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Kutiyattam Tutorial

kutiyattam is one of the oldest and most intricate forms of classical Indian theatre, originating from
the southern state of Kerala. Recognized by UNESCO as a Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible
Heritage of Humanity, it embodies a rich cultural tradition that combines drama, dance, music, and
elaborate facial and hand gestures to narrate stories rooted in Indian mythology and epics. With a
history spanning over a thousand years, kutiyattam is not just a theatrical performance but a spiritual
and artistic expression that has preserved the cultural ethos of Kerala through centuries. This article
explores the origins, history, elements, significance, and the contemporary relevance of kutiyattam,
offering a comprehensive understanding of this revered art form.

Origins and Historical Background of Kutiyattam

Ancient Roots and Development

Kutiyattam traces its origins to Sanskrit theatre, which was introduced to Kerala through ancient
trade routes and cultural exchanges. It evolved as a Sanskrit theatrical tradition, blending local
performing arts with classical Sanskrit drama. The term ?kutiyattam? is derived from the Malayalam
words "kuti" meaning "house" or "hut" and "attam" meaning "play" or "performance," indicating an
intimate theatrical setting often performed in temple premises.

Historically, kutiyattam was performed within temple precincts, serving both religious and
entertainment purposes. It was highly regarded as a form of devotional offering, often depicting
stories from Hindu epics like the Ramayana, Mahabharata, and Puranas. The art form developed
under the patronage of Kerala's royal families and temple authorities, who recognized its spiritual
and cultural significance.

Historical Significance and Preservation

For centuries, kutiyattam remained a highly classified art form, primarily performed by a specific
caste of artists known as Chakyars. These performers underwent rigorous training, often from a
young age, to master the complex techniques of acting, gestures (mudras), voice modulation, and
music.

The decline of traditional patronage and the influence of modern entertainment forms led to a
decline in kutiyattam's popularity in the 19th and early 20th centuries. However, efforts by scholars,
cultural institutions, and dedicated practitioners have played a vital role in preserving and reviving
this ancient art. The establishment of institutions like the Kerala Kalamandalam in the mid-20th
century marked a turning point in formalizing training and promoting kutiyattam as a living tradition.
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Elements and Performance Structure of Kutiyattam

Storytelling and Script

Kutiyattam performances are based on Sanskrit plays, primarily from the Natya Shastra, an ancient
treatise on performing arts authored by Bharata. The script is rich in poetic dialogues, complex
characters, and mythological themes. Performers interpret these scripts through expressive
gestures and movements, often improvising within the framework of traditional rules.

Visual and Gestural Language

One of the defining features of kutiyattam is its elaborate use of facial expressions (bhava), hand
gestures (mudras), and body movements to convey emotions and narrative nuances. There are over
250 recognized mudras, each representing specific objects, actions, or emotions.

Music and Sound

Music plays a crucial role in kutiyattam, providing rhythmic support and emotional depth. Traditional
instruments such as the chenda (drum), maddalam, and cymbals accompany the performance. The
performers also use vocal modulation and singing to enhance storytelling.

Performance Space and Costume

Typically performed in a temple auditorium or a dedicated stage, kutiyattam actors wear vibrant
costumes and elaborate makeup to depict different characters. The costumes are designed to
highlight the expressive gestures and to distinguish divine, mythological, and human characters.

Significance and Cultural Role of Kutiyattam

Religious and Spiritual Dimensions

Kutiyattam is inherently a spiritual practice, often performed as an offering to deities within temple
settings. Its performances are considered a form of ???? (worship), aiming to invoke divine
blessings and convey moral and spiritual teachings through mythological stories.

Educational and Moral Values

Through stories from epics like Ramayana and Mahabharata, kutiyattam imparts moral lessons,
emphasizing virtues such as devotion, righteousness, and dharma. It also preserves the moral fabric
and cultural values of Kerala and India at large.
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Preservation of Cultural Heritage

As a centuries-old tradition, kutiyattam serves as a vital link to India's ancient performing arts. It
maintains traditional artistic techniques, music, costume design, and storytelling methods,
contributing to the cultural identity of Kerala.

Challenges and Contemporary Relevance

Modern Challenges

Despite its cultural significance, kutiyattam faces several challenges in the modern era:

- Decline in traditional patronage and audience engagement
- Limited number of trained practitioners due to rigorous training requirements
- Competition from contemporary entertainment forms like cinema and television
- Loss of performance spaces and resources

Revival Efforts and Modern Adaptations

In response to these challenges, various initiatives have been undertaken:

- Academic programs and workshops to train new artists
- Inclusion of kutiyattam in cultural festivals and national events
- Research and documentation projects to preserve techniques and scripts
- Collaborations with contemporary artists to adapt themes and presentation styles

Significance in Contemporary Culture

Despite the hurdles, kutiyattam remains a vital cultural treasure. Its performances continue to inspire
artists, scholars, and audiences worldwide, fostering a deeper appreciation for India?s classical arts.
The art form's spiritual and aesthetic depth offers a unique experience that connects modern
viewers with ancient traditions.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Kutiyattam

Kutiyattam stands as a testament to India's rich theatrical heritage, blending spirituality, artistry, and
storytelling into a cohesive cultural tradition. Its intricate gestures, poetic dialogues, and divine
themes make it a unique and revered art form. As India and the world increasingly recognize the
importance of preserving intangible cultural heritage, efforts to sustain and adapt kutiyattam gain
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even more significance. By nurturing this ancient tradition, we ensure that future generations can
continue to experience the profound beauty and cultural wisdom embedded within kutiyattam.

Further Reading and Resources

- Kerala Kalamandalam Official Website
- UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage Lists
- Books on Indian Classical Theatre and Natya Shastra
- Documentaries and performances of kutiyattam available online
- Academic papers and research articles on traditional Indian performing arts

Preserving and promoting kutiyattam not only honors Kerala?s cultural legacy but also enriches the
global tapestry of performing arts, reminding us of the timeless power of storytelling through dance,
drama, and devotion.
 
Kutiyattam is an ancient and revered classical theater form originating from the southern Indian state
of Kerala. Recognized as one of the oldest living theatrical traditions in India, it embodies a unique
blend of dance, drama, music, and Sanskrit chanting, making it a comprehensive cultural art form
that has preserved the spiritual and artistic ethos of early Indian performing arts. Rooted deeply in
the temples and cultural history of Kerala, Kutiyattam has been designated as a UNESCO Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity, underscoring its global cultural significance and the urgent need for
its preservation and promotion.

Origins and Historical Background

Historical Roots of Kutiyattam

Kutiyattam, meaning "acting with combinations" (from Tamil "kudiyettu" meaning "acting" and
Sanskrit "natyam" meaning "drama"), traces its origins back over 2,000 years. It evolved within the
temple precincts of Kerala, especially under the patronage of the royal courts and Brahminical
temple traditions. Its roots are intertwined with Sanskrit theatrical traditions, especially the
N?tya??stra ? an ancient treatise on performing arts attributed to Bharata.

Historically, Kutiyattam was performed exclusively in temple premises, often as part of religious
festivals and ceremonies. The performers, known as Chakyars (male actors) and Nangyars (female
dancers), were highly trained specialists who underwent rigorous training in vocal music, facial
expressions, gestures, and Sanskrit recitation.

Evolution Through Ages
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Over centuries, Kutiyattam maintained its classical purity, adhering to strict traditional rules and
protocols. However, with the advent of colonial rule and modernization, its practice faced decline,
largely confined to temple rituals and traditional audiences. In recent decades, efforts by cultural
preservationists and institutions have sought to revive and adapt Kutiyattam for contemporary
audiences, ensuring its survival in a rapidly changing cultural landscape.

The Art Form: Features and Characteristics

Key Features of Kutiyattam

- Sanskrit Texts and Scripts: Kutiyattam performances are based on Sanskrit plays, primarily from
the classical Sanskrit drama tradition, including works like Abhijnanasakuntalam, Uttara
Ramacharitam, and others.

- Expressive Acting (Bhava): The art emphasizes Bhava (emotional expression), conveyed
through facial expressions (Rasa) and bodily gestures (Mudras).

- Hand Gestures (Mudras): The extensive use of hand gestures to depict characters, actions, and
emotions, following a codified system outlined in the N?tya??stra.

- Music and Chanting: The performance integrates classical music, with Sopanam (a traditional
Kerala music style) providing the rhythmic foundation. The actor often recites Sanskrit verses with
precise intonation.

- Costumes and Make-up: Elaborate costumes, masks, and traditional makeup enhance the
visual storytelling, often symbolizing divine or mythological characters.

- Performance Duration: A typical Kutiyattam performance can last several hours, often spanning
an entire day, with multiple acts and scenes.

Performance Structure

Kutiyattam traditionally follows a structured format:

- Chooliyattam: The initial invocation and preparatory rites.
- Sadir: The main act, where the story unfolds through dialogues, gestures, and expressions.
- Kuttikettu: The concluding part, involving prayers and thanks.

Each act is performed with meticulous adherence to traditional protocols, ensuring the spiritual and
aesthetic integrity of the art form.

Training and Performers

The Training Process

Published by: crystalcleanlongisland.com Page 5 of 9



Kutiyattam Tutorial Vol. 2024, Issue 10

Training in Kutiyattam is rigorous and lifelong. It is traditionally passed down through guru-shishya
(teacher-student) parampara (lineage). The training includes:

- Mastery over Sanskrit pronunciation and recitation.
- Extensive practice in mudras and facial expressions.
- Voice modulation and musical training.
- Rituals and traditional procedures associated with temple performances.

Most performers belong to the Chakyar and Nangyar communities, with specialized roles and
responsibilities in the performance.

Challenges Faced by Performers

- Limited avenues for professional growth.
- Decline in traditional patronage.
- The physical and vocal demands of the art.
- Competition with modern entertainment forms.

Despite these challenges, dedicated performers continue to uphold the tradition, often participating
in cultural festivals and academic programs.

Significance and Cultural Impact

Religious and Spiritual Dimensions

Kutiyattam is not merely entertainment but a spiritual practice. Its performances are imbued with
religious symbolism, often performed as offerings to deities, especially Lord Shiva and Lord Vishnu.
The ritualistic aspects?purificatory rites, offerings, and invocations?are integral to its practice.

Preservation of Sanskrit and Traditional Knowledge

As a living repository of Sanskrit literary and theatrical traditions, Kutiyattam helps keep alive the
language?s pronunciation, poetic beauty, and performative nuances. It also acts as a medium for
transmitting traditional stories, myths, and cultural values to future generations.

Influence on Other Art Forms

Kutiyattam has influenced other Kerala art forms like Kathakali, Mohiniyattam, and Koodiyattam,
contributing to the rich tapestry of Indian performing arts.
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Modern Challenges and Revival Efforts

Challenges

- Declining Audience: Younger generations show limited interest, favoring contemporary
entertainment.

- Limited Platforms: Few theaters or venues dedicated solely to Kutiyattam.
- Cost and Accessibility: High costs associated with elaborate costumes, masks, and trained

performers.
- Cultural Shifts: Changing societal values and urbanization reducing traditional patronage.

Revival Initiatives

- Institutional Support: Kerala Kalamandalam and other cultural institutions offer training and
organize performances.

- Government Programs: Ministry of Culture and UNESCO support preservation projects.
- Academic Research: Scholarly studies and documentation help preserve the art form?s history

and techniques.
- International Exposure: Participation in global festivals has increased awareness and

appreciation.

Pros and Cons of Kutiyattam

Pros:

- Preserves ancient Sanskrit theatrical traditions and cultural heritage.
- Combines multiple art forms into a holistic performance.
- Deeply spiritual and meditative, offering a unique cultural experience.
- Enhances understanding of Indian mythology, philosophy, and aesthetics.
- Recognized internationally as a UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage.

Cons:

- Lengthy performances may limit accessibility for casual audiences.
- High training demands restrict the number of qualified performers.
- Limited modern venues and audiences, risking cultural stagnation.
- Costs associated with traditional costumes and staging can be prohibitive.
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- Challenges in adapting to contemporary entertainment paradigms without losing authenticity.

Future Perspectives and Recommendations

To ensure the continued relevance and vitality of Kutiyattam, several strategies are essential:

- Integration into Academic Curricula: Incorporate Kutiyattam into school and university programs
to foster interest among youth.

- Tourism and Cultural Festivals: Promote performances at national and international festivals to
reach wider audiences.

- Digital Media and Documentation: Use modern technology to document performances, tutorials,
and history, making them accessible online.

- Cross-Disciplinary Collaborations: Fuse Kutiyattam with contemporary arts, dance, and theater
to innovate while respecting tradition.

- Community Engagement: Encourage local communities to participate and support performances
as part of cultural festivals.

Conclusion

Kutiyattam stands as a testament to India?s rich cultural and artistic heritage, encapsulating
centuries of spiritual, literary, and theatrical traditions. Its meticulous craft, rooted in Sanskrit
dramaturgy and temple rituals, offers a profound aesthetic experience that transcends mere
entertainment, touching upon the spiritual and philosophical dimensions of life. Despite facing
modern challenges, renewed interest, institutional support, and innovative adaptations hold promise
for its preservation and continued relevance. As a living heritage, Kutiyattam beckons us to
appreciate the depth of traditional Indian performing arts and underscores the importance of
safeguarding such invaluable cultural treasures for future generations.
 

 QuestionAnswer What is Kutiyattam and what is its significance in Indian classical theater?
Kutiyattam is a traditional Sanskrit theater form originating from Kerala, recognized as one of the
oldest living theatrical traditions in India. It combines acting, dance, music, and mime to narrate
mythological stories, playing a vital role in preserving Indian cultural and religious heritage. How has
Kutiyattam evolved in modern times while maintaining its traditional roots? While Kutiyattam has
retained its classical techniques and Sanskrit scripts, contemporary practitioners incorporate
innovations like new storytelling themes and modern staging methods. Efforts by institutions like
Kalakshetra and UNESCO aim to promote its preservation and adaptation to contemporary
audiences. What are the main elements and techniques used in Kutiyattam performances?
Kutiyattam employs elaborate facial expressions (bhava), hand gestures (mudras), precise body
movements, and singing of classical Sanskrit verses. The performance is characterized by its slow,
deliberate pacing, detailed mime, and intricate makeup and costumes that enhance storytelling.
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Who are some renowned artists or gurus associated with Kutiyattam? Prominent figures include
Guru Mani Madhava Chakyar, considered a pioneer who revitalized Kutiyattam in the 20th century,
and Guru Pavithran, who continues to teach and promote this art form. Their contributions have
been instrumental in preserving and popularizing Kutiyattam globally. What efforts are being made
to preserve and promote Kutiyattam today? Organizations like the Kerala Kalamandalam and
UNESCO are actively involved in training new artists, organizing performances, and conducting
workshops. They aim to raise awareness about Kutiyattam's cultural importance and ensure its
transmission to future generations. How can audiences experience Kutiyattam outside of Kerala or
India? Many cultural festivals and international arts events feature Kutiyattam performances.
Additionally, documentaries, online recordings, and workshops hosted by cultural institutions provide
access for global audiences to appreciate this ancient art form. 

 
Related keywords: Sanskrit theatre, Indian classical dance, Sanskrit drama, Kerala performing
arts, traditional theatre, Sanskrit performance art, Indian classical dance forms, temple theatre,
Kutiyattam actors, Sanskrit storytelling
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