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K athaprasangam is a performing art fonn that originate d along with (and because 00
Kera la' s early 2(),-" cen tury social reform movements in continuation of the story­

telling tradition particul ar to that culture. It is a miniature music theatre with one singer­

performer and one or two accompanists. Over the years, it became one of the most celebra ted

art form s enjoying the patronage of lakhs of common public who rhronged to watch rheir

favourite performers rell a srory. The sell ing is usually a festival ground, a temple, church,

mosque or a cultural or political ga rhering. Often, rhe performances began at the ripe nightly
timeof 10 p.m. and lasted for two to three hours. Sometimes more.

These performances madeusMiserables and Victor Hugo familiar to millionsof illiterate
Malayalis tha n rhousands of books ever could. Because ofrhem Bengali aurhor Bimal Mitra

became a household name in Kerala. Using social justice as a recurrent theme,these unique
raconteurs of Kerala made Kath aprasan gam (story plus oration), one of the most important

pop arts of the last century. If any art form or movement is comparable to Kathaprasangam,
it is the theatre movement of Kerala People's Arts Club (KPAC) in Kerala. In fact , both of

them share a common ideology, Moreover,both were products of their time. And yet. now at

the beginning of another century, il remains largely forgouen and has almostgot relegated to

the position of a 'plebeian art form' wirh all rhe original contempt, Wirh its main proponents

dead and gone and its audience being lured away to 'plastic art forms' such as music videos

and remix industry it is already too late to ascertain its true role and significance.
Among rhe performance art s in Kerala, and probably even in India, rhis can be called a

truly secular art that enjoyed wid e social acceptance, cutting across various cross-sections
of society. Th is unique art form has grown side by side the secularand democraticmovements

of Kerala,
Kathaprasangam as a socially significant live performing art is almost dead now. Withno

major artists or pro mot ers, it is dying a natural death. though it still has some takers and

features at schoo l or university level competitions. Nowadays. it is rarely staged other than
at government-sponsored cultural life-support venues such as school. university an festival.s,
The values that helped rhis unique art form flourish in rhe second half of rhe 20" century m

Kerala has lon g receded behind the fast-paced consciousness of the prese~t. Haili ~g fr~m
the soci ally committed pre-independence years to its heydays in the se ~enues ~nd el~htles,
Kathaprasangam scene has witnessed a whole rangeof vicissitudes while rnovmg W ith the

progre ss of the Kerala sociery.
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Telling the story
Story-telling is basic to all performing arts . It is part of the oral history tradition. Communities
world over have been preserving collecti ve memory and the tradi tional way for it has been

tales. Events pertaining to the history of a communi ty is preserved in the form of tales

part icular to that community handed ove r from generation to generation. And it is this oral

tradition that paves way for folk tales and mythologies. Performance is the expression of the
person who has a story to tell.

Historic works of literature all have their oral origin s and it is true in the case of any

mythological work. From the great Greek mythologies [0 the Bible. the relevance of oral

tradition is evident.
Like any other culture, KeraIa 100 had its own story tellin g tradi tions/h istory, and had

evo lved fonns right from the ancient periods.
During medieval period itself. storyte llers had beg un to use the slokas from various

champus and other Sanskrit poems to narrate a story. Th is forrn of story telling later came to

becalled Padhakam,
Though the origin is the south Indian bhakti an form Harikatha or the Tale of Hari, the

god. The form invokes a direct likeness to at least three other performance form s-Kothu,

Padhakam and Thullal, The presentation styles of the first two forms are similar to that of it,
though their content was extrem ely devotional. In soc ial appeal and popular acceptance,

conternporariness of content and reali stic nature make s it closer to thullal, though it differs

vastly from Kathaprasangam in its form and presentation style.

Padhakam was normally done by a single individual, who narrated the story inter spersed

with songs and a large number of anecdotes , and with some amount of acting. He had

musical accompaniment also. Padhakams were cond ucted with temple festivals and were

meant for the larger audience coming to the festivals. Th ere was another fonn called kutta
padhakam (by a group). which had the characteristics of a drama.

The form received cons idera ble encouragement from the rulers of eighteenth century.

part icularly in Tra vancore , whe re Padhakam bega n to incorporate popular ing redients.

Nineteenth and early twentieth century S3W the eme rgence of another story telli ng form

called Harikatha.1ltis Tamil-influenced form dealt in bhalai themes mainly related to Krishna
and Vishnu. Harikatha used the Tamil idioms and Tamil songs and was also conducted along

with temple ceremonies and festivals. Both Harikatha and Padhakam are offshoots of the
Bhakti movement. and continue to be so. Koothu , another offshoo t of the religious school.

was confi ned to religious spaces . However, it has managed to become socially proactive by
finding social equiv alents of the religious stories. although in a limited sense . Th ese forms

have used visua l and narrative poss ibilities of performance and handled the classical Indian
themes as per the stipulations in ancient treatises.

With the Kerala renaissance. many religious and temple-oriented art forms underwent a

process of secu larization. Secular themes were broug ht into story tell ing perfonnances also.
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Artists wi th nationalistic and progressive cor, ictions found story telling to be a powerful

medium to enrapture peopl e. The form also I ceived patronage from some social protest

movements. As a result, a new form of story tellingemergedandit wascalledKathaprasangam
It is still one of the popular forms predominantly in central and southern Kerala . Secular

themes with in spirational and emotive value were normally chosen for the performance.

Society. the breeding ground of art

The late 19th and early 20t h century Keral a was a virtual cruci ble of cult ure as well as social

experiments, which wo uld shape the shape and fate of its society for the rest of the period.
Contact with European colonialists such as the Portuguese. French and the British. the
crumblingof existing administrative structure, and exposure to externalideologies helped in
evolving a diffe rent perspective about the roleofthe local kings and the existingBrahminical
structu re of the soc iety. A numbe r of reform movements sprang up with in communities

seeking to claim its po sition in what would bethe Kerala mainstream, which was taking shape

for the first time. There were also collective movements among different comrnunities such as

the Malayali Memori al essentially seeking better prospec ts for the local people.

Of Ihe strugg les thaI shaped the Kerala society at that time the promine nI were pol itico­

economic and socio-cultural struggles. While the political struggles wereof a generalnature,

interli nking different communit ies aiming for an enhanced position in the economic as well as

power structure of the society the social and cultural movements were more or less limited to

singular communit ies and foc used their energies in reshaping the community by retrenching

age-old values that were pulling down the development of the community. The second

group included, Sree Narayana Dharma Paraipalana Yogam (SNDP) started by Sree Narayana

Guru, Sadhujana Paripalana yogam by the militant activi stAyyankali and Yogaskema Sabha,

the Brah min reformist move ment. Incidental ly, Yogaskema sabha is the first notable one in

Kerala to use artistic means consciously-through performan ce pieces and literary forms- to

spread its message.
There were transacti ons between different activi st veins. "D uring the last years o f 19305

tremendous changes occurred both in the political and cu!Iural spheres of Kerala . In that

period an ti-imperialist, anti-feudal, national, democratic movement streng thened in an

unprecedented fas hion all over Kerala . Modern value concepts which was confined to the

upper stra ta of the society in the early phase, now began to spread to the lower layers of

society. In addition 10 the middle class, \'OOOU5 other sections consciously entered into the

mainstream of public life. Consequently political and cultural spheres became more popular

based and it acq uired democratic character:' (Cultura l Formation of Kerala. B, RaJee~':m )'
At a later stage, communis t and left leanin g movements started focusing on both poli tical

as well as socio-cultural issues at the same time, Like Yogaskhema Sabha, they also used art

(mainly stage plays of Kerala People 's Arts Club or KPAC) consciously to prop agate. their

convictions and for years 10co me these techn iques would control the sense and sensibilities

of millions of Keralites.



42 J. SHAILAJA

From religion to social responsibility
While it is all right to acknowledge the evolutionary root s, it is also pe rtinent to note in what

ways it differs from the older ones, often contradic ting the trad ition and prese nting a new

perspective and energy in dealing with the present, the current reality. It is this intrinsic

en ergy. the ab ility to question. to di scern. di ffer and di ssent the morass of tradition , coping

with and finding ways to resist the mass-hypnotic rea lity that makes any art form truly

modem.
Th is was a new beginning when art had to shed its reli gious pred ilec tio n an d had 10move

in to a soc ial sphere. (On look ing back, we can see this was also a brief spell and be fore long

an had to move away from the social sphere towards its inevitable doom-the marketplace).

Following the renaissance, the shift of focus from a relig io us-centric exi ste nce to one

involving greater social responsibility became the hallmark of co mmunity life in Kerala.

Exposure to alien cullure and their way of life through trade, co loni alist interventions and

cu ltura l transactions by way of literary tra nslations .hclped as sim ilate the new evo lved

perspect ive and further utili ze it to its fu ll potential, The reflections of global waves of

changes after the two World Wars also benefited Kerala posi tively along with global surge

of socialist concepts .

Story-telling is the precursor to all performing arts . In India too, many story -telling forms

likepandm'ani are still surviving. Th en what makes Kathaprasanga m unique? It is primaril y

its modem bent. Moreover, it was a 2ab century phenomenon whose emergence was assisted

by a renaissance mo vement in Kerala . Ori gin ating from a mere story -telling form, following

the styles of Harikatha and Padaka rn, it deviated from the bhakti tradition and moved into a

more soc ially responsible ro le. Reali sm became one of its hallmarks and a num ber of its

proponents attempted to make it an effective tool for social c hange. It is a unique form that

has grown along with the secu lar and democratic movements

Kath aprasangam also deviated fonn the mainstream traditional ora tio n techniques in a

major way, by being a pure and modem orati on oriented performance form. There was no

special make up or co stume for the performer and he or she appeared in ordinary costumes.

and they neve r need ed special art istic realm or ambience to tell the story. For mo re often they

were telling the story ofhuman being like themselves- an d not o f God s or o f exalted being. It
is simplicity at its realist best with no elaborate light ing or so und arrangements. Th ere were

also no religious sym bols associated wi th the performance. not even a ligh ted traditional

lamp. It was the beginni ng of a true secular art form .

Influence ofsocial realism

Kerala 's unique soci o-cultura l atmosphe re allowed Kathaprasan gam to ascertain a space

hi ther to unaccorded to performing art s and Kathap rasangarn , on its pan. was largely

influenced by the then predominant realist school of literature in Kerala.

It can also be sai d that region's change over to modernity was taking place at this time. It

was an era that witnessed the emergence of various com m unity -centred soci al reformist

movem ent s. These included Namb uth iti Yogak shema Sabha, N air Service Society. and
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Sanadana Dharma Paripalana Sangham (SNDP).They haveaimedfor removalofevilpractices
related to the four-fold Aryan caste system. removal of matriarchaljoint family system. and
emergence of linguistic andcultural identity.These movements were pan ofahistoric process
that saw the old world structure replaced with a new one based on the values of the new
reality and experience.

The real ist school gave invaluable contribution to modernize thecultural atmosphereof
the state. Though introducingEuropean literary culture in Kerala, they managed to destroy
the prevailing literary and artistic concepts of feudalism. WriterslikeThakazbi, Kesava Dev
and Ponkunnam Varkki emerged on the scene as main proponents of the realist school.
Earlier Nalappadu Narayana Menon's translation of Victor Yugo's los Miserables had set
the tone forEuropeaninfluence andsocial realism.Though this influence wasevident in all
spheres, particularly in theatre, it was primarily a literarymovement.Alarge numberof European
andother Indian language works were translated in to Malayalam,reachinga hugepercentage
of the population. Inthe local language, the above writersand otherscontinuedexperimenting
with new sensibility chartering unprecedented forays.

A large number of Malayali public were out of this sphere of inlluence becauseof illiteracy
and many other social factors. They were also beyond the purview of the highbrow arts.
which were any way not concerned with contemporary realities anyway. There was no
medium to cater to these masses-with minuscule investment- and it was to this slot that
Kathaprasangam artists moved in. And it was an era beforetelevision and communication
boomand Kathaprasangamwasan idealchoice fora generationheldinwaitingforapopular
entertainment form- albeit witha progressive coating.

Performance aspects
The aspects that helped in the emergence, use and spread of Kathaprasangam are many.The
most importantone were its adaptability and economy. Unlike the classical forms. it had no
associated stylistic rituals or content limitations. II was relatively easy 10 make or adapt
storylines to suit the ideology or pointof view that the artist wants to present

Economy was anothergreat factor. It wasas simple as aperformance form canbe.There
were no ornate costumes, costly equipmentoraccompaniments required. In fact. therewas
no dress code for the performers. Only minimal musical accompaniments were required. In
mostcases, a Tabla, cymbal and h:mnonium were the only supporting equipment. This also
eliminated any costs involved in the preparation of a presentation. JI was the most cost

effective formof a theatre concept. . '
In Kathaprasangam, the important thing is to select or write them~n story. Then this

story, themainnarrative, is brokendownina waythatit is interspersedWith son~s an~ other

h . I . , . . , These narrations are highly dramatized like thesue emotive e ements 10 a gnppmg way. e

dialogues of drama.
. . the f t that theatre is an an form that orizinatedA Kathaprasangam presentationevinces e lac . e

to tell a story. It has all the elements of theatre (Acting. mU SIC, cho~s ' .movement: (as
prescribed by Bharata) present in minute forms. The perfonnerev'en rmnucs the sound of
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differentcharactersaccording to their age. gender. etc. For character transformation simple
devices like a towel or a handkerchief was used. In short, Kathaprasangam is equivalentto
one-actor plays (in which one actorplays many characters) thatis ~ rage in moderntheatre.
The performe r uses both his face and body and his voice in a very minimalistic, but varied
manner isookshma abhinayam-as stated by Bharata M uni).

Thereis no religious elementpresentintheform, The basisof a Kathaprasangamexposition
could be any story. The content was non-religious. The purpose was not to propagate
bhakti or devotion but create awareness for the Malayalarn language and literature. The
other purpose was 10 fight against the evils of the society and to strive for its uplift.

Kathaprasangam became one of the most popular forms in ce ntral and southern part

beforespreading into nonhero Kerala. Secularthemes of inspirational andemotive use were
the preferred themes. Most of the artists are socially committed and hence the themes often
convey social messages. \Vorks by international authors such as Dostoyevsky, Shakespeare,
Ibsen, Tolstoy, Victor Hugo and others have been adapted by these art ists. Many outstanding

novels and stories by Malayalam writers and other Indian authors have also been adapted.
Modem novels and storie s/poems of Malayalam poets like Asan, Vallathol and Ulloor

Vayalar Rarna Varma were adapted for presentation as Kathaprasangam. Satyadevan was a
pioneer of Kathaprasangam and later M. P. Manmadan, K. K. Vadyar, P. C. Abraham. Joseph

Kaimamparamban and Kedamangalam Sadanandan, V. Sarnbasivan and Kollam Babu

popularized the art and made millions its ardent followers.

People 5 art. people sperformer
Of all the popularKathaprasangamexponents, V.Sarnbasivan deserves a special mentionas
he almost single handedly and successfully redirected the energy of this nascent form

toward s a reformation process aimed at popular sensibility of that time. Samban,as he is
popularly known. is credited with reshaping the entire art form on a mass base with his
popular performances of carefully chosen stories. His presentation techniques, melodious
songs and emo tional portrayal of stories and characters reached rhe hean of the people.

His fame coincided with the first major Gu lf boom of Kerala which saw jobless youth who
left their homes kept coming back with their new found richness in Arabian countries­
prominently United Arab Emirates and other oil-rich Su ltanales-popularly known as Gulf

countries.Almostall of them carried withthem whatwas thelatest in electronics- a cassette
playe r. The Japanese brands Akai, Sony, Panason ic and the likes thu s began to flock to rural
and urban Keral a in large numbe rs. And invariably, almost all of them brought cassettes of

Samb an's latest stories. He was , like the electronic equ ipment they carried, the latest and

probably the best thing in entertainm ent for most of the m,
Thro ugh his performance and withthe help of thecassettes he made a numberof positive

works popular through the length and bread th of Kerala. They include Vi/akku .-angam (a

translation of Kari Diye Kin/am by Bimal Mitra), Thulli Vellam (K.A . Abbas), Karamas»
Sahoda ranmar (Karamazov Brothers . Dostoyevsky), Anna Karenina (Tolstoy), Romeo
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and Juliet , and Labham Labham (Ekak, Dasak; Sotak; Bimal Mitra). Prominent among his

adapta tions of Malayalarn works are Ayisha (poe m by Vayalar Rama Varma) Kochu Seetha

(poe m by Vallthol ). Dev alokam (Cherukad u), Ma yyazipuzha vude Teerangalil (M.

Mukundan) and Yant ram (Malayatoor Ramakrishnan). Besides. he has also written three

original works forKathaprasangam: \~·asanum Marxum. Naranarhu Bhraruhan and \hyalar·
kathayum Jeevitha Charitravum.

Before passing away in 1996. he has turned the cultural scene upside down his highly

effective performances , His contoured voice and efficient acting style and above all the
relevance of thatone-maninitiative, remains unsurpassedinthe minds of people. EspeciaIly
at a time when invasion arts are conquering all protected spheres of cultural life with the
greed only the market can afford .

Gone with the globa l

\Vilh invasion of a numberof new 'elastic' an media such as television and internet, which
facilitates infinite replication and thus ensured marketability a possibility and prerequisite
have overshadowed quite a number of local. live folk artforms. Inmostcases, it is the most
crucial art forms that e volved at the local, minuscule level that had the misfortune to fall prey

to this invasion. The ensuing globalization and perpetuation of its value system throughthe
dominant cyber culture-s-a systematic profit-oriented flow of information onone side and
definitive trivialization of instilling 'fun' values on all aspects crucial on other side- has
ensure d that the revival of these art form are near imposs ible. Many a performance form has
lost the adaptability to bea match against the global Armageddon that is encroaching on all

spaces hitherto held sacred. Kathaprasangam is one such art form which certainly has its
glorious days behind it but who can deny the human spirit that will find irs ways ofexpression?

Another story, ano ther way of expression perhaps. But that story will be (old some day.




