
Abstract 

The Tharavadu, the ancestral house historically associated with extended-family residence and, 
in particular social contexts, matrilineal organization in Kerala, is best understood as a socio-
spatial and living-heritage system rather than simply as a traditional building. This article exam-
ines the Tharavadu through the interconnected dimensions of vernacular architecture, family 
organisation, ritual and everyday life, environmental adaptation, and heritage conservation. 
Drawing on the supplied field-oriented study and its architectural, historical and oral-history 
framework, the paper analyses courtyard-based forms such as the nalukettu, together with the 
nadumuttam, poomukham, padippura, verandahs, kitchens, storage spaces and wider domes-
tic landscape. The Paliam family complex at Chendamangalam is used as a focused case study 
to examine the relationship between domestic space, matrilineal kinship, property, political au-
thority and historical transformation. The article argues that the decline of Tharavads cannot be 
explained by architectural deterioration alone: it is closely related to the fragmentation of joint 
households, changes in inheritance and property use, migration, urbanisation, rising land values 
and the weakening of specialised craft traditions. The study’s original contribution lies in inte-
grating architectural and social analysis with a living-heritage approach. It proposes documenta-
tion, compatible material repair, craft revival, community participation and carefully managed 
adaptive reuse as a conservation framework that protects both physical fabric and intangible 
cultural significance.. 

Keywords: Tharavadu; Kerala; vernacular  architecture; socio-spatial history; nalukettu; 
nadumuttam; Marumakkathayam; Karanavar; Paliam; Chendamangalam; living heritage; herit-
age conservation; adaptive reuse 

Introduction 

Traditional houses are valuable historical sources because they preserve evidence of everyday 
life that is often absent from political chronicles. Their plans, thresholds, kitchens, courtyards, 
storage rooms, building materials and patterns of circulation reveal how communities organised 
family relationships, work, ritual and interaction with the environment. In Kerala, the Tha-
ravadu is especially significant because the house historically operated as a dwelling, lineage 
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centre, economic unit, ceremonial setting and 
repository of collective memory. The supplied 
study describes the Tharavadu as a cultural 
and architectural form that connected nature, 
human life and the built environment, while 
accommodating several generations under one 
roof. 

The research focuses especially on Kerala’s 
central and northern regions and gives particu-
lar importance to Ernakulam, including North 
Paravur, Chendamangalam, Perumbavoor and 
Aluva. It observes that differences in ecology, 
trade routes and community traditions pro-
duced local variations in domestic architec-
ture. The study also identifies a major contem-
porary problem: the social and economic insti-
tutions that supported large ancestral houses 
have weakened under urbanisation, migration, 
property fragmentation and the shift from joint 
to nuclear households. 

This article therefore treats the Tharavadu as 
both a building type and a socio-spatial insti-
tution. It asks how architectural form partici-
pated in family organization, how vernacular 
design responded to climate, and how histori-
cal change altered the meaning and viability of 
the ancestral house. The analysis follows the 
research questions and field-oriented method-
ology of the source study while consolidating 
the material into a journal format. The original 
study explicitly proposes that Tharavads 
should be examined as spatial expressions of 
vernacular knowledge intertwined with family 
culture and social organization. 

The article has five objectives: 

1. Document and interpret the principal archi-
tectural characteristics of Tharavads, espe-
cially courtyard organisation, thresholds, 
roof forms, materials and domestic func-
tional units. 

2. Examine the relationship between spatial 
organisation and family structures associat-
ed with joint residence and Marumakkatha-
yam. 

3. Analyse ritual, gender, hospitality and eco-
nomic activities as components of domes-
tic space. 

4. Use the Paliam family and its Chendaman-

galam heritage as a focused case study of 
the relationship between house, power, 
land and historical transformation. 

5. Assess current conservation challenges and 
propose a context-sensitive framework for 
living heritage and adaptive reuse. 

The source study frames four principal re-
search questions concerning the cultural role 
of the poomukham, nadumuttam and padippu-
ra; the climatic response of nalukettu and 
ettukettu forms; the effects of inheritance, 
migration and land values; and the survival of 
craft and material systems such as timber join-
ery and lime plaster. 

The source study adopts a qualitative, interdis-
ciplinary methodology combining architectur-
al documentation with social and historical 
interpretation. Proposed primary methods in-
clude field surveys, direct observation, meas-
ured drawings, photographic documentation, 
oral histories and semi-structured interviews 
with residents, owners and local historians. 
Secondary materials include archival sources, 
travel accounts, architectural studies and his-
torical texts, followed by comparative and the-
matic analysis. 

This journal article retains that methodological 
orientation. It does not present invented meas-
urements or statistical findings where the 
source material does not supply them. Instead, 
it synthesizes the documented observations 
and interprets them through the concepts of 
vernacular knowledge, living heritage and 
adaptive reuse. The study also acknowledges 
significant limitations: many houses are pri-
vate properties, surviving buildings have un-
dergone alterations, and oral testimony can 
contain retrospective bias. 

The Tharavadu as Vernacular Architecture 

A vernacular building is not merely a building 
constructed with local materials. It embodies 
an accumulated knowledge of place, weather, 
available resources, craft and social practice. 
The Tharavadu demonstrates this relationship 
through a spatial system centered on the court-
yard. The source identifies the nadumuttam as 
the heart of the traditional house, bringing air, 
light and rain into the domestic complex and 
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providing a shared setting for everyday activi-
ty. 

The most recognizable courtyard form is the 
nalukettu, a composition of four wings 
around an open central court. In larger house-
holds, additional courtyards could produce 
more expansive forms such as ettukettu and 
pathinarukettu. The source study notes that 
these larger forms were associated with house-
hold size and status while still maintaining 
ordered spatial relationships. 

Importantly, not every traditional house was a 
geometrically perfect composition. The re-
search notes that houses in places such as 
North Paravur and Chendamangalam adapted 
to irregular land parcels, river-edge conditions 
and changing household requirements. Exten-
sions could therefore produce asymmetrical 
plans without eliminating the inward-looking 
and privacy-oriented character of the Tha-
ravadu. 

Thresholds, Privacy and Social Zoning 

The poomukham, or entrance verandah, pro-
vided a transitional setting in which visitors 
could be received without immediately enter-
ing the intimate zones of the household. The 
padippura further marked the transition be-
tween the public environment and the family 
compound. These spaces demonstrate that pri-
vacy was organized as a sequence of thresh-
olds rather than a single boundary. 

Such spatial gradation supported multiple so-
cial functions at once. A guest could be enter-
tained at the front without disturbing domestic 
routines; family discussions could occur in 
semi-private areas; and ritual activity could 
take place within more protected parts of the 
house. The architecture therefore translated 
social distinctions into circulation, visibility 
and degrees of access. 

Climate and Environmental  
  Responsiveness 

The warm-humid climate and strong monsoon 
of Kerala shaped the Tharavadu’s material and 
spatial logic. The source identifies sloping 
tiled roofs, deep overhangs, shaded verandahs, 
high ceilings, wooden openings, thick walls 
and raised plinths as important environmental 

responses. These elements helped control so-
lar exposure, rain penetration and air move-
ment without dependence on contemporary 
mechanical systems. 

The courtyard also had an environmental role. 
It increased access to daylight and air while 
creating an open core around which rooms 
could be arranged. From an environmental-
history perspective, the significance of the 
Tharavadu lies not in any single device but in 
the combination of roof geometry, shaded cir-
culation, wall materials, openings and vegeta-
tion. The source study’s environmental inter-
pretation is consistent with a wider body of 
research on Kerala traditional houses that in-
vestigates passive cooling and indoor comfort 
through courtyard planning and other vernacu-
lar strategies. 

Materials, Craft and Construction 
 Knowledge 

The material palette identified in the study in-
cludes laterite, timber, clay tiles and lime plas-
ter. Timber was used for structural and archi-
tectural elements such as columns, beams, 
rafters, doors, windows and interior partitions. 
The source emphasizes the use of traditional 
carpentry and interlocking timber joints and 
links these techniques to durability and climat-
ic adaptation. 

Roofs were generally steeply pitched and 
tiled, allowing rapid drainage during heavy 
rain. Extended eaves protected walls and 
openings, while the combined use of timber, 
laterite and lime created a material system ca-
pable of responding to moisture and seasonal 
change. 

The conservation implication is significant. 
Traditional buildings should not automatically 
be repaired with modern materials simply be-
cause those materials are cheaper or more 
readily available. Incompatible cement finish-
es, for example, can alter moisture movement 
in historic masonry. Likewise, the replacement 
of skilled timber joinery with standardized 
contemporary components can change both 
appearance and structural behavior. Conserv-
ing a Tharavadu therefore also means conserv-
ing the knowledge of how to repair it. 
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Domestic Economy and Functional Units 

The Tharavadu can be read as a small domes-
tic landscape rather than a single enclosed 
house. Its kitchen, storage, bathing, animal 
and work spaces formed a connected system 
of production, consumption and care. The 
aduppu was a central domestic workspace 
where food preparation also served as a site of 
intergenerational learning. The ara and nira 
were associated with storage of grain and 
household provisions, while the arappura was 
described as a secure space for valuables, doc-
uments and records. 

The wider compound could include a kulam, 
cattle shed, gardens and work areas. Such 
spaces connected the household to agriculture, 
livestock and craft production. The source 
study explicitly describes workshops and food
-processing areas as part of a self-contained 
circuit connecting fields, storage, preparation 
and exchange. 

This internal economy is an important dimen-
sion of vernacular architecture. The building 
was not isolated from livelihood; rather, the 
house and its landscape formed a single work-
ing system. The decline of this system helps 
explain why large Tharavads can become eco-
nomically difficult to maintain once agricul-
tural and extended-family functions disappear. 

Family Culture and Marumakkathayam 

The Tharavadu historically functioned within 
kinship systems that differed substantially 
from contemporary nuclear households. The 
source describes Marumakkathayam as a mat-
rilineal system in which descent and inher-
itance followed the female line in communi-
ties where the system prevailed. At the same 
time, the Karanavar, usually the senior male, 
exercised major administrative authority over 
property, family resources and collective deci-
sions. 

This arrangement should not be reduced to a 
simple opposition between “matriarchy” and 
“patriarchy.” It combined matrilineal descent 
with male authority, while senior women had 
important roles in household management, 
child-rearing, domestic ritual and the trans-
mission of knowledge. The spatial organisa-

tion of the house made these relationships vis-
ible: domestic interiors, semi-public verandahs 
and collective courtyards could support differ-
ent but overlapping forms of authority and in-
teraction. 

The source further notes that the joint family 
pooled labour and resources and created 
mechanisms for caring for children and elders. 
From a social-history perspective, the large 
scale of the Tharavadu can therefore be under-
stood as a built expression of collective prop-
erty, intergenerational residence and shared 
responsibility. 

Ritual, Gender and Social Life 

Ritual was inseparable from domestic space. 
The source describes ancestor-oriented prac-
tices, rites of passage, festivals and household 
observances as processes through which the 
Tharavadu became a symbolic link between 
generations. The courtyard, shrine, verandahs 
and threshold spaces could therefore acquire 
ritual meanings beyond their ordinary practi-
cal functions. 

Gendered domestic practices also influenced 
how spaces were used. The source emphasizes 
women’s roles in cooking, childcare, house-
hold management, food preservation and the 
maintenance of kinship networks, while 
shared courtyards and verandahs enabled fam-
ily interaction beyond strictly gendered spac-
es. A historical reading should, however, 
avoid romanticizing these arrangements. Do-
mestic authority could coexist with wider ine-
qualities in political and legal power, and spa-
tial separation could both protect privacy and 
reinforce social hierarchy. 

Hospitality, feasting and dispute settlement 
further expanded the social role of the house. 
The source describes the Tharavadu as a set-
ting for gatherings, communal meals and fam-
ily deliberation, with the physical arrangement 
allowing both collective celebration and more 
private discussion. In this sense, the house op-
erated as a social institution whose architec-
ture enabled relationships to be repeatedly 
performed and renewed. 

Case Study: Paliam at Chendamangalam 

The Paliam family provides a particularly re-
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vealing case through which the relationship 
between architecture, political authority, land-
holding and family culture can be studied. The 
source identifies Paliam as an important Nair 
family in the former Cochin State and locates 
the main ancestral complex at Chendaman-
galam in Ernakulam district. It records a major 
partition in the 1950s and describes the family 
as historically following a matrilineal system. 

The importance of Paliam extends beyond the 
domestic scale. The Paliyath Achans were as-
sociated with administration, military strategy 
and diplomacy in the Cochin polity, and the 
family’s position near the Periyar River linked 
the ancestral estate to questions of trade, terri-
tory and defence. The source also relates the 
family to the political events of the early nine-
teenth century and to later social reform 
movements. 

Architecturally, the Paliam complex illustrates 
how elite domestic space could express collec-
tive identity and status. The source identifies a 
Paliam nalukettu as well as the Paliam 
Dutch Palace, noting the presence of court-
yards, traditional woodwork and elements re-
flecting the family’s historical relations with 
the Cochin court and European powers. The 
value of the site lies precisely in this layering: 
domestic architecture, family organization, 
political history and heritage interpretation 
overlap in one landscape. 

Partition and Transformation 

The source treats the Paliam partition of the 
1950s as a major example of the transfor-
mation from an extensive matrilineal estate 
into a dispersed network of individual house-
holds. It records that 213 members were asso-
ciated with the partition process and connects 
this event with the wider weakening of the old 
matrilineal order. 

The analytical significance of the partition is 
that a change in property organisation also be-
comes a change in architecture. When collec-
tive ownership is divided, the large house can 
lose the social and economic logic that once 
justified its scale. The result is not simply 
physical subdivision but a transformation in 
how rooms are inhabited, maintained and re-

membered. The Paliam case therefore sup-
ports the broader argument that the survival of 
heritage buildings depends partly on the sur-
vival-or thoughtful reinvention-of the social 
relationships that sustained them. 

Why Tharavads Are Declining 

The source identifies four interconnected pres-
sures: the decline of joint-family residence, 
changes in inheritance and property organisa-
tion, urban migration, and the rising economic 
value of land on which traditional houses 
stand. Large houses become difficult to main-
tain when only a small number of occupants 
remain, especially when specialised craft re-
pair is expensive. 

Physical deterioration compounds the social 
problem. Roof timber, tiles, plaster and drain-
age require continuous maintenance. Once 
maintenance is deferred, moisture damage and 
structural decay increase the eventual cost of 
conservation. Meanwhile, new extensions and 
cement replacements may make the building 
more practical in the short term but reduce the 
integrity of the historic fabric. The source also 
observes that some buildings are converted 
into homestays, heritage resorts and cultural 
centres; such adaptive reuse can create conti-
nuity but may also remove the everyday fami-
ly life that originally gave the building mean-
ing. 

Conservation as Living Heritage 

The strongest implication of the research is 
that conservation should not be limited to pre-
serving façades. The source explicitly propos-
es community ownership, ritual continuity and 
protection against museumification. The con-
cept of “living heritage” is useful here because 
it allows a historic house to change while re-
taining its significant relationships, materials 
and meanings. 

A practical conservation framework for Er-
nakulam should therefore include the follow-
ing interconnected measures: 

 Heritage documentation: create a district-
level register of surviving Tharavads with 
measured plans, photographs, condition 
assessments, ownership histories and rec-
ords of alterations. 
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 Material conservation: diagnose timber, 
laterite, lime plaster, tiles, drainage and 
foundations before repair; use compatible 
materials and retain historic fabric wherev-
er possible. 

 Craft revival: support training in tradition-
al carpentry, roof repair, lime work and 
tile maintenance so that local technical 
knowledge remains available. 

 Cultural documentation: record oral histo-
ries, family narratives, rituals, food prac-
tices and spatial memories along with ar-
chitectural drawings. 

 Adaptive reuse: permit new uses only 
where circulation, courtyard relationships, 
significant rooms and the character of the 
compound can be retained. 

 Economic support: combine private in-
vestment, heritage tourism and appropriate 
public assistance so owners are not forced 
to choose between demolition and unsus-
tainable maintenance. 

The source specifically advocates a heritage 
registry, restoration assistance, responsible 
integration into cultural-tourism circuits and 
training in Thachushastra and lime plastering. 
These proposals can be strengthened by adopt-
ing a staged conservation process in which 
documentation precedes intervention and 
community participation accompanies tech-
nical decision-making. 

 Economic Feasibility and Adaptive Reuse 

The conservation problem is partly financial. 
Large ancestral houses can be expensive to 
maintain, and private owners may not have the 
resources to restore them without an income-
generating use. The source therefore considers 
heritage tourism and homestays as possible 
strategies for making conservation economi-
cally sustainable. It argues that these uses can 
generate income for maintenance while retain-
ing parts of the traditional building. 

However, profitability should not be the only 
measure of success. A Tharavadu converted 
entirely into a commercial property may sur-
vive physically while losing residential priva-
cy, ritual associations and material authentici-
ty. A better model is adaptive reuse with a 

conservation hierarchy: retain the principal 
courtyard and roof form; preserve significant 
timber and threshold elements; retain the rela-
tionship between house and compound; intro-
duce services carefully; and maintain some 
interpretation of the building’s social history. 

The Paliam heritage experience demonstrates 
that transformation into a heritage and muse-
um context can preserve historical associa-
tions, but the shift from living residence to 
institutional display must be acknowledged as 
a change of heritage condition rather than 
treated as an exact continuation of former do-
mestic life. The source notes the role of the 
Paliam Eswara Menon Trust and the Muziris 
Heritage Project in preserving the family’s 
heritage. 

Three major arguments emerge from the re-
search. First, Tharavadu architecture is socio-
spatial: its plan cannot be fully understood 
without the family structure and economic 
system for which it was built. Second, its ver-
nacular character is environmental as well as 
cultural. Roofs, courtyards, verandahs, open-
ings and local materials form an integrated 
response to climate. Third, the heritage value 
of the house includes intangible dimensions-
memory, ritual, foodways, craft, kinship and 
social identity-that may disappear before the 
structure itself is demolished. 

These findings challenge a common heritage 
practice in which conservation is equated with 
visual restoration. In the case of the Tha-
ravadu, restoring a roof while erasing a court-
yard’s social use, or preserving woodwork 
while replacing local craft traditions with in-
dustrial products, produces only partial con-
servation. The more appropriate goal is conti-
nuity of significance. This does not require 
freezing the house in a historical moment; it 
requires ensuring that change remains compat-
ible with the building’s cultural and environ-
mental logic. 

The research also suggests that Ernakulam is 
especially valuable for comparative study be-
cause it contains different settlement contexts, 
including riverine, inland and historically 
trade-oriented locations. Future fieldwork can 
therefore test how local ecology, property his-
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tory and community identity generated differ-
ent forms of the Tharavadu rather than assum-
ing a single standard model. 

Conclusion 

The Tharavadu is a historical record built in 
timber, tile, laterite and lime, but its meaning 
extends far beyond construction. It embodied 
a system of collective residence, matrilineal 
identity in regions where Marumakkathayam 
prevailed, household authority, ritual continui-
ty, food culture, hospitality and economic co-
operation. Its courtyard and verandahs organ-
ised daily interaction, while its materials and 
roof forms demonstrated a sophisticated re-
sponse to Kerala’s monsoon climate. The Pali-
am case further shows how large ancestral 
houses could become connected to political 
power, landholding and the historical transfor-
mation of the Cochin region. 

The decline of Tharavads should consequently 
be interpreted as a socio-economic and cultur-
al transformation as much as an architectural 
one. When joint families fragment and land 
becomes an individual commodity, the large 
collective house loses the institutional support 
that once sustained it. Conservation must re-
spond to this reality rather than assuming that 
structural repair alone can guarantee survival. 

A viable future for Tharavadu heritage lies in 
living conservation: careful documentation, 
compatible material repair, revival of craft 
knowledge, protection of significant spatial 
relationships, community participation and 
adaptive reuse that respects privacy and cul-
tural meaning. Such an approach allows the 
Tharavadu to remain relevant without pretend-
ing that Kerala’s past can or should be recreat-
ed unchanged. The most important lesson of 
the Tharavadu is therefore not simply how an 
old house was built, but how architecture can 
connect people, environment and memory 
across generations. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

1. Prepare a georeferenced inventory of sur-
viving Tharavads in Ernakulam and com-
pare their condition, ownership, and occu-
pancy and adaptive-reuse status. 

 

2. Undertake measured thermal and ventila-
tion studies of selected Tharavads to quan-
tify the performance of courtyard, roof and 
shading systems. 

3. Document traditional carpentry, lime-
plastering, roof-tiling and joinery practices 
through craft interviews and apprenticeship
-based recording. 

4. Conduct oral-history projects with multiple 
generations to compare remembered do-
mestic practices with present-day use. 

5. Examine legal, inheritance and property 
records to map the relationship between 
family fragmentation and architectural sub-
division. 

6. Develop conservation guidelines for pri-
vate owners that balance heritage signifi-
cance, contemporary services, accessibil-
ity, safety and economic feasibility. 
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