
Abstract 

This research paper explores the historical development, cultural influences, and socio-political 
factors shaping Pavakathakali, Kerala’s traditional puppet art form inspired by Kathakali. By 
examining its origins in the 18th century, community participation, and revival efforts, the pa-
per aims to contextualize Pavakathakali within Kerala’s rich artistic heritage and analyze the 
challenges faced in its preservation. This research paper investigates the historical evolution, 
cultural influences, and socio-political factors that have shaped Pavakathakali, Kerala’s tradi-
tional glove puppet theatre inspired by the classical dance-drama Kathakali. Tracing its origins 
to the 18th century, the study examines how community participation, religious traditions, and 
regional patronage contributed to its development and proliferation. It explores the deep-rooted 
connections between Pavakathakali and Kerala’s epic storytelling heritage, highlighting the in-
tegration of mythological themes, visual symbolism, and ritualistic practices. The paper also 
analyzes the decline of Pavakathakali in the face of modern entertainment media and the subse-
quent revival efforts undertaken by cultural practitioners, institutions, and individuals to pre-
serve this unique art form. Through historical documentation and critical analysis, the study un-
derscores the importance of sustained support, community involvement, and innovative adapta-
tion in safeguarding Pavakathakali’s legacy for future generations. Ultimately, this research em-
phasizes the resilience of Kerala’s intangible cultural heritage and advocates for continued ef-
forts to maintain and promote this rich and vibrant tradition 

Introduction 

Pavakathakali, a captivating form of glove puppet theatre from Kerala, India, symbolizes the 
confluence of classical dance-drama and indigenous puppetry. Rooted in the vibrant cultural 
tapestry of Kerala, it has historically served as a medium for storytelling, moral instruction, and 
community bonding. Tracing its evolution offers insights into Kerala’s socio-cultural history 
and the enduring legacy of Indian theatrical traditions. 

Pavakathakali is a unique and enchanting form of traditional puppet theatre from Kerala, India, 
that beautifully embodies the region’s rich cultural and artistic heritage. Emerging prominently 
in the 18th century, this art form is inspired by Kathakali-Kerala’s celebrated classical dance-
drama known for its elaborate costumes, expressive gestures, and mythological storytelling. Un-
like Kathakali’s human performers, Pavakathakali employs intricately crafted wooden puppets 
dressed in miniature versions of Kathakali costumes, which are manipulated with fine threads 
by skilled puppeteers. These puppets vividly bring to life stories from Indian epics such as the 
Ramayana and Mahabharata, conveying moral lessons and spiritual values through visual story-
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telling, music, and symbolic gestures. 

The development of Pavakathakali was deeply 
intertwined with Kerala’s religious traditions, 
community practices, and socio-political land-
scape. It served not only as a means of enter-
tainment but also as a ritualistic performance 
that reinforced cultural identity and moral 
principles within local communities. The pup-
peteers, primarily from the Andipandaram 
community-migrants from Andhra Pradesh-
have historically played a vital role in preserv-
ing and passing down this craft through gener-
ations. Despite its historical significance and 
artistic richness, Pavakathakali faced challeng-
es in the modern era due to changing enter-
tainment preferences, dwindling patronage, 
and socio-economic shifts. 

In recent decades, however, dedicated efforts 
by individuals, cultural organizations, and 
government initiatives have rekindled interest 
in this ancient art form. Revivals, documenta-
tion, and performances both within India and 
internationally have contributed to its preser-
vation, highlighting the importance of safe-
guarding intangible cultural heritage. Under-
standing the roots and evolution of Pavakatha-
kali provides valuable insight into Kerala’s 
artistic history and underscores the ongoing 
need to protect and promote traditional arts in 
a rapidly transforming world. This research 
aims to explore the origins, cultural influ-
ences, and socio-historical factors that have 
shaped Pavakathakali, emphasizing its signifi-
cance as a living testament to India’s diverse 
cultural tapestry. 

Origins and Early Development of 
Pavakathakali 

The origins of Pavakathakali, Kerala’s tradi-
tional puppet theatre inspired by the classical 
dance-drama Kathakali, are shrouded in his-
torical ambiguity. However, substantial evi-
dence indicates that the art form emerged in 
the late 18th century as a distinctive adapta-
tion of existing theatrical traditions, tailored to 
reach wider and more accessible audiences. 

During the 17th and 18th centuries, Kerala ex-
perienced a flourishing of performing arts, 
particularly Kathakali, which became a sym-
bol of Kerala’s rich cultural and spiritual life. 
Kathakali, with its elaborate costumes, expres-
sive gestures, and mythological narratives, 
was primarily patronized by royal families and 
temple authorities. As the popularity of Katha-
kali grew, local communities sought ways to 

bring its stories to more humble settings such 
as village squares, household gatherings, and 
temples. 

It is within this socio-cultural milieu that 
Pavakathakali is believed to have originated. 
The art form was developed as a portable, 
simplified version of Kathakali using puppets-
small wooden figures dressed like Kathakali 
dancers-allowing performances in informal 
settings without the need for elaborate stage-
craft or extensive space. 

The community chiefly responsible for the 
development of Pavakathakali was the An-
dipandaram community, migrants from An-
dhra Pradesh who settled in Kerala. Their mi-
gration, likely during the 14th to 17th centu-
ries, brought with them traditional puppetry 
skills and religious practices, particularly de-
votion to Lord Subrahmanya. Over genera-
tions, they adapted their craft to Kerala’s cul-
tural landscape, blending their indigenous 
puppetry with local storytelling traditions. 

The puppets used in Pavakathakali are be-
lieved to have been initially simple wooden 
figures, later refined to resemble Kathakali 
characters more closely. These puppets, typi-
cally measuring between 40 to 60 centimeters, 
were intricately carved, painted in bold colors, 
and dressed in miniature costumes mirroring 
Kathakali’s elaborate attire. 

The early stories performed were primarily 
drawn from Hindu epics such as the Ramaya-
na and Mahabharata. These tales, rich in 
mythological symbolism and moral lessons, 
were well-suited for puppet enactments be-
cause of their visual and narrative strength. 
The puppeteers adopted Kathakali’s signature 
visual language-bright costumes, expressive 
facial makeup, and stylized gestures-adapted 
to the scale of puppets. 

The performances often took place during reli-
gious festivals, temple functions, or in domes-
tic spaces, emphasizing their role as both en-
tertainment and spiritual practice. Ritual ele-
ments such as lighting lamps, chanting devo-
tional hymns, and invoking deities preceded 
the puppet shows, embedding them within 
Kerala’s religious and cultural traditions. 

In its nascent stages, Pavakathakali was a 
community-led art that relied heavily on oral 
storytelling, live music, and ritualistic perfor-
mance. It functioned as a means of moral edu-
cation, spiritual reflection, and social cohe-
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sion. The art form’s portable nature allowed it 
to be performed across villages, fostering so-
cial bonds and cultural continuity. 

The craftsmanship of puppet-making and cos-
tume designing was passed down within fami-
lies, ensuring the preservation of traditional 
techniques. The integration of music-
particularly the rhythmic beats of instruments 
like the chenda, chengila, and cymbals-
enhanced the dramatic effect and helped syn-
chronize puppet movements with storytelling. 

The origins and early development of Pavaka-
thakali can be understood as a creative re-
sponse to the desire for accessible storytelling 
rooted in Kerala’s religious and cultural ethos. 
Emerging in the late 18th century, it drew in-
spiration from Kathakali’s visual and narrative 
grandeur, simplified into a puppet theatre that 
could reach the masses. Crafted by migrant 
communities with a legacy of puppetry and 
devotion, Pavakathakali established itself as a 
unique blend of visual artistry, religious ritual, 
and folk storytelling that has endured as a vital 
aspect of Kerala’s cultural heritage. 

Cultural and Religious Influences 

The influence of Hindu epics and religious 
traditions played a pivotal role in shaping 
Pavakathakali’s themes and performances. 
The puppets’ costumes, makeup, and gestures 
drew directly from Kathakali’s iconography, 
which itself is deeply rooted in spiritual sym-
bolism. The stories enacted through puppetry 
became a means for moral education and spir-
itual reflection, often performed during temple 
festivals and village gatherings. 

The community’s devotion to deities like Lord 
Subrahmanya and Lord Ganesha, along with 
their ritualistic performances, integrated reli-
gious practices with artistic expression. Ritu-
als like the blowing of conches, lighting of 
lamps, and invocation prayers marked the be-
ginning of performances, reinforcing the spir-
itual dimension of Pavakathakali. 

The development of Pavakathakali is deeply 
intertwined with Kerala’s rich cultural and 
religious traditions. These influences have 
shaped its themes, aesthetics, performance 
practices, and community significance, mak-
ing it not merely an artistic form but also a 
vessel of spiritual and cultural expression. 

Religious Foundations and Ritualistic Roots 

Hindu Mythology and Epics 

Pavakathakali’s stories predominantly derive 
from Hindu epics such as the Ramayana, Ma-
habharata, and Bhagavata Purana. These texts 
contain heroic tales, divine interventions, mor-
al dilemmas, and cosmic battles that serve as 
the narrative backbone of performances. The 
puppets’ characters-ranging from Lord Rama 
and Krishna to demons like Ravana-are visual 
representations of divine and moral arche-
types, emphasizing virtues like righteousness 
(dharma), devotion (bhakti), and righteous-
ness. 

Symbolism and Iconography 

The costumes, makeup, and gestures of Pava-
kathakali puppets mirror Kathakali’s icono-
graphy, which itself is rooted in religious sym-
bolism. For instance, the green face (Pacha) 
represents nobility and virtue; red marks 
(Kathi) symbolize villains or anti-heroes; and 
black faces denote forest dwellers or demons. 
These visual cues are derived from traditional 
Hindu iconography and serve as a visual lan-
guage that conveys moral and spiritual quali-
ties. 

Ritualistic Performance Elements 

The performances often begin with invoca-
tions and prayers to deities like Lord Ganesha, 
Lord Subrahmanya, or Shiva, seeking divine 
blessings for the success of the performance. 
Lighting lamps (nilavilaku) and blowing 
conches are integral rituals that sanctify the 
space, transforming the performance into a 
spiritual act. The act of storytelling itself is 
seen as a form of devotional offering, a way to 
honor and propagate divine narratives. 

Community and Temple  
Connections 

Pavakathakali was traditionally performed in 
temple courtyards and during religious festi-
vals, aligning the art form with spiritual prac-
tices. The community’s participation in these 
performances reinforced their religious beliefs 
and cultural identity. The puppeteers, often 
regarded as custodians of spiritual knowledge, 
performed rituals alongside storytelling, blur-
ring the lines between art and worship. 

Cultural Transmission and Moral 
Education 

Moral and Ethical Lessons 

The mythological stories enacted through 
Pavakathakali serve as moral lessons rooted in 
religious teachings. The triumph of good over 
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evil, the importance of duty (dharma), and the 
virtues of loyalty and sacrifice are central 
themes. These stories reinforce societal values 
and moral codes, making the art form a tool 
for cultural continuity and spiritual education. 

Festivals and Community  
Gatherings 

Beyond their religious significance, perfor-
mances are part of cultural festivals, village 
fairs, and temple celebrations. These gather-
ings foster communal participation and rein-
force shared spiritual beliefs. The stories en-
acted are not only entertainment but also acts 
of collective devotion, fostering social cohe-
sion. 

Influence of Folk Traditions and 
Indigenous Beliefs 

Folk and Tribal Elements 

Kerala’s diverse folk traditions, including lo-
cal legends, legends of folk deities, and indig-
enous beliefs, have subtly influenced Pavaka-
thakali’s storytelling and performance style. 
The puppeteers incorporated local motifs, 
songs, and rituals, making the art form reso-
nate with rural communities’ spiritual experi-
ences. 

Integration with Folk Rituals 

Many performances are intertwined with folk 
rituals like offerings, prayers, and processions 
dedicated to local deities or spirits. These ritu-
als often invoke divine blessings and are be-
lieved to ensure the success and protection of 
the community. 

Impact of Religious Syncretism 
and Community Identity 

Shared Religious Narratives 

The stories and characters from Hindu my-
thology are often adapted to incorporate local 
deities and regional legends, reflecting a syn-
cretic religious culture. This blending enhanc-
es local community identity and spiritual con-
tinuity. 

Community Roles and Devotional 
Practices 

The Andipandaram community, primarily de-
voted to Lord Subrahmanya, integrates their 
religious devotion into their performances. 
Their rituals, pujas, and offerings are inter-
twined with their storytelling, reinforcing their 
spiritual role as custodians of tradition. 

Culturally and religiously, Pavakathakali func-

tions as both an artistic tradition and a spiritu-
al practice. Its narratives, imagery, and rituals 
are rooted in Hindu mythology and Kerala’s 
indigenous beliefs, serving as a conduit for 
moral instruction, community bonding, and 
spiritual devotion. These influences have not 
only defined the aesthetic and thematic as-
pects of Pavakathakali but have also preserved 
its role as a living expression of Kerala’s spir-
itual heritage. Understanding these religious 
and cultural underpinnings is essential for ap-
preciating the depth and significance of Pava-
kathakali in Kerala’s socio-cultural landscape 

Socio-Political Context and  

Patronage 

During the 18th and 19th centuries, Kerala’s 
socio-political landscape was characterized by 
a decentralized system with local chieftains, 
temple authorities, and royal patrons support-
ing various art forms. Pavakathakali, often 
performed in temple courtyards and village 
squares, thrived under this patronage system. 
The art served both entertainment and reli-
gious purposes, reinforcing social hierarchies 
and moral values. 

However, the decline of royal patronage in the 
early 20th century, coupled with political up-
heavals and social reforms, diminished state 
support for traditional arts. The advent of co-
lonial rule and subsequent socio-economic 
changes led to a decline in the popularity of 
many folk and classical art forms, including 
Pavakathakali. 

Understanding the socio-political environment 
in which Pavakathakali evolved and thrived is 
crucial to appreciating its historical signifi-
cance and cultural resilience. The art form’s 
development was deeply intertwined with the 
socio-political structures, religious institu-
tions, and community dynamics of Kerala 
from the 18th century onwards. 

Socio-Political Landscape of  
Kerala 

During the 18th and early 19th centuries, Kera-
la was characterized by a decentralized politi-
cal system comprising numerous small king-
doms, chieftaincies, and local rulers known as 
“Nadus.” These regions were governed by lo-
cal kings, chieftains, and temple authorities 
who exercised considerable influence over 
cultural and religious life. The socio-political 
fabric was heavily influenced by the domi-
nance of Brahminical traditions and the tem-
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ple-centric social hierarchy, which played a 
pivotal role in shaping art and cultural practic-
es. 

In this milieu, temples functioned not only as 
spiritual centers but also as cultural hubs, sup-
porting various traditional arts, including 
dance, music, and puppetry. These religious 
spaces provided a platform for performances 
that reinforced moral values, social order, and 
religious devotion, making art a vital compo-
nent of community life. 

By the 19th century, the colonial influence in-
tensified with the advent of British rule, which 
introduced new political and economic para-
digms. Colonial policies and the decline of 
monarchic power gradually shifted the patron-
age system, reducing the support traditionally 
given by kings and temple authorities. This 
transition significantly impacted the sustaina-
bility of many indigenous art forms, including 
Pavakathakali. 

Patronage and Its Evolution 

Traditional Patronage Systems 

Historically, Pavakathakali flourished under 
the patronage of local rulers, temple authori-
ties, and wealthy landowners. These patrons 
commissioned performances during temple 
festivals, auspicious occasions, and communi-
ty gatherings, viewing them as acts of devo-
tion and social cohesion. 

Temple Patronage: Many performances oc-
curred within temple premises, where the art 
was intertwined with religious rituals. The 
temple priests and administrators considered 
puppetry a sacred offering, often integrating it 
into temple festivals dedicated to deities like 
Lord Subrahmanya, Ganesha, or Vishnu. 

Royal Patronage: Although more promi-
nent in classical arts like Kathakali and Koodi-
yattam, some regional kings and chieftains 
supported Pavakathakali as part of their cul-
tural repertoire, viewing it as a means of en-
hancing their spiritual and social prestige. 

Community Support: Wealthy land-
owners and merchant families occasionally 
sponsored performances, especially during 
local festivals or communal celebrations, fos-
tering a sense of collective cultural identity. 

Transition and Decline of 
Patronage 

With the decline of princely states and the 
abolition of feudal privileges during the 19th 

and early 20th centuries, the traditional patron-
age system began to erode: 

Loss of Royal Support: The dissolu-
tion of princely states and the decline of royal 
influence meant fewer state-funded or royal-
sponsored performances. The government’s 
focus shifted towards modernization and 
Western education, sidelining traditional arts. 

Changing Religious Practices: The 
rise of reformist movements and changing re-
ligious sentiments led to reduced emphasis on 
ritualistic art forms. Many temples prioritized 
new forms of worship, diminishing the role of 
traditional arts like Pavakathakali in temple 
festivals. 

Economic Hardships: The economic 
upheavals caused by colonial policies and land 
reforms led to decreased funds for cultural ac-
tivities. Artisans and performers faced finan-
cial instability, leading to a decline in the 
number of practitioners. 

Modern Entertainment: The advent of 
cinema, radio, and television in the 20th cen-
tury introduced new entertainment modalities 
that drew audiences away from traditional 
puppet shows, contributing further to the de-
cline. 

Impact on the Art Form 

The waning of institutional and 
royal patronage had severe  
implications: 

Reduced Performances: Fewer temple festi-
vals and community events included Pavaka-
thakali, limiting its exposure and practice. 

Decay of Craftsmanship: With dimin-
ished demand, the skills of puppet-making and 
performance artistry began to fade as artisans 
and puppeteers aged without successors. 

Loss of Cultural Context: The art’s 
connection with religious and social practices 
weakened, reducing its relevance in contem-
porary society. 

Revival and Contemporary  
Patronage 

In recent decades, recognition of Pavakathaka-
li’s cultural value has prompted renewed inter-
est and support: 

Government Initiatives: Arts councils like 
the Kerala Sangeet Natak Akademi and the 
Department of Culture have organized work-
shops, festivals, and grants aimed at preserv-
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ing and promoting Pavakathakali. 

Institutional Support: Centers such as 
Natanakairali and the International Puppet 
Museum have provided platforms for training 
and performances, fostering a new generation 
of practitioners. 

Cultural Festivals and International Expo-
sure: National and international festivals 
have showcased Pavakathakali, attracting pa-
trons and audiences beyond Kerala, thus creat-
ing new avenues for support. 

Academic and Research Engagement: Uni-
versities and scholars have documented and 
studied the art form, raising awareness and 
fostering a sense of cultural ownership. 

The socio-political context of Kerala, marked 
by local governance, religious traditions, and 
colonial influences, has profoundly shaped the 
evolution of Pavakathakali. While traditional 
patronage systems declined with socio-
political upheavals, recent revival efforts high-
light the importance of institutional and com-
munity support in safeguarding this cultural 
heritage. The future of Pavakathakali depends 
on sustained patronage that respects its spiritu-
al roots while adapting to contemporary con-
texts, ensuring its survival as both a sacred 
ritual and a vibrant artistic expression. 

The Role of the Andipandaram 
Community 

The Role of the Andipandaram Community in 
the Preservation and Development of Pavaka-
thakali 

The Andipandaram community holds a central 
and enduring role in the history, practice, and 
preservation of Pavakathakali, Kerala’s tradi-
tional glove puppet art form inspired by Ka-
thakali. Their contribution is multifaceted, en-
compassing artistic expertise, religious devo-
tion, community identity, and cultural continu-
ity. This section explores the significance of 
the community’s involvement, their historical 
background, and the challenges and efforts 
associated with their stewardship of Pavaka-
thakali. 

Historical Background and  
Community Identity 

The Andipandaram community is believed to 
have migrated from Andhra Pradesh to Kerala 
around the 14th or 17th century, bringing with 
them traditions of puppetry, storytelling, and 
ritual worship. Their native language is Telu-

gu, and their ancestors were traditionally in-
volved in performing religious rituals and or-
ganizing temple festivals, especially those 
dedicated to Lord Subrahmanya 
(Subrahmanya Swami). 

Over centuries, the community integrated into 
Kerala’s socio-cultural fabric, adapting their 
skills to local traditions while maintaining 
their distinct identity. Their deep-rooted devo-
tion to Lord Subrahmanya became intertwined 
with their artistic pursuits, shaping their role 
as custodians of Pavakathakali. 

Artistic Role and Skill  
Transmission 

The Andipandaram community is primarily 
responsible for creating, manipulating, and 
performing Pavakathakali puppet shows. Their 
expertise encompasses: 

Puppet Craftsmanship: Members of the 
community carve, paint, and adorn the pup-
pets, ensuring that each figure accurately re-
flects the elaborate costumes, facial expres-
sions, and symbolic colors inspired by Katha-
kali. They meticulously craft the puppets’ fac-
es, crowns, costumes, and ornaments, often 
following traditional patterns handed down 
through generations. 

Performance and Manipulation: Trained 
puppeteers from the community animate the 
puppets with delicate string control, bringing 
the mythological characters to life. Their mas-
tery of puppet movement, timing, and expres-
sion is crucial for conveying complex stories, 
emotions, and moral lessons embedded in ep-
ics like Ramayana and Mahabharata. 

Musical and Ritual Accompaniment: The 
community also involves themselves in the 
musical aspect of performances, with mem-
bers skilled in traditional instruments such as 
the chenda, cymbals, and singing, which are 
integral to the storytelling. 

This transfer of skills occurs mainly through 
oral tradition and apprenticeship within the 
community, emphasizing the importance of 
familial and community-based education. 

Religious and Ritualistic Functions 

The Andipandaram community’s involvement 
extends beyond mere entertainment; it is deep-
ly spiritual and ritualistic. They are considered 
custodians of sacred traditions, often perform-
ing Pavakathakali during religious festivals, 
temple celebrations, and auspicious occasions. 
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Their performances are frequently linked to 
ritual worship of Lord Subrahmanya, with 
puppetry serving as a medium to propagate 
spiritual narratives and moral values. The 
community’s devotion is reflected in their par-
ticipation in temple rituals, such as: 

Blowing conches and ringing gongs during 
performances. 

Offering prayers before beginning shows to 
seek divine blessings. 

Tying miniature Shivalingas and carrying ka-
vadi during temple festivals. 

Community-Based Livelihood and Cultural 
Continuity 

For the Andipandaram community, Pavaka-
thakali is not just an art form but a primary 
livelihood and cultural identity. Their income 
traditionally comes from: 

Performing at temples, festivals, and village 
gatherings. 

Conducting rituals and pujas for local fami-
lies. 

Organizing and participating in puppet shows 
that educate and entertain. 

In addition, they often serve as cultural trans-
mitters, passing their knowledge and skills to 
younger generations within the community. 
This familial and community-based transmis-
sion has been vital in preserving the craft 
amidst societal changes. 

Challenges and Decline 

Despite their crucial role, the Andipandaram 
community faces significant challenges: 

Diminishing Patronage: With the decline of 
temple festivals and traditional patronage, 
fewer opportunities remain for community 
performances. 

Economic Hardship: The community’s live-
lihood is increasingly unstable due to reduced 
demand and competition from modern enter-
tainment forms. 

Loss of Skills: Younger  members are less 
interested in traditional puppetry, leading to a 
risk of skills being lost as elder’s age. 

Limited Institutional Support: Lack of for -
mal training centers and recognition hampers 
the community’s ability to sustain and inno-
vate the art form. 

 

Revival and Contemporary Efforts 

Recognizing the community’s vital role, vari-
ous revival initiatives have been undertaken: 

Training Programs: Organizations like 
Natanakairali and government bodies have 
organized workshops to train young communi-
ty members and outsiders in Pavakathakali 
puppetry. 

Documentation and Archiving: Effor ts are 
underway to record performances and tech-
niques, ensuring that the community’s 
knowledge is preserved. 

Performance Platforms: Community-based 
performances are now being showcased at cul-
tural festivals, exhibitions, and academic fo-
rums to raise awareness. 

Institutional Support: The community has 
received recognition through awards such as 
the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award, which 
honors their dedication. 

The Andipandaram community’s role in Pava-
kathakali epitomizes the intrinsic link between 
cultural identity and artistic practice. Their 
dedication, craftsmanship, and spiritual in-
volvement have been instrumental in safe-
guarding this traditional art form. Moving for-
ward, sustained community support, institu-
tional recognition, and intergenerational trans-
mission are essential to ensure that the An-
dipandaram community continues to be the 
torchbearers of Pavakathakali, keeping alive 
the rich legacy of Kerala’s indigenous puppet-
ry arts. 

The Influence of Kathakali and Other Art 
Forms 

The Influence of Kathakali and Other Art 
Forms on Pavakathakali 

The development of Pavakathakali, the tradi-
tional puppet theatre of Kerala, is deeply inter-
twined with Kerala’s rich classical and folk art 
traditions, particularly Kathakali. This section 
explores how Kathakali and other regional art 
forms have shaped the visual language, story-
telling techniques, and thematic content of 
Pavakathakali, creating a unique synthesis that 
reflects Kerala’s cultural diversity. 

Influence of Kathakali on Pavakathakali 

1. Visual and Costume Elements 

One of the most conspicuous influences of 
Kathakali on Pavakathakali is in the visual 
design-costumes, facial makeup, and head-
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gear. The puppets in Pavakathakali are dressed 
in miniature versions of Kathakali’s elaborate 
costumes. This includes the layered skirts, 
chest ornaments, and ornate crowns that sym-
bolize divine or heroic characters. The pup-
pets’ faces are painted with bold, symbolic 
colors—green (Pacha) for noble characters, 
red (Kathi) for villains, and black (Kari) for 
demons—mirroring Kathakali’s facial makeup 
patterns. 

2. Expressive Gestures and Mudras 

Kathakali is renowned for its intricate hand 
gestures (mudras) and facial expressions 
(bhavas), which convey complex emotions 
and narrative nuances. Pavakathakali adopts 
these gestures into puppet movements, with 
puppeteers carefully manipulating the strings 
to mimic Kathakali’s expressive language. 
This allows puppet characters to perform dra-
matic actions, convey emotional states, and 
embody the moral and spiritual themes of the 
stories. 

3. Thematic Content and Storytelling 

Both art forms draw heavily from Hindu epics 
such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata. The 
stories enacted in Pavakathakali often mirror 
Kathakali’s repertoire, featuring heroic deeds, 
divine interventions, and moral conflicts. The 
narrative style, characterized by poetic verses 
and symbolic actions, is inspired by Kathaka-
li’s aattakatha (play scripts) and performance 
conventions. 

4. Musical and Ritual Elements 

Kathakali’s musical accompaniment, involv-
ing percussion instruments like chenda, mad-
dalam, and cymbals, has influenced the musi-
cal backdrop of Pavakathakali. The puppetry 
performances incorporate live traditional mu-
sic that echoes Kathakali’s rhythmic patterns, 
enhancing the storytelling’s emotional depth 
and spiritual ambiance. Ritualistic invocations 
at the beginning of Pavakathakali performanc-
es, such as lighting lamps and invoking dei-
ties, are also borrowed from Kathakali’s tradi-
tional performance protocols. 

Influence of Other Art Forms 

1. Folk Traditions and Rituals 

Beyond Kathakali, Pavakathakali is influenced 
by various folk traditions of Kerala, including 
Kolamattam (a form of folk puppet dance), 
Theyyam (ritualistic performances involving 
masks and dance), and Koodiyattam (a form 

of Sanskrit theatre). These traditions empha-
size storytelling through gestures, costumes, 
and music, which have contributed to the im-
provisational and community-based aspects of 
Pavakathakali. 

2. Koodiyattam and Sanskrit Theatre 

Koodiyattam, a classical Sanskrit theatre form 
from Kerala, shares similarities in its stylized 
gestures, elaborate costumes, and spiritual 
themes. Its influence on Pavakathakali can be 
seen in the adherence to traditional gestures 
and the use of Sanskrit-derived verses in nar-
ration, which lend a ritualistic and scholarly 
aura to puppet performances. 

3. Folk Music and Dance 

Folk musical forms like Theyyam and Padaya-
ni have shaped the musical accompaniment of 
Pavakathakali. The use of rhythmic percussion 
and devotional singing creates an immersive 
atmosphere, linking the puppet performances 
to Kerala’s ritualistic practices. The dance-like 
gestures of puppets also draw inspiration from 
folk dances, emphasizing rhythm and expres-
sive movement. 

4. Visual Arts and Craftsmanship 

The intricate craftsmanship of Kathakali cos-
tumes and facial makeup has influenced pup-
pet-making techniques. Artisans skilled in Ka-
thakali costume design have adapted their 
skills to create miniature puppets, ensuring 
that the visual grandeur and symbolism are 
preserved even at a smaller scale. 

Synthesis and Cultural Significance 

The confluence of Kathakali and other art 
forms in Pavakathakali exemplifies Kerala’s 
syncretic culture, where classical, folk, and 
ritualistic traditions blend seamlessly. This 
integration enhances the expressive capacity 
of puppetry, making it a rich, multi-layered art 
form capable of conveying complex narratives 
and spiritual themes. 

Moreover, this influence ensures that Pavaka-
thakali remains anchored in Kerala’s cultural 
identity, serving as a bridge between the clas-
sical dance-drama traditions and community-
based folk practices. It also provides a frame-
work for continuous evolution, enabling the 
art form to adapt to contemporary contexts 
while retaining its traditional essence. 

The profound influence of Kathakali on Pava-
kathakali is evident in its visual aesthetics, 
storytelling techniques, and musical accompa-
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niment. Together with other regional art 
forms, Kathakali has enriched Pavakathakali’s 
expressive vocabulary, ensuring that it re-
mains a vital part of Kerala’s cultural heritage. 
Understanding this cross-pollination high-
lights the importance of preserving Kerala’s 
diverse artistic traditions, which collectively 
contribute to the vibrancy and resilience of 
Pavakathakali as a living art form. 

19th and 20th Century Decline and 
Revival Efforts of Pavakathakali 

Decline in the 19th and 20th Centuries 

The progression into the 19th and 20th centu-
ries marked a significant turning point for 
Pavakathakali, characterized by a gradual but 
steady decline in its prominence and practice. 
Several intertwined factors contributed to this 
decline: 

1. Erosion of Royal Patronage 

Historically, Pavakathakali thrived under the 
support of Kerala’s royal families and temple 
authorities, who provided financial backing 
and platforms for performances. As colonial 
rule established itself, the traditional patron-
age system waned. The weakening of royal 
influence and the decline of temple-centered 
cultural activities meant that many perfor-
mances lacked institutional support, leading to 
reduced visibility and financial stability for 
practitioners. 

2. Rise of Modern Entertainment 

The advent of cinema, radio, and later televi-
sion revolutionized entertainment in India, 
including Kerala. These mass media offered 
more accessible, instant, and appealing enter-
tainment options to the public. As a result, tra-
ditional art forms like Pavakathakali struggled 
to retain audiences, especially among the 
younger generations, who increasingly fa-
vored modern, technology-driven entertain-
ment. 

3. Economic and Social Changes 

The socio-economic landscape shifted dramat-
ically during this period. Urbanization, eco-
nomic reforms, and changing lifestyles meant 
fewer communities valued or invested in folk 
and traditional arts. Many puppet artists and 
communities faced financial hardships, mak-
ing it difficult to sustain their craft. The craft’s 
labor-intensive nature, requiring skilled arti-
sans and community involvement, became 
less viable under these circumstances. 

4. Loss of Traditional Skills and Knowledge 

As older puppeteers aged without successors, 
the transmission of skills and knowledge faced 
disruption. Many families and communities 
who had historically practiced Pavakathakali 
found it increasingly difficult to keep the tra-
dition alive. The lack of formal training insti-
tutions and the decline of apprenticeship sys-
tems led to a gradual erosion of expertise. 

5. Limited Institutional Support 

During the early to mid-20th century, govern-
ment and cultural institutions provided mini-
mal support for preserving traditional puppet-
ry arts. While some sporadic efforts were 
made, they lacked continuity and strategic 
planning. Without sustained institutional back-
ing, the art form was vulnerable to neglect and 
eventual disappearance. 

Revival Efforts in the 20th Century 

Recognizing the threat of extinction, dedicated 
individuals and organizations began concerted 
efforts from the late 20th century onward to 
revive Pavakathakali: 

1. Cultural and Academic Initiatives 

In the 1970s and 1980s, scholars and cultural 
activists emphasized the importance of pre-
serving Kerala’s intangible heritage. Re-
searchers like G. Venu, a renowned puppeteer 
and scholar, played a pivotal role in docu-
menting the art form’s techniques, stories, and 
history. Academic programs, workshops, and 
seminars were organized to raise awareness 
and develop new generations of practitioners. 

2. Institutional Support and Government 
Involvement 

The Kerala Sangeetha Nataka Akademi, Folk-
lore Academy, and the Sangeet Natak Akade-
mi (National Academy of Music, Dance & 
Drama) recognized Pavakathakali as an im-
portant cultural heritage. They provided 
grants, training programs, and performance 
platforms to promote the art. Initiatives like 
puppet festivals, workshops, and exhibitions 
showcased Pavakathakali to wider audiences, 
both within India and internationally. 

3. Revival through Prominent Personalities 

Key figures such as G. Venu, K.V. Rama-
krishnan, and K.C. Ramakrishnan dedicated 
their lives to reviving the tradition. G. Venu 
established the Natanakairali research and per-
formance center, which became a hub for 
training, research, and performances. These 
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pioneers not only revived traditional tech-
niques but also adapted the art form for con-
temporary relevance by experimenting with 
new themes and integrating modern stagecraft. 

4. Documentation and Archiving 

Efforts to document performances, puppet-
making techniques, and narratives have been 
vital. Video recordings, photographic ar-
chives, and written research have helped pre-
serve the art’s nuances and facilitated training. 
Digital archiving projects have made Pavaka-
thakali accessible for future study and prac-
tice. 

5. Public Engagement and Outreach 

Workshops in schools, cultural festivals, and 
inclusion in academic curricula introduced 
Pavakathakali to new audiences. International 
performances and collaborations with other art 
forms broadened its appeal and showcased its 
cultural significance globally. 

6. Fusion and Modern Adaptations 

Contemporary artists have experimented with 
integrating Pavakathakali’s traditional ele-
ments with modern themes, technology, and 
multimedia presentations. Such adaptations 
have helped make the art form more appealing 
to urban audiences and younger generations, 
ensuring its relevance. 

While the 19th and 20th centuries posed formi-
dable challenges to Pavakathakali-marked by 
decline due to socio-economic changes, tech-
nological shifts, and waning patronage-
concerted revival efforts have played a crucial 
role in its resurgence. The dedication of indi-
vidual practitioners, supported by governmen-
tal and institutional initiatives, has helped re-
store awareness and practice of this unique art 
form. However, sustaining and further devel-
oping Pavakathakali requires continued com-
mitment, innovative adaptation, and commu-
nity involvement to secure its future as a vital 
part of Kerala’s cultural heritage. 

Conclusion 

The historical journey of Pavakathakali re-
veals it as a resilient and culturally rich art 
form that embodies Kerala’s spiritual, social, 
and artistic legacy. Emerging in the late 18th 
century as a portable adaptation of Kathakali, 
it creatively bridged traditional dance-drama 
with indigenous puppetry, making mythologi-
cal stories accessible to the broader communi-
ty. Rooted deeply in religious rituals and com-

munity practices, Pavakathakali served not 
only as entertainment but also as a moral and 
spiritual conduit, reinforced by the devotion of 
communities like the Andipandaram. Over 
centuries, its visual and thematic elements 
have been profoundly influenced by Kathakali 
and other regional art forms, resulting in a 
unique synthesis that reflects Kerala’s diverse 
cultural tapestry. 

However, the art’s survival faced significant 
challenges during the colonial and post-
independence eras, marked by waning patron-
age, the advent of modern entertainment me-
dia, and socio-economic shifts. Despite these 
setbacks, dedicated efforts by scholars, cultur-
al organizations, and community custodians-
most notably G. Venu and the revival initia-
tives of government bodies-have rekindled 
interest and provided avenues for preservation 
and adaptation. Today, while Pavakathakali 
continues to grapple with issues of dwindling 
practitioners and limited visibility, its endur-
ing legacy is a testament to the resilience of 
Kerala’s traditional arts. 

Understanding the origins and evolution of 
Pavakathakali underscores the importance of 
sustained institutional support, community 
engagement, and innovative approaches to 
safeguard this intangible cultural heritage. Its 
story is a compelling reminder that traditional 
art forms are vital repositories of cultural iden-
tity, moral values, and artistic expression. As 
we move forward, recognizing and nurturing 
Pavakathakali’s historical significance will be 
essential in ensuring that this exquisite fusion 
of mythology, craftsmanship, and devotion 
continues to enchant and educate future gener-
ations, preserving Kerala’s rich cultural mosa-
ic for years to come. 
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