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As the only surviving traditional Sanskrit theatre in India, 
Kūṭiyāṭṭam has recently attracted a lot of international attention, 
especially after UNESCO recognized the art form as one among 
the “Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of 
Humanity” in 2001. This unique temple theatre of Kerala has an 
attested history of at least a thousand years. Unfortunately, even 
though there is no dearth of books and studies outlining the 
technical aspects of the performance as such, not much has been 
written about the history and evolution of this art form. The 
present paper is an attempt to historicize the performance 
tradition of Sanskrit drama as manifested in Kūṭiyāṭṭam.  It is my 
belief that such an exercise will go a long way in correcting the 
stereotyped view of performance,  related with classical theatre 
as a monolith  having neither inner strands nor subtle and 
manifest changes down the ages. It will also enable us to 
appreciate the socio-cultural and historical background which 
stimulated the evolution of Kūṭiyāṭṭam to the present state, even 
while Sanskrit drama became extinct in other parts of India. 

We know practically nothing about the performance of 
Sanskrit drama during the hey day of it, when great plays Like 
Abhijñānaśākuntala were written. However, the dramas of  
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playwrights like Aśvaghoṣa,  Kālidāsa and Śūdraka themselves are 
replete with copious information regarding stage techniques. 
Luders’ identification of the fragments of the manuscript of 
Aśvaghoṣa’s Śarīputraprakaraṇa from Turfan in Central Asia shows 
that during the heyday of Buddhism, drama was used to 
propagate religious ideals1. In fact, Fahien, the ancient Chinese 
traveler refers to the performance of a play depicting the 
conversion of Śarīputra to Buddhism in Buddhist monasteries in 
the rainy season. Itsing, another Chinese traveler refers to the 
play Nāgānanda being popularized by King Harṣavardhana.2 The 
only copious reference to actual performance in ancient Sanskrit 
literature is in Dāmodaragupta’s Kutṭṭanīmata, written in 9th 
Century A.D. Here the author describes in detail the enactment of 
the first act of Ratnāvalī, the Nāṭikā composed by King 
Harṣavardhana which was played at the court of Prince 
Samarabhaṭa at Kaśī.  The troupe consisted of women only, and 
the male roles were also enacted by women. This would be a total 
reversal of the ancient Indian theatre tradition wherein males 
were  the sole actors, donning even female roles, as suggested by 
the term Bhrūkumsa, appearing in Patañjali’s Mahābhāṣya, which 
stands for a man playing a woman’s role3 .The Ratnāvalī troupe is  
in diametrically opposite position with regard to  art forms like  
Kathakali also which did not have female actors. Instruments like 
the flute were used for the opening ceremony culminating in the 
entrance of the Sūtradhāra. Dhruvā songs were improvised and 
sung at the entrance and the exit of the Sūtradhāra. Also, there 
was elaboration of the idea contained in the text, probably an 
indication of the freedom given to the stage director for 
improvisation of the script in actual performance. 4 

When did the Sanskrit drama migrate to the South? We 
know very little about the process. Śaktibhadra, the Keralite 
playwright roughly contemporaneous with Śankarācārya, in the 
prologue of the play Āścaryacūḍāmaṇi, makes the naṭī remark that 

                                                
1.  Luder, Bruchstuecke Buddhistischer Dramen ,Berlin, 1911 
2.  A record of Buddhist Religion,p.163.Cited by Dr.K.Kunjunni Raja, 

Sanskrit Drama  on the Stage,p.7 
3.  Mahābhāṣya,,,,    iv.1.3 See also, B.N.Puri, India in the times of Patanjali, 

p.200 
4.  Kuttanīmata Ed.Jagannatha Pathaka, p.p.579-682 
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dramas are indeed very rarely written in the South. It will, 
however, be wrong to suppose that Sanskrit drama migrated to 
the South into a cultural void. On one hand, we have Nāṭyaśāstra 
itself mentioning that the people of the South are ‘proficient in 
many types of dance and music, prone to Kaiśikīvṛtti and adepts in 
dexterous, sweet and graceful acting’1. We have also numerous 
references to various stage performances and discourses called 
Kūttu in ancient Tamil literature. It is significant that the term 
Kūttu is still used in the sense of Kūṭiyāṭṭam as well as the solo 
discourse of the actor, as vouchsafed by the expressions 
Kūṭiyāṭṭamkūttu and Prabandhakkūttu respectively. From these we 
can surmise that a fusion of tradition might have taken place in 
the South sometime, amalgamating the Sanskrit performance 
tradition and the local Kūttu tradition. This might have taken 
place in the eight century, may be before Śaktibhadra’s play was 
written. Śaktibhadra is one of the earliest authors whose plays 
feature in Kūṭiyāṭṭam tradition and in all probability, he must 
have written his play for an already existent stage. 

There are two other important plays to be considered in 
this connection which may throw some light to the evolution and 
status of the classical Sanskrit theatre in the South, especially in 
Kerala. One is Nāgānanda, already referred to, written by 
Harṣavardhana, who ruled over Thaneswar in AD 606-648 .It is 
significant that this play has been a part of the repertoire of 
Kūṭiyāṭṭam from ancient times onwards. Two reasons are likely 
for the popularity of the drama in Kerala. One is it that it 
celebrates, as the title suggests, the joy of snakes and must have 
won special admiration in Kerala which is famous for snake 
worship. A more plausible explanation will be that it was a 
repertoire of the small Buddhist community which seems to have 
existed in Kerala in certain pockets. The second supposition looks 
much probable if we consider the view, held by some, that the 
term Cākyār, used to denote the actor, could be traced to the 
word Śākya meaning a member of the Buddhist clan. The earliest 
reference to the acting community of Cākyār is traced by some to 

                                                
1.   Tatra dākṣinātyāstāvad bahunṛttagītavādyāh kaiśikīprāyāh 

caturamadhura lalitāngābhinayāśca.  Nāṭayaśāstra XIV,p.165 
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Śilappadikāram, wherein there is a mention of the actor called 
Paravūr Kuṭṭacākyār . 

The second drama to be considered here is 
Mattavilāsaprahasana written by Mahendravikrama the great 
Pallava King who reigned in Kāñcī in 600-630 AD. This remarkable 
farce, which is a satire on the decadence of religious practices, 
especially those of Buddhism and Śaiva sects, prevailing in the 
contemporary society has been a part of Kūṭiyāṭṭam  repertoire 
for centuries and it is quite possible that Mahendravikrama had 
written the play to be staged in his court. It is also probable that 
his play, which was staged in Kāñcī came to be adapted to the 
Kerala stage roughly at the time of the emergence of the 
Kulaśekhara empire at Mahodayapuram in central Kerala .  

There seems to have a lot of indigenization when Sanskrit 
drama came to be grafted to the Kerala soil through Kūṭiyāṭṭam. 
One major change is related to  bodily acting; Kūṭiyāṭṭam, like all 
the other Kerala classical  arts  coming afterwards,   makes use of 
the gestures outlined in Hastalakṣaṇadīpikā and not Nāṭyaśāstra or 
Abhinayadarpaṇa. Evidently, Hastalakṣaṇadīpikā represents a later 
dialect of the gesture language in comparison with that seen in 
Nāṭyaśātra . Another noteworthy feature of Kūṭiyāṭṭam is the total 
disappearance of old musical instruments like Vīṇa and Veṇu 
mentioned in Nāṭyaśāstra and the appearance and prominence of 
percussion instruments like the Miḷāvu. The costume also seems 
to have undergone radical transformation; as in Kathakali, of the 
later era, and obviously as a prototype of it, Kūṭiyāṭṭam makes 
use of stereotypes like Pacca, Katti and Tāṭi  for  costume in 
āhāryābhinaya  . 

We have some interesting pieces of information regarding 
the evolution of the Sanskrit drama at the time of Kulaśekhara 
who ruled from Mahodayapuram in central Kerala around 
900A.D1. Kulaśekhara   had enriched Kerala theatre with two of 
his plays, viz.Subhadrādhanañjaya and Tapatīsamvaraṇa, which are 
till date staged in Kūṭiyāṭṭam tradition. The Vyaṅgyavyākhyā 
commentaries on these two plays, written by an anonymous 
commentator are very important documents in the performance  
history. The commentator narrates how he was invited to the 
                                                
1.  K.Kunjunni Raja, Contribution of Kerala to Sanskrit Literature, p. 15 



258 Sanskrit-Vimarśaḥ    

 

royal court and how the king himself demonstrated the 
performance of the plays following which he wrote the 
commentaries. In the commentary to Tapatīsamvaraṇa, he  clearly 
mentions that the king donned the costume for each character  
and represented them for the latter’s benefit ; all the stage 
directions contained in the commentary seem to have been  done 
on the basis of this interaction. According to popular tradition, 
King Kulaśekhara reformed the Kerala stage with the assistance 
of Tolan, who is identified with this commentator.  

The reforms brought about by Kulaśekhara   seem to have 
drastically changed the nature of Sanskrit drama in Kūṭiyāṭṭam 
tradition from what it was in the pan Indian tradition. The main 
innovation seems to be the introduction of the local language as a 
medium for the Vidūṣaka and the provision given to him to 
parody the verses sung by the hero with Malayalam Pratiślokas. 
Structurally, the plays seem to have been fragmented to 
autonomous units with each segment having its own Nāndī verse. 
Probably, this was necessitated due to the  accumulation of 
diverse material in the enactment. On one hand, there was 
sophistication the bodily acting underwent with the dramatic 
potentiality of each word exploited to the hilt.1 On the other, the 
discourse element in the presentation also seems to have gained 
an upper hand with increased prominence being given to the 
Vidūṣaka.  

The plays presented in Kūṭiyāṭṭam make an intriguing list. 
The most conspicuous omissions are plays of celebrities like 
Kālidāsa, Śūdraka, Bhavabhūti and Viśākhadatta. The reasons are 
obscure. But fortunately we have most of the plays ascribed to 
Bhāsa, though now the staging of plays except portions from 
Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa and Abhiṣeka has become practically 
extinct. Harṣavardhana’s Nāgānanda was popular though Ratnāvalī 
and Priyadarśikā were not staged. Another hot favorite was 
Mahendravikrama’s Mattavilāsaprahasana. An early and frequently 
staged play is the Āścaryacūḍāmaṇi of the Keralite author 
Śaktibhadra of the 8th century. The Kalyāṇasaugandhika- vyāyoga of 
Nīlakaṇṭha and Bhagavadajjuka of Bodhāyana are also some old 

                                                
1.  Ammavan Thampuran, Kuttum Kutiyattavum, p.25.See also,  

C.Rajendran The Traditional Sanskrit Theatre of Kerala, p.13 
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interesting plays. But the most frequently staged plays were of 
King Kulaśekhara himself, whose Subhadrādhanañjaya and 
Tapatīsamvaraṇa were very popular on the stage probably because 
of their authorship by the King, who was a great patron of 
Sanskrit learning.  

There is no evidence to suggest that even during 
Kulaśekhara’s time, Sanskrit drama was performed only in 
temples, and there is every likelihood that the Sanskrit drama 
was performed in royal courts in Kerala as elsewhere in the 
beginnings. Probably the early Buddhist settlers also might have 
used it for religious propaganda as evidenced by the popularity of 
Nāgānanda  here. Gradually, it must have been grafted to the 
temple ritual when the Kerala agrarian societies were organized 
in Brahmin settlements with temples as their nucleus. The 
Kūṭiyāṭṭam came to be  performed by the acting community 
consisting of Cākyār, Nambiār and Naṅṅyār. The male characters 
are enacted by the Cākyār and the female characters by 
Naṅṅyārs. The Nambiārs, the male counterparts of the latter are 
the professional drummers who play the instrument Miḷāvu. Of 
all, there were eighteen families belonging to the Cākyār 
community, the mainstay of the art, but now it has been reduced 
to three. These families were assigned the performance of the 
enactment of the ritual at various temples all over Kerala and 
various entitlements fixed to them, which ensured the continuity 
of the ritual across centuries.  

Kūṭiyāṭṭam was conventionally staged in specially 
constructed temple theaters called Kūttampalam. Many important 
temples of Central and South Kerala like those at Trichur, 
Irinjalakkuda, Kidangoor, Harippad, Guruvayur, Peruvanam, 
Muzhikkulam, Tirunakkara and Chengannur have their own 
Kūttampalams which used to stage the Sanskrit drama regularly as 
a structured ritual. Most of the Kūttampalams are rectangular in 
shape as mentioned in texts like the Nāṭyaśātra  even though they 
do not possess characteristics like Mattavāriṇī. One half of the 
structure is earmarked for the audience. The other half consists 
of the stage and the green room, which is connected with the 
former through two doors. The stage is usually one feet raised 
from the level ground and its area ranges from 21”4’’X21’’4’ 
square feet and 9’’4’X9’’4’ square feet. The stage is demarcated by 
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four to twelve decorated pillars, which support a roof having 
architectural decorations. The low roof of the stage creates a 
bigger than life image for the actors dressed up in their costumes 
The Kūttampalams have excellent auditory properties and good 
ventilation. The biggest theatre as in the Vadakkumnāthan 
temple of Trichur can accommodate two to five hundred 
spectators at a time. A big oil lamp placed in front of the stage 
serves as the focal point of the stage wherein the actors face the 
main audience sitting in front of them. 

The pre-modern history of Kūṭiyāṭṭam is the story of the 
remarkable transformation of a relatively secular art like the 
Sanskrit play into a temple art. The manner in which this 
transformation took place in the medieval times is very 
fascinating. Even in the case of relatively secular plays like the 
Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa, ritual came to be integrated to the 
enactment and the play production became more or less an 
annual ritual with fixed entitlements (avakāśa) prescribed to the 
actors and drummers in temples like the Vadakumnāthan Temple 
of Trichur. In the case of plays like Mattavilāsaprahasana , there is 
even the articulation of the fruit (phalaśruti) like the begetting of 
a son as in a ritual like the sacrifice or an offering. This must have 
ensured the preservation of enactment tradition of the play in 
the temple with the sponsorship of believers. Kings and 
chieftains of medieval Kerala entrusted various Cākyār and 
Nambiār families with the performance of Kūṭiyāṭṭam in 
designated temples and gave property grant to them for 
livelihood apart from the prescribed entitlements. The acting 
communities have till date followed these conventions and 
discharged the duties assigned to them with religious fervor, thus 
preserving Kūṭiyāṭṭam for posterity. But the fact remains that 
later, due to the evolution of other ‘parallel’ art forms like 
Kṛṣṇanāṭṭam, Kathakali and Tullal, the appeal and reach of 
Kūṭiyāṭṭam seem to have suffered considerably since these later 
art forms had greater mass appeal. 

If, thus it was the ritualisation and accommodation to the 
temple precincts which ensured some sort of survival for 
Kūṭiyāṭṭam, in the Post-independence  era, its progress was made 
possible when the practitioners of the art found it necessary to 
bring it to the outside world. Kūṭiyāṭṭam had become somewhat 
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visible to the world of scholars even earlier, with the discovery of 
the thirteen Trivandrum plays ascribed to Bhāsa, as the 
authorship question became complicated when it was pointed 
out that many of these plays were presented through Kūṭiyāṭṭam 
for centuries.  But it was the late Paimkulam Rāma Cākyār, a great 
traditional artist of foresight who dared to take the art to the 
outside world weathering stiff resistance of die hard 
traditionalists. He created history of a sort by presenting a 
Prabandha discourse (Cākyārkūttu) outside temple precincts in 
September, 19491. Incidentally, this art form is a solo discourse of 
a Cākyār who dons the costume which more or less resembles 
that of the Vidūṣaka in Kūṭiyāṭṭam and accompanied by Miḷāvu 
recites portions from Sanskrit Campū texts and explains them in 
a humorous vein.   Finally, in 1956, Kūṭiyāṭṭam was staged in open 
when Rāma Cākyār himself took the initiative to present it in the 
palace of the Zamorin at Calicut.2 Other maestros also started 
following the example of Rāma Cākyār. He also accepted the 
invitation of Kerala Kalamandalam to start a Kūṭiyāṭṭam 
department which was opened in 1965 under his stewardship.3 
One corollary of this bold venture was that Kūṭiyāṭṭam became 
available to the artists who did not belong to the traditional 
acting castes of  Cākyār and  Nambiār. Further, the Gurukula 
system was replaced by an Institutional training mode which 
ingeniously adapted  the time tested traditional methods to the 
modern institutional framework. Rāma Cākyār relentlessly tried 
to graft more and  more plays to the repertoire of the art. Of 
course, all this has created a cleavage between traditional temple 
performance which remained more or less stagnant and the 
modern ‘secular’ performance which has been showing 
phenomenal growth and to which non conventional spectators 
came to be attracted. In fact, with its emancipation from the rigid 
temple rituals, Kūṭiyāṭṭam started moving outside, attracting an 
international audience in places like France and Poland. Of 
course, there has been concern about Kūṭiyāṭṭam losing its 
original purity when transplanted from its organic surroundings. 

                                                
1.  Dr.K.T.Ramavarma, Ammannur Cāccu Cākyār, 1981, p.49. 
2.   Ibid ,p.50 
3.   Killimangalam Vasudevan Namboodiripad, ‘Kutiyattam:10 years 

after the   UNESCO declaration’ in Indian Folklif e No.38.p16 
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Interestingly, there has also been an awareness of the “over-
ritualisation” of Kūṭiyāṭṭam in contemporary discourses on 
Kūṭiyāṭṭam1. 

The latest development in the chequered history of 
Kūṭiyāṭṭam is, of course the UNESCO proclamation of it as a 
“Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity” in 
May, 2001 .There has been a resurgence of the traditional art ever 
since this, with more and more institutions being established for 
the propagation of the art, in addition to Keralakalamandalam, 
Mārgi and Ammannūr Gurukulam, which have been in the 
forefront for a long time. Sudha Gopalakrishnan, reviewing the  
fall out of the UNESCO declaration brings forth the positive and 
negative aspects. On one hand, there has been  an increased 
interest in Kūṭiyāṭṭam among the theatre lovers across the world, 
and positive benefits like more performance opportunities , a rise 
in the number of students, and institutions , more documentation 
and more media exposure. On the other, there is the perceived 
threat of decrease of high quality training and proliferation of 
new low quality choreographies of plays2. 

A critical overview of the history of performance tradition 
in Kerala as reflected in Kūṭiyāṭṭam , thus leads us to the 
inevitable conclusion that the tradition has been anything but 
stagnant  and it was  the survival techniques  adapted by  Sanskrit 
drama which  ensured its continuity here even as it had become 
extinct elsewhere. Probably, Kūṭiyāṭṭam requires its temple 
precincts also for its continued growth and vitality, even when it 
has been emancipated from its narrow surroundings. As Virginie 
Johan puts it, ‘the flower needs its root to continue to grow’.3 

                                                
1.  See Mundoli Narayanan ‘Over- Ritualisation of Performance: 

Western Discourses on Kutiyattam’ ,The Drama Review 50-2 pp.136-
153 

2.  ‘Kutiyattam :UNESCO proclamation and the Change in Institutional 
Model and Patronage’, in Indian Folklif e No.38.p.4 

3.  Virginie Johan, ‘The Flower Needs its Roots to Continue to Grow’ 
,Indian Folklife No.38. p.20 
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