Its shape, colour and decoration varies to suit the attire of the 
actor. The dress and decoration worn by the actors signify the cha,ra­
cters personified by them. 

The Ko.thalcali characters are classified u.nder three principal types, 
Satvik (virtuous), Rajasik (having vices) and Tamasilc (terrifying and 
destructive). The Kathakali Demon looks most formidable and fear­
ful. He strikes terror into the minds of the youngsters. His make-up 
is terrifying. Some of the chat1acters have long flowing tufts and 
thick black hair, long and pointed nails, looking like claws, round and 
buLging eyes and protruding molars. The use of powerful rhythmic 
movements and symbolic hand poses elevates the characters from actual 
life to the realm of celestial beings. 

Types of Actors 

Five distinct types of actors, namely Pacha (Green), Kathi (Knife), 
Thadi (Beard), Minikku (Polished) and KaTi (Black) are identified in 
the Kathakali. The characters which belong to the general classi­
fication Pacha (Green) colour their faces deep green. The characters 
who imp':rsonate Gods and mythological heroes are called Pacha. They 
paint their lips deep red. Their movements are dignified. The emo­
tion which dominates them is love and they usually wear scarlet 
coloured dress,. and ornaments in profusion. They enact their roles, 
with consummate refinement and in absolute silence. The characters 
classified under the group Kathi paint their faces red and green and 
t~ey represent ferocious and evil beings such as Ravana, the demon­
kmg. A knife shaped reddish marking on either side of the nose ex­
tending to the cheeks distinguish the Kathi type of actors. They wear 
artificial teeth, cork spikes and claws. Actors who appear with white, 
red and black beards are called Thacli. Bali, Sugriva, Kalakeya have 
red beards, while Kali, Kattalan (Hunter) have black beards. Hanuman, 
the Monkey God, is depicted as having a white beard. All these chara­
ct~rs roar loudly. Those whq. impersonate Narada, the wandering 
mJ~strel, ladies, ambassadors eTc., come under the group Minikku. They 
pamt their faces in a mixture of yellow .and light red, and put white 
~ots on their cheeks. Also, they put on their fore-head caste marks. 
rhey put black dye on the eye-brows and redden the eyes and lips. 
Demons and evil characters symbolising primitiveness and savagery 
are called Kari. The elaborate facial make-up is a great art by itself 
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and has to be done by experts. Three to four years of training are 
essential to make one an expert make-up artist. The Kathi, Thadi and 
Kari characters give expression to some noise in moments of excitement 
whereas the other characters bear every storm of feeling in absolute and 
dignified silence. Kathakali actors redden their eyes by applying the 
flower of the Ch~tnda (Solannum Pubescence). 

Kathakali Music 

The dance and mimicry are rendered rhythmic in complete har­
mony with the rasa (aesthetic delight) and bhava (aesthetic emotion) 
represented by the actors. The actor dances to the. tune of the songster 
and the drummers and every moment of the dance IS executed with well 
defined steps, attractive and harmonious movements and gyrations. 
'l'he foot rhythm is intricate, powerful and capable of infinitive, expan­
sive, modification, and the earth trembles under the feet of the actor. 
Close upon the songster finishing the verse, the actor takes up the song, 
and elaborates it, all in pantomime. There are two musicians, the chief 
and his deputy. The chief recites the stanza first in the appropriate 
raga and the deputy takes it up, thus giving time and scope to the actors 
to elaborate it through 1111tdras. 

Kathakali music, which is of the "maTgi" type, follows the classical 
Ragamala code with its characteristic psychosis and time-elements and 
represents the purest form of South Indian (Carnatic) music now 
extant. The period of training of a J(athalcali musician is moderateLy 
calculated to be five years. 

A general and vigorous rhythm dominates the entire performance, 
and the sharp plastic movements of the body (Anga Abhinaya) and the 
different gestures (Hasta Abhinaya) enormously help the eloquent and 
perfect expression of the various emotions, the Nava Rasas (nine classi­
cal aesthetic sentiments,-Sringara, Vzra, Karuna, Adbh1ita, Ra1idm, 
Hasya, Bhayanalca, Bzbatsa, Santa (Love, Heroism, Pity, Wonder 
Mirth, Terror, Disgust, Fury and Tranquility) both in their elemental 
intensity and complex re~ctions to each ?ther or the chemistry of feeling, 
as the expert psychologist would put It. The emotional effect of the 
Kathakali is superb. There are more than five thousand Kathakali~ 
padams (songs) ) , but the most popular songs are by the Titans of 
Kathakali music Kottayath Tampuran, Unnaayi Varier and Irayimman 
Tampi. . 

The music on the stage is comprised of the stentorian but melod· 5 · f · lOU 
vmce o , a ~oupl~' of ~mgers a~companied ~y the clinking of the cymbals 
(called Kmmam, bemg a pair of small circular bell metal piece ) d 
th .. I. Cl s an 

e Jmg mg of the ~eng~la (gong) in harmony with the booming of 
the drums. The leaclmg smger has a gong and the secondary singer a 
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pair of cymbals ( elathalmn) to mark time. Strokes made on the gong 
with a stick keep time for the actors. The drummers emphasise each 
gesture and keep rhythm for the singers. The measures, steps and 
poses of the actors are guided by the time beats on the drum. The con­
clusion or full stop to every conversation is marked by a Kalasom, i.e., 
measured steps and poses controlled by the time beats on the drum. 
gvery rhythm is definitely correlated with a particular mood and pro­
duces its characteristic and thrilling effect with precise calculation. This 
rhythm is more than art ; it is a powerful manifestation of the all­
embracing rhythm of life, love, battle, romance, death, growth and 
decay. The variety of sound~ which the drummers produce with the 
aid of their hands and the tiny stick is marvellous. Two drums called 
illaclcialcun (a long finger drum) and Chenda (cylindrical drum) are 
w::ed. The iH addala m is fixed to the waist of the artiste with a cotton 
belt and remains in a horizontal position. The Chenda is fastened in a 
vertical pm;ition. The demonically clever and incessant drumming that 
shakes up the hearers assumes an entire gamut of rhythm. Of late, 
Eclalclw; a percussion instrument, is also used when female characters 
are on the stage, and then the Chezula is not used. The music of the 
f( athalcali is a perfect combination of Raga (melody), Tala (rhythmic 
time measure) S1l;am (note) and Bhava (aesthetic emotion).Kathalcali 
orchestral group stand facing the audience. 

J(athalcali music has attained a high level of perfection. The 
Ragas of the songs have been carefully selected to suggest the relevant 
emotional nuance and dramatic content. The synthesis of imagery and 
melody is a perfect achievement. Sixty different Ragas and six Talas 
are used with supreme evocative quality by the accomplished musi­
cians. The movement of the actor is exquisite and never obtrudes itself 
beyond the meaning of the dance, delicately soft when necessary and 
extremely virile and tense at other times. The closest and most har­
monious co-operation is necessary between the three artistes-the 
dancer, the singer and the drummer-to render a Kathalcali perform­
ance a success. The colour effect of the triangular harmony between 
Geetham (singing), Nritham (dancing) and Vadyam .. (drumming) is 
supremely enchanting. The songs are long drawn. The esoteric 
significance of Kathalcali songs has been extolled ad libitu·m. The voices 
of the songster resound and carry far into the night. 

The PeTfo-rmance 

The themes for the Kathakali are generally taken from the Puranic 
Lore. 'fhe stories of the Kathalcali are many and varied, both tragedies 
and comedies, the former, however, being more realistic than the latter. 
The native and romantic background of this indigenous art-form is the 
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A typical Kathakali scene at a temple courtyard with the audience equattery on the floor. 



Arjuna, the most knightly of the Pandava brothers. 
A Kathakali Actor impersonating Arjuna. 
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I k f the Charming Malabar night. No scenery is allowed. The 
car ness o . . 
Kathakali is always perf~rmed m the mght and uncle~· the _shad~w of a 
giant bell metal lamp whrch stands four to_ fi~e feet hrgh w1th ~1cks all 
round. This lamp of exquisite workmanship IS fed by coconut 01J. The 

ellowish light adds to the grandeur and solemnity of the performance. 
~he flicker from the lamps produces ripples of light. The tapering, 
tremulous, light throws into emphatic relief every subtle nu~nce or 
shade of feeling flitting across the faces of the actors. Only high class 
Hindus take part in the J{athakali performance. Some of the best 
[( athakali dances are to be seen during the Ulsav01n (Temple festival) 
season in the Temples in Kerala. There are special Kathakali troupes 
attached to the leading temples in the State. The one characteristic 
feature of the traditional and typical Kathakali is that only men take 
part in the performance. On late, a few women have also trained them­
selves as Kathakali Actors, and they have appeared on the stage. Duel 
and death are essential items on the Kathakali Stage. The majority of 
plays end in a battle followed by the death of a demon or Tamasilc hero. 
The martial tradition of the Nayars has contributed to this featur'e of 
K athakali. 

A standard Kathalcali performance will take eight to ten hours. A 
good Kathalcali Troupe consists of about thirty men including dancers, 
make-up artistes, muscians, green room assistants and servants. 
Towards dusk the drummers announce the performance with a special 
call known as [{eli lcottu. This vigorous sounding of drums, cymbals, 
and gongs effectively sei·ves the purpose of the modern advertisements. 
At 8 p.m. the massive bell-metal lamp which can hold one gallon of oil 
at a time is brought to the stage and lighted. The audience usually 
gather after supper to witness this pantomime which continues till day­
break. The drummers stand on one side. The singers stand behind 
the actors. A few minutes before the actual commencement of the 
Kathalcali, the curtain, usually 12 ft-8 ft in size, held by a couple of 
green room assistants is taken to the stage. From behind the curtain 
the invocatory item called Thodayarn (meaning beginning) follows. At 
the end of the Invocation two characters, one male belonging to the 
Pacha (Green) type, and one female, representing God and His consort, 
the Paramatrna and Jeevatma, appear on the stage and perform the 
Purappadu, literally meaning the start. Elaborate technique is scru­
pulously followed when a character makes his first appearance on the 
stage. This is called Pmappad1t or the debut. It is all the more cere­
monious, cumbersome and colourful if the character is a hero or heroine. 
T~e instruments are tuned to their proper pitch ; the torch wicks are 
~nghtened and the royal ensigns are exhibited. The drummers indulge 
m r:hY_thm and counter rhythm for some time and the singers improvise 
vanatwns and elaborations of the single melody. The ensemble of the 



In Nalacharitham. Kavungal Chathunni Panikker as Nala and Mrioalini Sarabhai 
as Damayanti. 
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entry is really charming and has a powerful and thrilling effect upon 
the audience and they watch lost in rapturous admiration. The actors 
in the Purappadu stand with their knees bent sideways. The curtain 
holders have to be extra careful to raise or lower the curtain according 
to the tempo of the dance of the actors. The· Purappadu is an exacting 
time both for the musicians and the curtain holdei·s, and exciting to the 
spectactors. Before the Kathakali proper commences, the drummers 
display their skill when the songsters sing the Manjuthara which is 
usually a few lines from Jayadeva's "Gita Govinda." The Manjuthara, 
an invocation to God, is followed by a dexterous display of drumming 
(melappadam) which thrills the audience with its technical com­
petence. The performance rolls on to the grand finale with a hymn, 
Bharatha Vakya, and a devotional dance at the break of rosy dawn. 

The Kathakali is one of the greatest contributions of Kerala to the 
cultural heritage of the world. Well may it be said of the Kathakali 
dancer; 

"In thy dance, Divine DanceT, Freedom, finds its inwge, And 
d1·eams their forms ; 

Its cadence weaves the threads of things. And unwinds them, fm· 
ages; 

Charms the atom's rebellion into beauty, Gives rliJy'thm to the 
sym,phony of stars ; 

Thrills life with pain and Churns 1up existence into sm·ging joys 
and sorrows." 

Dance Pw· Excellence 

Kathakali Actors are masters in both the lasya and tandava styles 
of classical dance. It is marvellous to watch these experts changing in 
the twinkling of an eye from lasya to tandava and vice versa in the 
course of a performance. Their acting is both subjective and objective 
realisation of what they feel and describe. The aesthetic spiritual self­
identification of the actors is complete. 

There are three distinct varieties of Kathakali Dance. 
( 1) Ilakiyattam, the mild and gentle type usually adopted while 

depicting love and such other sweet and subtle emotions. 
(2) Idamattu. The intermediate type which is half way between 

the too slow and the too quick varieties. 
( 3) Murukiyattam. The extremely vigorous variety used in 

duels and battle scenes. 
The Kathakali Actor may engage you for a full hour with an elabo­

rate description of a garden in full bloom and you will hardly realise 
that the clever artist has taken away an hour of your time. Fastidious 
critics of art consider that the actor is more accomplished if his acting 
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A close-up of the fa~ous Kathakali ·Actor. 
Kavungal Chathurini.Pannikker as Nala in Nalacharitham. 

, ·~ . · . ...... -- . . ..:· 

i'S -;no~~ elaborate. This type of acting which demands great experience, 
vivid imagination, and complete mastery over the art, is most difficult. 
The Kathakali dancer dances, eyes ravished with rapture, celestially 
panting, and transforms his body into an instrument which can be 
played upon by inner command or outer design. Joy, illumination, 
spiritual exaltation and self-abnegation are caused by the Kathakali 
which is born of religion and is symbolic of the salvation of the high 
class Hindus of 'Kerala. Kathakali stands at the very apex of all the arts 
of Kerala. 

Our ancestors looked upon Dance with passionate religious adora­
tion and found in it the essence of the four Vedas and Pnntsharthams. 
In the words of Nandikeswara's Abhhwya DaTpana, Dance was valued 
even more than bliss which persons mediating upon Bmhman experi­
ence. In Kathakali there is a harmonious combination of N?·ittam, the 
essence of which is sweetness and grace of movement, N1·itya which is 
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A Kai'hakali Actor in a Heroic Pose. 

the expression of inner emotions by gestures, and Natya the paramount 
feature of which is Rasa, strictly speaking, Kathakali should be classi­
fied under NTitya, for paramount importance is given to the Mud1·as 
in this form of dance. Nandikeswara has, in his Abhinaya Darpana, 
defined Natya, Nritta and N1·itty11. .. Dr. Ananada Comaraswamy has, in 
his "Mirror of Geshtre," rendered the 1'elevant text of Nandikeswara 
thus :-"Nritya is dancing used in a drama (Nataka.) combined with 
original plot, N1·itta is that form of dance which is void of flavour (rasa) 
ancl mood ( bhava), Nritya is that fonn of dance which possesses flavour, 
moocl and snugestion (rasa, bhava, vyayanga etc.) and the like." 
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"The Hunter" in Kathakali repertoire, belongs to the 'Kari' group. 

Summit of the Kerala Stage 

It is no exaggeration to say that the summit of the Kerala stage 
has been attained in the Kathakali. The most brilliant expression of 
the national genius of Malabar in the realms of art literature, imagina­
tion and beauty, Kathakali is a drisyyakavya or visible poem interpreted 
through AlJinaya (acting) and N1·ithcun (dance). This indigenous art 
form has made as distinctive a local variant as the Wayang Orang of 
.Java and Bali has done to the parent art of Bharatha Natya or the classi­
cal Indian Dance. It is believed that ·this Dance, full of antiquarian 
and ethnological interest, was ordained by Brahm'! . to be performed at 

4 
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the lndra Sabha (the durbar of the Kil~g of the Devas) before the 
celestial beings for the delectation of the Gods. Kathakali is regarded 
as a means to apprehened the Infinite through the bliss of rhythm. In 
some of famous temples in Kerala Kathakali performances are arranged 
by devotees as much priced offerings to the Deity. The Kathalcali 
shows how artistically and scientifically a splendid system of Dance was 
evolved and enunciated by our ancestors as a source of imparting Joy, 
Wisdom and Mental Sublimation. Kathakali is the most important 
contribution of India to the dramatic art of the world. It is the only 
performance which combines music, acting, gesture, language and 
dance so as to make each element an integral part of the whole. Adolph 
Appia when attending the famous operas of Wagner developed his own 
theory of the word-tone drama wherein the guiding, though not the 
paramount, factor over acting and dancing, was the rhythm of music. 
Nearly two centuries before Appia wrote, the people of the West Coast 
of India delighted in spending the nights in aesthetic enjoyment of 
Kathakali performances the music of which is expressive of the different 
emotions. The word-tone drama reached a state of perfection and full­
ness in the absorbing Kathakali performances. 

Royal Patronage 

Kathakali has flourished long in Kerala under Royal patronage. His 
Highness the Maharaja of Travancore is a patron of the various troupes 
of Kathakali actors who carry on this remarkable art. His Highness 
maintains a Royal Troupe of talented Kathakali actors who perform on 
special occasions. His Highness is an enthusiastic admirer and com­
petent critic of the Kathakali which, in His Highness's own words, haS 
"given one new art-form to the world". His Highness Karthika 
Thirunal Maharaja ( 1758-98 A.D.) who was an authority on Bharatlw 
Natya, and his gifted nephew Aswathi Thirunal Rama Varma, were 
well known patrons of the art. They also distinguished themselves as 
great composers of first rate Kathakali plays. Kathalcali reached its 
highest watermark during this period. Two of the greatest writers of 
Kathakali plays, Kilirnanoor Vidwan Rajaraja Varma Koil Tampuran 
and Irayimman Tampi, flourished under the royal patronage of :His 
Highness Swati .Thirunal ( 1828-1847) who was a great composer of 
songs and an accomplished linguist and scholar. Maharaja Uthram 
Thirunal Marthanda Varma ( 1847-60 A.D.), a renowned patron of 
[(athakali, first organised a, full-fledged Palace Troupe to serve as a 
pattern for the rest of Malabar. He had quite a passion for the theatre 
and he wrote a number of plays. It was under the command of thiS 
Royal Master that Easwara Pillai Vicharippu, the Chief Actor in the 
Palace Katlwkali Troupe, for the first time, brought out a collection of 
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A scene from Banayaddham. Uma as Chitralekha and Mrinalini as Usha. 

fifty-four Atta Kathas (I(athakali plays) including the works of Maha­
raja Uthram Thirunal. It is said that H. H. Uthram Thirunal used to 
wear Kathakali costumes and perform before a mirror for his own 
delectation. He effected certain changes in the costumes of the actors. 
Like King Harsha Verdhana who used to take part in dramatic per­
formances, the Kings of Kerala took delight in participating in Katha­
kali. About 111 Kathakaii plays are now available in pr\nt. 

Made More Pop'ular 

Thanks to the great leadership of the foremost poet of Malabar­
Mahakavi Vallathol-the Kathakali which was until yesterday a dying 
art has been revived and has come into its own. This glorious 
renaissance of Kathakali has flared a radiant path for this marvellous 
art and more and more of enthusiatic students from the East and West 
are making their cultural pilgrimage to the Kerala Kala Maridalam, the 
AcademY where Kathakali is taught by a band of supreme artistes, to 
study this unique Dance-Drama. Poet Vallathol and his fine troupe of 
Kathakali Dancers have succeeded in rendering this histrionic art-from 
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' more attractive and popular to the intelligentsia by modernising to a 
considerable extent the costume and make-up of the actors, by cutting 
down the duration of the- plays and by fully exploiting the artistic and 

· aesthetic phases of the art, but at the same time taking precious care 
to conserve the inherent and age-old greatness and individuality of this 
wonderful art-form which is the greatest contribution of Kerala to the 
cu~tural heritage of Asia. The healthy, modernising influence brought.to 
bear on this great art and the growing recognition received at the hands 
of competent savants who have discovered in the Kathalcali a treasure 
house, have triumphantly proclaimed that this art will never die as lorig 
as culture a.nd civilisation continue ··to exist on earth. The Kerala Kala 
Mandalarn and the l'iswa Kala Kendra are the radiant centres of· ·a 
dynamic dance movement which gives vivid impressions of the ancient 
Hinqu ciyilization and its creative art. Accomplished Kathakali Actors 
like Guru Gopinath, Uday Sankar, Chathunni Panikkar, Ram Gopal, 
Mrinalini Sarabhai and Ananda Sivaram have carried the great art to . ' 
far off places all over the world, and won all-world fame. 

It is interesting to recall to mind that nearly seventyfive years 
back, at a time when no one would have dared to suggest any curtail­
ment of the duration of Kathalcali plays, the late Oyyarath Chandu 
l\1enon, the_ first and foremost Novelist of Kerala, had the vision, courage 
and critical acumen to insist that those masters of Kathakali who 
wanted to perform in his house should commence the play at 7 p.m. 
and close it at 11 p.m. Next to performing KathalcaU in palaces and 
temples, the actors were keen in performing before Chandu Menon, an 
aristocrat, a high Judicial Officer, leading litterature and a great lover 
and critic of Kathakali. He wanted only select and superb items such 
as the meeting of the Kattalan (Hunter) and Damayanti in Nala 
Charita;n, the contest between Bheema and Hanuman in Kalyana 
Sougandhilcmn, Lalitha in Narakasuravadham, Urvasi in Kalalceyava­
dharn, to be performed straightaway, without indulging in the elaborate 
Purappadu . • These striking episodes give full scope to the actors to 
display the genius of Kathakali and their mastery over the art. 

Guru Gopinath was the pioneer among Kathakali trained Dancers 
to present solq items of Kalhakali thereby making the highly compli­
cated art enjoyable to those who were not initiated into the intricacies 
of the art form. · With unerring discretion and consummate skill he 
lifted certain select sce~es from the entire Kathakali Epics 'and 
portrayed them as solo numbers with ease and grace as to appeal to the 
Indian and foreign audiences who had no thorough knowledge of the 
highly stylised dance form. The inspiration to attempt and achieve 
success in this came from Sri G. Venkatachalam, one of the front-rank 
critics of Art and Dance who opines that "Kathakali is certainly one 
of the most developed dance-arts, as it is the most perfect pantomime 
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A Villainous character: 
Striking and artistic make-up and crowns give Kathakali characters 

a wholesome and overwhelming look. 

play in the world". This welcome and effective departure from the age 
old method is now followed by the Kathakali masters who have taken 
by st01cm art centres in foreign lands. Hence [(athakali has become 
more appealing to a larger section of the public all over the world· . 

. 4 rt perfected 
The most brilliant exposition of the national genius of Kerala rising 

from the pit to the platform and expanding the vision to the higl}est 
altitudes of poetic imagination and into the deepest recesses of the 
heart, Kathakali is the loftiest manifestation of Dance and Art in which 
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is embedded creative energy, and aesthetic joy. _Resonant with move­
ment, and vitality, full' of. suggestion, symboiism, melody, colour, grace 
and the rich subtleties of dramatic expression, Kathakali is the Perfect 
Ar~, which has no parallel. Verily has it been pronounced by Havelock 
Elhs that "Dancing is the loftiest, the most moving, the most beautiful 
of the arts, because it is no more a translation or abstraction from life, 
it is life itself." 

Uday Sarikar the foremost Indian Dancer who has earned an inter­
national reputati~n, says of Kathakali; "It is art perfected, the most 
mar~ello'lts manifestation of the artistic impulses in man. There is 
;othzng like it to interpret human sentiment, thoughts and emotions. 

he language of the limbs, hands, 1nuscles and eyes is more powerful 
than spoken words. Graceful and telUng, the effect is realistic. It is 
a vast mine, the plentiful resources of which ?"emain yet to. be tapped." 

Our great poet Tagore, after witnessing a Kathakali performance, 
remarked : "Those of us belonging to Northern India who have lost 
t~e· memory of the pure Indian classical dance have experienced a 
tK nll of delight at the exhibition of this marvellous art of Kerala called 

athak r 
the ~ 'l. I fe:l g~·atefu~ ~t the a~~m·a~ce it .has .bro~ght t~ us that 

- ancient art Is still a hvmg traditiOn m India with Its vaned grace 
and vigour and subtleties of dramatic expression." 

• 
"Join the dance, with step as light 
As eve1·y heaTt should be tonight 
Music, shake the lofty dome · 
In honour of our Harvest Home. 

Join the dance, and banish care, 
All are 1101mg, and gay, and fair; 
Even the age has youthful grown, 
In hono1tr of our Harvest Home. 

Join the dance, bright faces beam,, 
Sweet lips smile, and dm·k eyes gleam; 
All these charms have hither come 
In honour of our Harvest Home. ' 

Joitn the dance with step as light 
As ev'ry heart should be tonight · 
Music, shake the lofty dome, ' 
In honour of our Harvest Home." 

-Charles Dickens. 

~ ?oCy 
/-((~?' 
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