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‘Epidemics are a category of disease that seem to hold up the mirror to human beings as to who we 
really are. They reflect our relationships with the environment—the built environment that we create 
and the natural environment that responds. They show the moral relationships that we have toward 
each other as people, and we’re seeing that today.’

 The World Health Organization kept repeating very pertinently that the main part of preparedness to 
face these events, is that we need, as human beings to realize that we’re all in this together, that what 
affects one person anywhere affects everyone everywhere, that we are therefore inevitably part of a 
species, and we need to think in that way rather than about divisions of race and ethnicity, economic 
status, and all the rest of it.

The pandemic provided unexpected challenges to the world of performing arts. With performances 
banned, spaces closed, audiences afraid and forbidden to step out- 
We realized more acutely that an active dialogue and deep engagement can only happen in a live 
performance – and without it what were we to do?

Ofcourse for some, the lockdown provided a brilliant opportunity to sit back and think, to introspect 
and to grow. We had time and the peace to create, to learn anew, to connect, to observe and rein-
vent ourselves. But for many livelihood itself became a challenge. The mere business of finding the 
next meal was a crisis which prevented you from even thinking, learning and creating were distant 
possibilities.

This Sutradhar is dedicated to the struggle, the opportunity, the camaraderie and community sup-
port which emerged during this last year. We soon realized that the State had serious limitations and 
was unable to lend a helping hand. We looked upon each other and created community groups. New 
bonds were forged and people jumped in to help from near and far. Technology bridged the distance.
In West Bengal, India it was tragic. There was a typhoon to make matters much worse. In fact com-
munities are only just limping back.

We have all been touched with grief and had personal losses. Many are safe. If only we could read 
the uncertain future! Unima Puppeteers Trust raised funds from supporters and friends in India and 
overseas.We have been able to help many Puppeteers in Distress- specially the shadow puppeteers 
of Tamil Nadu.The effort continues.
As I write this, there is a glimmer of normalcy returning and a few performances are beginning to take 
place.

Ranjana Pandey
Editor

A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR1
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This report was compiled after an extensive col-
lective effort by Unima members over May and 
June 2020 to talk to Puppeteers spread all over 
the country. Many have been left out as they 
were uncontactable.

It was presented at the Resilart Asia Round Table 
discussion in July 2020. 

India  has an unknown number of Puppeteers 
scattered all over the country. There has never 
been a census or a consistent effort to collect 
data. Each one of us ( and specially after the in-
crease in internet connectivity and mobile te-
lephony) have developed personal networks with 
peers with whom we have crossed roads, collab-
orated or worked together.

Unima India is also a magnet for some- mostly 
those in urban areas, who understand the need 
for a network as there is a vacuum and they do 
not have traditional networks which have sup-
ported village puppeteers for centuries .For ex-
ample , Tol Pava Koothu shadow puppeteers of 
Kerala in South India, have a special support sys-
tem in local temples , where they perform, they 
have a special status which gives them support 
from the community. 

 In most of the country, specially in the west and 
the north there is a thin scatter of families-There 
are two thicker clusters of puppeteers in- West 
Bengal and South India.

In our efforts to get information,  over the last 
month we have reached out and connected over 
telephone, e mail and zoom meetings with as 
many of these families as possible.
 
We divided up different regions amongst 5 mem-

bers of the Unima Trust. Each person took an 
area. We reached on an average 9/10 persons 
each. 

Mostly people were very happy to hear from us. 
They answered the questions willingly and the 
conversations were long. They were eager to 
share. Each was  happy that some one was taking 
interest in their welfare.

This said, not all have responded. We are still 
waiting to hear from two groups. Rajasthan  West 
and Orissa in the East. It is also interesting to note 
that both these communities of puppeteers have 
been in dire straits and increasingly so over the 
last 5/6 years. Those who have smart phones do 
not have money to recharge-many are illiterate 
and therefore cut off from state processes like 
grants, pensions and even scholarships. 
To negotiate this they need information about 
these opportunities and then they need peer 
support to fill in forms etc.

So what I will share with you now are the broad 
findings from this effort spread over a month. 
The questionnaire was used as a base and only 
the relevant questions were fielded.
All in all - the situation is very distressing.
All puppeteers have been without work since 
March 2020.

 The savings are gone and many have had to rely 
on community support, civil society efforts for 
survival and even food packets. 
Livelihood issues are looming large. Some are 
seriously considering giving up Puppetry as they 
fear that in the future large gatherings cannot 
take place.

Many Puppeteers depend on the state to com-
mission work on social messages like aids aware-



4

ness, water conservation and now COVID. But 
the State departments are silent. So are the cul-
ture dept or the SNA.
There has been NO help from any department 
– barring Tamil Nadu and Kerala and Karnataka, 
where a meagre amount of cash was given twice 
in all these months.

‘We can sell puppets to earn money-‘ shadow 
puppeteers in the South of India have thrived be-
cause of their craft- but with markets closed and 
incomes shrinking, an online platform for selling 
is the only hope. In the meantime they are sitting 

on a huge stock of unsold puppets.

West Bengal has suffered a double whammy. 
COVID 19/ the lockdown was followed by a vi-
olent Cyclone which took away people’s homes 
and property.
Here the state has given some help for re build-
ing- but not enough. Some food was distributed 
but too little.

The West Bengal Puppeteer community rose to 
help their colleagues in villages and bailed them 
out. Forty artists are being supported. Best ex-
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ample was the community reaching out to give 
food and monetary help to families in distress 
during and  after the cyclone.
40 artists are being thus supported

Disasters have taken a toll in the past too.
In the past in the late 90’s Karnataka had suffered 
a severe drought. In 2001 Gujerat had suffered a 
major earthquake. Both these events had shat-
tered  people. Yet they rose out of the difficulties. 
This gives everyone hope.

In the meantime: a few COVID messages have 
been created on the mobile phone. But everyone 
does not have a smart phone or are not techni-
cally proficient.
You can use an online platform for shows and 
workshops  like Ratnamala from Hyderabad, or 
Kat Katha from Delhi, but getting people to sign 
up and pay is a challenge.

The younger generation of the traditional pup-
peteers are technically proficient but the inter-
net connectivity is patchy and the signal is poor. 
Even in our Zoom meetings this is often a prob-
lem. They need to be trained in using this new 
format.

 Amongst the puppeteers in U.P. the north, there 
is great gloom and a resistance to use an online 
platform. It is a poor state and they feel the au-
diences will not go on online platforms. They are 
very far from it.

India is going through the rainy season. Heavy 
rains also hamper the towers and internet from 
working well. Connectivity is often poor.

Lockdown has made it difficult to get material, 
for colleagues to travel to rehearse.
Social distancing and safety precautions are mak-

ing everyone rethink performances.

Some (those in cities) are living in cramped 
homes, noisy neighbourhoods. They get up at 3 
am when it is quiet to rehearse and shoot videos. 
“A safe space would be great” they say, to create.
While those in villages may have more open 
space, more community support, but very poor 
electricity supply and internet, the city people 
have food shortages, cramped spaces and noisy 
environment.

The cost of living in cities is very high. Rents have 
to be paid. Food has to be bought. There is a defi-
nite depression because of the uncertain future- 
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no income is placing a lot of stress. And mental 
health issues are surfacing amongst some. They 
may soon need psychological help.
Women everywhere have a double load to carry 
and are overwhelmed with increased responsibil-
ities and no time for creativity.

Some heart rending quotes 
“Survival is at stake”
“Many have turned to manual labour”
“I will have to give up Puppetry”
“Our work is seasonal- we have lost the entire 
season of work to COVID”

Positive ideas
Some are happy to explore collaborations with-
in the form, shadow puppeteers of Orissa with 
those of Karnataka. Or String Puppeteers of 
Rajasthan with string puppeteers of Assam and 
West Bengal.

Some are taking advantage of this time to learn 
deeply from their Master/ Father/ the texts 
Some are repairing old puppets and making new 
ones.

Creative work has emerged in the Lockdown pe-
riod. The difficulties and emotional upheavals it 
has caused has been an impetus for creation and 
self expression. But not for income generation.
This requires a dynamism and positive energy. 
Only a few have hit the ground running.

Most feel:
We are not sure of the future and how it will un-
fold. Free content on You tube makes it difficult 
to sell tickets for online work.
Workshops, Whatsapp classes, solo shows to the 
camera, online festivals are some ideas that have 
been fielded through these conversations and 
many have tried it out also.

In our in-house discussion and brainstorming 
among the executive members of Unima here 
what has emerged:

Short Training:
To strengthen the technical skills of the puppet-
eers and help them negotiate work opportunities 
in the virtual space they need to understand the 
camera , lighting etc.

Long Training: 
An online training programme for young puppet-
eers

Fundraiser with payment portal like Keto- to give 
grants to create new work

On line Festival: Proposals have been placed for 
a Virtual online festival for traditional puppeteers

Larger data base to advertise for shows work-
shops festivals and sale of puppets
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The stories of Indian puppeteers under Covid 19 
pandemic are those of despair as well as, in sig-
nature Indian style, marvelous adaptability, resil-
ience and some inappropriate humor too. 

Conversations with and about 18 contemporary 
puppeteers from Delhi, Mumbai, Chandigarh, 
Bangalore, Mangalore, West Bengal (thanks to 
UNIMA International’s Resilart Series) are the 
foundation of what you will read here - about 
financial survival, artistic experiments, learnings 
for the future and still-unraveling impacts. There 
are of course many, many others who are not 
included in this interview-based article, people 
whose experiences may be divergent or may res-
onate with the conversations here.  

India went into complete lockdown on 23rd 
March 2020 after a few hours notice, rendering 
a huge number of people jobless & homeless. 
Countrywide networks of citizens’ collectives 
sprung up and alongside state governments, 
stepped in to provide food, dry ration and any 
other kinds of required aid to large populations 
in distress. 

Unsurprisingly, artists were at the forefront of 
providing aid. And forgotten in the list of receiv-
ing it.

The Puppeteers
What became crystal clear during these con-
versations was how differently different pup-
peteers experienced 2020. Puppeteers who are 
sole-earners or employ others had a very differ-
ent year from the ones whose primary respon-
sibility is an artistic one.  While speaking about 
money & survival, I divided the 18 puppeteers I 
spoke to, into 3 categories:
 
 

INDIAN PUPPETEERS UNDER  
COVID PANDEMIC 
Conversations with city-based contemporary puppeteers3
By Choiti Ghosh

1. Puppeteers who run companies that employ 
other puppeteers, who are responsible for oth-
ers’ survival. 

2. Puppeteers who are a 100% dependent on 
puppetry for survival. 
They do not have family homes or family support 
systems, or earnings from any sources other than 
puppetry or theatre by other family members. 
They pay rent or home loans, pay for their fami-
lies’ food, children’s education and savings for the 
future. Their enterprise is their only safety net. 

3. Puppeteers who are partially dependent on 
puppetry for survival. 
They include people who do puppetry part-time 
and also earn from other sources. They also in-
clude puppeteers who are supported by family 
structures, doing away with survival worries. 

The third category of puppeteers was amongst 
those who were at the forefront of providing-aid 
to others. Every single of these puppeteers I 
spoke to were either fund-raising, or giving dona-
tions, or distributing food & other aid. Dolls The-
atre Kolkata, the Burdwan Puppeteers formed an 
informal collective of puppeteers in West Bengal, 
providing support to 42 traditional puppeteers’ 
families who were reeling under the double-im-
pacts of pandemic & Cyclone Amphan. 

Individual puppeteers, as well as arts organisations 
like Teamworks mobilised funds for puppeteers 
and artists of Kathputli Colony in Delhi. Katkatha 
& Tram Arts Trust also commissioned new plays by 
a smaller number of puppeteers. Besides self-do-
nating, people ran online campaigns, seminars, 
workshops, festivals, performances and whatev-
er else one could think of, to generate donations.  

For their own survival, these puppeteers relied 
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on their savings and security structures. Sup-
port-giving is a privilege, one realized. 

Puppet theatre companies like Ishara Puppet 
Theatre Trust & Katkatha Puppet Arts Trust, who 
employ other puppeteers, dipped into savings to 
continue paying full or partial salaries irrespective 
of work coming in. But in most cases the salaries 
had always been a base amount, augmented with 
additional performance & workshop fees, which 
had now completely stopped. 
For their contractual artists, both companies also 
made advance project payments and one-time 
grants. The directors of these 2 companies fur-
ther extended themselves to fund-raising and 
relief work for the larger distressed population. 

The second category of puppeteers was the most 
hard-hit with lack of jobs and earning. 
When bank savings depleted, one of them broke 
into fixed deposits they had put aside for their 
daughter’s education. One gave up their rented 
apartment and moved into a friend’s house in-
definitely. Another admitted to food shortage. 
One enterprisingly moved into alternate income 
source like online delivery services. And almost 
everyone spoke of the need for a “Plan B”, which 
were shared with some amount of tongue-in-
cheek humour. “Parchun ki dukan pe baithke pup-
petry karenge” (We will sit in a grocery shop and 
do puppetry”) being one of the mentionable ones! 
On a side note: Parchun ki dukan was a very pop-
ular Plan B. 

For a lot of the second group of puppeteers there 
was little time or space for puppetry; survival and 
fear for the future predominant. Puppetry too is 
a privilege one thought. 

A conversation with Sudip Gupta of Doll’s Thea-
tre Kolkata, brought in another realization. Dolls 

theatre, which had been providing support to a 
number of families in West Bengal, were contem-
plating other approaches to financial aid when 
they felt despondency growing in the puppet-
eers. Puppeteers need to perform, he mentioned. 
Commission a performance, he told us at Tram. 
Don’t give aid. It wasn’t privilege one realized, no 
matter what India’s policies are. It is identity. 

On another side note: It was also puppetry that 
a number of people turned to not just for some 
attempts at income, but also for peace of mind & 
preoccupation. 

The Art
Artistic work didn’t stop. On the contrary who-
ever could, furiously experimented and adapted.
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Katkatha Puppet Arts Trust, New Delhi were meant 
to enter a co-production with Helios Theatre, 
Hamm in 2020. They adapted the project by each 
creating a new digital show and becoming each 
others’ virtual outside eyes. Teelapur Ka Rakshas 
by Katkatha was created as a digital performance 
by all the artists from their individual homes, and 
performed live for digital audiences. Katkatha 
made 2 other short puppet films, The Girl In The 
Pink Frock (available on YouTube), and The Firefly.  

Their medium for all these 3 creations was pa-
per puppets. “2D paper puppets on the 2D me-
dium of the camera, gives an impression of 3D 
because of the layers & depths one can create 
with them” said Anurupa Roy, artistic director. 
They facilitated a series of workshops for chil-
dren & adults and also designed a Lecture Se-
ries on The History of Puppet Theatre. The pro-
ceeds from these engagements were donated.  

One new puppet theatre entity was born in 
2020–Parachhaee by Pawan Waghmare, focus-
ing on shadow puppetry. And another, Unlock 
Performing Arts, started by Avinash Kumar & 
Sheel Kashyap in 2018, premiered their second 
production Homeless Birds digitally in October 
2020. Md. Shameem’s Flying Flower was adapted 
digitally and performed in August 2020. 

Tram Arts Trust, Mumbai/New Delhi, ran online 
object theatre workshops, distance mentored 3 
new digital performances, and ran 2 object the-
atre online festivals; using the proceeds to com-
mission 3 new puppet theatre performances, 
which will open digitally in 2021.  

The Puppetarians, Mumbai, brought most of their 
plays online and started doing intimate shows, 
storytelling, workshops & puppet videos. They 
created an online video series in association with 
UNICEF, UP called “Tara Hai Taiyar” with puppet 
characters “Tara & Appa”, a dad and daughter duo 
who in every episode provide correct informa-
tion about COVID-19, discuss safety measures, 
and dispel myths (available on Youtube).

Dolls theatre, Kolkata, did online performances 
& workshops for schools during lockdown. They 
participated in an international digital festival. 
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They also utilized the lockdown period to work 
on a new production, which started performing 
as soon as theatres opened in Jan 2021. They 
were able to run a 2-days WPD festival and have 
been busy with 2 commissioned projects for the 
last 1 month, one of them being TV interviews 
by a life size puppet named Vivek (conscience) 
with Bengal’s politicians in the background of up-
coming WB state elections. (Available on News 
18 Bangla Facebook page under the title Bibek-
er Mukhomukhi or face-to-face with Vivek/Con-
science)  

The Burdwan Puppeteers, Burdwan, WB went 
out on foot as soon as lockdown eased in June 
2020, going into streets & neighbourhoods with 
their table-top show Sapling doing more than 
50 on-ground live shows between June 2020 – 
April 2021. Gamchha collections (hat collections) 
from these parar theatre (neighbourhood shows), 
together with company director Partha Pratim 
Paul’s personal funds, are looking after the com-
pany’s daily operations. 

Shravana & Gagan, Karnataka, did not engage 

with the digital medium at all. They used the 
lockdown to design & direct a new performance, 
which went on tour all over Karnataka as soon as 
lockdown eased. Shravana is currently working 
on his self-produced new production, also meant 
for live performance. The digital medium does 
not hold much interest for them. 

Ishara Puppet Theatre Trust too waited for lock-
down to ease before getting back to work. In 
February 2021, they ran a puppet Festival in 
Chandigarh with Chandigarh Dept. of Culture & 
Tagore Theatre. 

A number of puppeteers admitted to using the time 
of intense lockdown for self-learning. Maneesh 
attended his first wooden puppet construction 
workshop, learning wood carving online from his 
home town Chandigarh. He is now enrolled in a 
1-year online course with Icelandic puppet master 
Bernd Ogrodnik’s Academy of Wooden Puppets.  
 
Asha taught herself wood-carving through 
YouTube tutorials. Shameem too worked 
on his construction skills. Pawan experi- 
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mented with shadows, light construction, 
honing his shadow puppet cutting skills.  
Learning to perform on the digital medium, basic 
camera & camera lighting techniques was part of 
a lot of puppeteers’ new explorations. 

Manifest
One of the questions that have risen while 
performing online is the blurring of lines be-
tween theatre & film. Puppetry performanc-
es in the last 1-year have taken 4 directions: 

1. New performances created specifically for the 
online camera & performed live before a digital 
audience.
2. Recordings of old live shows now shown digi-
tally for limited time-periods.
3. Previous live shows adapted for the camera 
and performed live before a virtual audience
4. New shows created for the camera, recorded 
& played 

If puppeteers are to continue performing digitally, 
we will have to keep probing how & when do live 
digital performances come closer to theatre? And 
when is the viewing experience closer to cinema? 

While watching online performances of all 
the above kinds, there were two kinds of mo-
ments that stand out the most for this view-

er. Seeing & sensing the presence of other 
audience members (sometimes only at the be-
ginning & end, and sometimes through the 
performance), was a satiating reminder of 
the communal contract that live theatre is.  

The other powerful moments were when perfor-
mances opened out to invite viewer participa-
tion. The computer window opened to become 
a medium for exchange and contribution. My 
6-year-old niece & her grandmother continued 
to howl like wolves long after “The Hunt” was 
over at Tram’s digital object theatre festival. Af-
ter 10 months of isolation, howling together with 
strangers was joyful indeed! 

Another opportunity that virtual performances 
present is to share the world of the performance 
maker with the audience. Sharing a behind-the-
scenes is not uncommon for theatre. But in this 
case the behind-the-scenes is the performers’ 
home. Her own bed converted into an ocean bed. 
The objects a part of everyone’s homes, the pup-
pets built with things ordinarily lying around. 

A virtual intimacy allowed maybe because of the 
physical distance. 

(It was also a reminder that theatre doesn’t need 
a special place. Any place can become a perfor-
mance space. Especially theatre of puppets, ob-
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jects, materials because they can create an entire 
universe in a corner).

Intimate theatre has often been challenging for 
Indian puppeteers & object theatre artists due 
to our population sizes. One has to be mindful 
of object/puppet sizes, negotiate large sprawling 
spaces, prepare for a certain numbers of viewer-
ship while performing in schools or festivals or 
invited shows. The digital medium allowed for 
very tiny puppets & objects, fine delicate move-
ments, miniature worlds, and small suggestions 
without a worry! 

It also became important to know the hosting 
platform, its features & possibilities in order to 
weave them as part of the show. 

And now?
The lockdown has eased now, maybe temporarily 

or maybe will take other forms.  
The puppeteers I spoke to in West Bengal, Kar-
nataka, theatre artists in Maharashtra have made 
the most of the freedom by performing large 
numbers of shows all over their states. 
But Covid rages on in its various waves and 
strains and uncertainty remains.
Just today, theatres were closed again in Maha-
rashtra and section 144 imposed (No congrega-
tion of more than 4 persons). 
So…
Do we create live shows or digital ones or be 
aware of both during production? 
The general consensus seems that digital is here 
to stay. 
Work is slow in coming back and only to few, 
for many there is still no paying work. Puppet-
eers have to draw upon all their enterprise to 
keep themselves professionally & artistically em-
ployed. People are relieved to get back to work, 
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but with our characteristic short-sightedness, we 
can ill-afford to forget the learnings from 2020. 
How do we save for a future so that we are better 
prepared next time?
How do we build long-term plans for audience 
development, for the continuation of our work in 
challenging times? 
How do we build on solidarity networks to pre-
vent the depletion of puppeteers every time a 
calamity strikes? 
Do we need to re-examine our work to see what 
other gaps we can fill in society? 

One of the most heartening experiences of the 
pandemic has been the coming together of pup-
peteers to hold each other’s hands. It was not 
enough; many were forgotten and overlooked. 
But it is clear that this solidarity & our inventive-
ness are investments worth making. They are the 
only way for puppeteers to survive & puppetry to 
thrive in India. 
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This article features conversations with three 
puppeteers – Partha Pratim Paul, Gundurajuji, 
Avinash Kumar – who are from three different 
parts of the country – West Bengal, Karnataka 
and Delhi respectively. Reflecting on their lives 
and their work during the pandemic, the follow-
ing conversations shed light on the shifts that 
their community as well as their personal prac-
tice of puppetry underwent in the last one year.

Partha Pratim Paul is a contemporary puppeteer 
who has been running a puppetry festival called 
“Putul Khela” in Burdwan, West Bengal from past 
20 years. As is evident from the conversation 
below, he has played a critical role in mobilizing 
support for the puppeteers affected by the pan-
demic as well as the cyclone Amphan in West 
Bengal.

How was the pandemic for you personally?
Initially it was like how it was perhaps for every-
one else. I spent the days simply wondering how 
long it would last – perhaps for 10 days? 15 days? 
a couple of months? In this time I did not take 
on anywork, nothing was scheduled. We hadn’t 
planned anything for the subsequent months ei-
ther.

What kind of effort did you see by the puppetry 
community in West Bengal to able to come for-
ward and help each other out of the crisis?
There definitely was a sense of coming together 
as a community. Through out the period of the 
pandemic I was in constant touch with all the 
puppeteers. We met via zoom and whatsapp not 
just with puppeteers of WB but also from Odis-
sa, Tripura and Agartala. Actually in Bengal we 
have created a platform called “Puppet Manch”. 
We are simply a group of puppeteers that gath-
er to discuss issues , share ideas and opportuni-
ties. Like Unima- India but we are not registered. 

Even before pandemic we used to gather but 
during the course of the pandemic we met a lot 
of times virtually and it was very helpful to gath-
er brainstorm what we can do together. I dont 
know if you know that coastal puppeteers had 
to suffer twice the impact of pandemic because 
of the Amphan toofan (cyclone). Sab kuch khar-
ab kar diya puppeteers ka ghar badi sab kuch. So 
once the lockdown lifted actually, we initiated 
a crowdfunding for puppeteers of West Bengal 
and we were able to help people through that. 
48 puppeteers of Bengal were benefited through 
this – Sudeep and I did this work of crowdfund-
ing. We pulled in whatever strings we could, to 
do this work. 

Among the worst affected puppeteers in coast 
were people such as Ganesh Khoroi – Benir Putul 
puppeteer who exclusively depended on puppet-
ry for livelihood . Unlike me who doesn’t depend 
on puppetry to sustain myself and my fami-
ly, (I have another source of income), he leaves 
his home with his puppets in the day. He goes 
around performing in front of people’s homes 
for earning on a day to day basis. For him this 
was a very bad phase. I informed Unima- India 
about him. Anurupa offered help and from pup-
pet manch also we offered help. 

But besides crowd funding, people also connect-
ed each other more actively to opportunities 
during the pandemic. If one was unable to take 
up an opportunity, they were mindful to pass it 
on to someone else. 

Did you receive any support or funding from the 
government?
No help from any government- either from West 
Bengal  government or from central government. 
But West Bengal government gives out some 
grants anyway every year. They had put out a no-

A PARADIGM SHIFT IN  
THE PANDEMIC4
By Sammitha Sreevathsa
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tice for a grant application for 50000 rupees for 
cultural  practitioners. But this is not about pan-
demic relief. This is a part of their cultural pro-
gram which they anyway do every year. This year 
I got it and even Sudip Guptaji got it. It involves 
doing paper work which I don’t think one can ex-
pect traditional practitioners to do.

How did the situation change once the lock-
down was lifted? 
When the lockdown was lifted we decided to 
take on some work. There were ofcourse huge 
obstacles- all the auditorium and halls were 
closed, even if they opened no one wanted to 
come because of the fear of contracting the virus 
and even the government was not extending any 
help to get started. In that moment were faced 
with a critical question -  audience nahi aa raha 
hain toh hum log audience ke paas kaise jaye?  
(how do we go to the audience if the audience 
does not come to us).

In the worst of times some best ideas emerge so 
we came up with a unique idea. We made short 
puppetry dramas with many troupes and we en-
tered pockets of residential colonies in West Ben-
gal. We would connect with one point of contact 
in each of these colonies and inform them that 
we would like to come and perform something 
there. They would ask us what we wanted to do 
and it wasn’t hard to convince because all we 
wanted to perform were small puppet shows for 
small groups of audiences. It was very successful 
even though these shows were not ticketed. 

We would let the people know that we are pro-
fessional puppeteers and that it would be nice if 
they could give us whatever donation  they were 
pleased to give – we got money ranging from 
Rs.2  to Rs.100 and some even gave Rs.500 . This 
way we started making 5–6 thousand rupees 

with each show and we would divide it among 
the members of the troupe. Believe it or not, the 
momentum we were able to build through this is 
keeping us occupied even now. We are still doing 
few shows in a month. Small spaces, small shows. 
Besides money, this initiative helped us to gain 
a lot of audience, a lot of people who had never 
heard of puppetry in Burdwan got to know. Bur-
dwan is a big city with a huge population. Usually 
the same 300 or 400 people would visit the audi-
torium for shows. This is the first time we found 
a lot of new audiences for our shows.

Many in the audience were stumped when we 
told them that there has been puppetry culture 
in Burdwan since 20 years. Many even promised 
to visit auditorium shows whenever it happens 
next. Again we were observant of people who 
were showing interest in puppetry – not  only in 
terms of willingness to pay huge sums because 
there were some who paid 2 rupees but came re-
peatedly. Such audience is also very valuable. We 
have noted their contact details. A large part of 
this audience is homemakers whose interest was 
piqued by puppetry. This was possible only be-
cause we went to their colonies because I don’t 
think they go out to watch shows. They were 
quite appreciative. 

So we decided that this format of performance 
must continue irrespective of the pandemic. 
Now the public halls are opening slowly but not 
so many are coming  plus the elections are due, 
so the halls are not free. It took us a while to build 
this audience though. For a while people would 
peek from windows and balconies curiously but 
eventually people started coming in. We also re-
alized that reaching out to someone and request-
ing to make basic arrangements and inform the 
locality in advance was useful. Also one more 
thing that s important to note is the low invest-
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ment of this performance. The infrastructure is 
basic, no rental money for big halls is needed.

It is refreshing to hear that digital was not your 
second best option. But what are your thoughts 
on digital media performances? Do you feel it is 
here to stay? 
I simply can’t do puppetry on digital. Puppetry is 
live performance which thrives on live feedback 
from audience. It is here to stay but my opinion 
is that I am against online. SNA( Sangeet Natak 
Akademi) organised a festival- Putul Yatra,on-
line. Shubha said send your performance online 
we will screen it. So I sent it to her. They played 
it, now when they played the performance, who 
saw it and what did they say. I know nothing of it. 
It is so strange, I did not know when my own per-

formance was watched. None of us knew what 
happened to our own performance.  It generated 
some money in time of need. But it is definitely 
not fun. 

Do you think there has been a shift in the way 
puppeteers think about their practice during the 
course of the pandemic?
The attitude and thinking among puppeteers has 
definitely changed. There is definitely a push to 
rethinking the form of puppetry.  For us the main 
lesson was  how do we still do shows with less re-
sources. Will a bag full of things be enough to put 
up a show. New kinds of shows are finding some 
sponsors also. My daughter is making something 
that Choiti is supporting through TRAM, Sudip 
also has made something for an open air format. 
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Another thing that I’m witnessing is the opening 
up of intimate spaces for an audience capacity of 
15 to 20 people. In West Bengal about 15 such 
spaces opened up which didn’t exist before.

Need of the hour for puppetry is definitely to be 
open to learning from everywhere. It helps in time 
of need. Especially traditional puppetry in West 
Bengal is having a tough time in holding audience 
attention. The audience keeps leaving  half way 
or few mins into the performance. We need to 
think why. It is perhaps because audience in the 
recent decades are not accustomed to traditional 
puppetry. They are more familiar with contempo-
rary because I have been conducting the festival 
now for many years. I’ve been showing contem-
porary to Burdwan audience. Ironically, tradi-
tional is new for them. Perhaps we need to do 
it more often. Ramachandra Pulavar is traditional 
puppeteer in Kerala but he has audience. That’s 
probably because he has seasoned the communi-
ty in his village. Besides this, it might be also true 
that the traditional puppeteer has to be open to 
innovating a little.

Gundurajuji, a Master puppeteer of the Togalu 
gombeyatta tradition and the president of UNI-
MA-India  reflects on the impact of the pandemic 
on the community of Togalu puppeteers of rural 
Karnataka.

How was the pandemic for you personally?
One of the biggest benefits of the lockdown for 
me was really the time – time that I was not able 
to find for 3 things before the pandemic. 1.  I 
have some precious old puppets which I was able 
to repair. 2. Then the new puppets I have been 
wanting to make for a long time I was able to 
work on those. 3. I have also been ideating on 
some scripts and I found time to develop them.

I was determined to not waste the time. Besides, 
this SNA gave me some grant for an awareness 
project for which I did something unusual i.e. 
performed in a vehicle in public spaces. Since 
conventional performance spaces were not open 
any more, we took the vehicle to spaces where 
we could find audience and performed there. 
This was to raise awareness on covid itself. This 
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was around August and September when cities 
were under fairly strict lockdown. In these cities, 
the markets would open in the evening and get 
crowded where people would gather to stock 
veggies. We performed in these markets when 
people would gather. I did some shows with doll 
puppets and some Togalu puppets for this aware-
ness campaign.
 
How was the pandemic for the larger communi-
ty of puppeteers in Hasan and Karnataka?
Because we are rural puppeteers, I think, we did 
not feel the effect of lock down immediately. The 
puppeteers living in urban areas perhaps felt it a 
lot more acutely. A lot of the village events con-
tinued to happen but in many cases the puppet-
eers themselves got scared and did not go. But 
opportunities definitely dwindled rapidly and 
many in the community found it difficult to stay 
afloat. One thing I tried to do was reach out to 
the Karnataka Samskruti Kendra Sarkara with 
details of the puppeteers in trouble. So in the 
first month, this organization transferred some 
basic amount of about Rs.2000 to each of these 
puppeteers. I was also able to reach out to some 

donors with the address, bank account details of 
the puppeteers of our community. The help from 
donors such as Arundhati Nag and Sneha Kap-
pana from Bangalore helped people significantly 
during the lock down.

Another thing that happened was that a lot of the 
puppeteers from Hasan migrated to Bangalore 
because they got hired as care takers in wealthy 
people’s homes by agencies that offer nursing 
services for the old and ailing. So our area was 
emptied of its puppeteers. These agencies would 
pay Rs.15,000  per month with meals taken care 
of. So if 4 people in a family do this work, then as 
a whole they make about Rs.80,000  per month 
which is unimaginable in puppetry especially as a 
traditional puppeteer.

Lockdown taught puppeteers that puppetry is 
not a reliable source of income. A lot of them lost 
interest and passion in puppetry. I used to run a 
school which came to a halt during Covid and no 
one has come to learn since one year. I don’t ex-
pect anyone to return for at least one more year.
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What are your thoughts on the digital medium?
I did a couple of shows on Zoom for an organi-
zation in Nagpur and then for someone in Ban-
galore. Online shows required us to learn a bit 
of computer and technology but it allowed us to 
reach an international audience which wasn’t an 
obvious reality to us before the pandemic. But it 
wasnt easy to learn and educate ourselves on it. I 
think if there is a training for rural puppeteers on 
how to use the digital medium then it would have 
been possible.

Art will survive only when the artist survives. 
Even though digital has been critiqued a lot, I 
think whatever helps the artists survive is a good 
for the art as well. One has to adapt to the times 
also. Now during Covid, I think it would be too 
presumptious to say that we will perform only if 
we have a live audience. We can reimagine and 
relearn the  art to adapt to the digital. Savitha , 
who sings folk songs in Bangalore got us to per-
form in her studio in Bangalore which was live 
streamed in digital which people from a lot of 
other countries witnessed and appreciated. I am 
sure audience will also learn to appreciate digital 
performances.

Were you or any of your fellow puppeteers of-
fered support by the government during the 
pandemic?
No help from central or state government. They 
did not even turn around and look towards us.

What shifts did you notice within your own pup-
petry community during the course of the year?
In this journey of one year, things have changed- 
initially we were scared of the pandemic but we 
had to take care of our livelihood so anyway I de-
cided to perform. But all of us came down with 
Covid including my 5 month old grandchild. But 
we all remained in quarantine for a couple of 

weeks and all of us recovered and we went back 
out to perform. So I think the fear of Covid has 
reduced over the months.

Another thing that happened in the community 
over the months was selling off of ancient pup-
pets. A lot of the people in the community had 
very old puppets some even hundreds of years 
old and those were sold for very minimum prices 
to some puppeteers from Andhra Pradesh.  These 
puppets would be further sold internationally for 
a much greater profit. Now many of them don’t 
have puppets and if they want to perform they 
will have to borrow it from me.

Avinash Kumar a contemporary puppeteer, re-
counts his one year of pandemic in different 
stages and how the work that emerged from the 
lockdown itself helped him sustain.

During the onset of the pandemic
The first three months of pandemic were actu-
ally fun. I thought its a great break from work I 
could spend time with my family. After first three 
months I started feeling little concerned but I was 
still hoping in the next few months things would 
be fine. Then after 6 months when work wasn’t 
beginning then I started crumbling, I was low and 
began fighting with people around me. 
I have never known myself to be a person who 
sits at home even a single day. As puppeteers 
we travel a lot and, not to be cheesy, but literal-
ly each day is an adventure. So staying at home 
and not doing work got into my head eventually. 
I was now very concerned about how will I sup-
port my family and myself without any source of 
livelihood . I was almost running out of savings 
and this was hard because I have recently bought 
a flat and am in the course of repaying the loan. 
But thankfully I was in touch with fellow puppet-
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eers. I was in touch with Anurupa. So we decided 
to do some work on our own, we came up with a 
play that could be made accessible to people on-
line. So we made a new production called “Home-
less bird”. 

You might ask why this production but even this 
was something that emerged from the observa-
tions of life during pandemic. When everything 
had shut during the lockdown, a lot of birds had 
started entering our locality. One such bird regu-
larly visited a neighbourhood tree and eventually 
built and nest. Especially in a city like Delhi the 
transformation of the environment during the 
pandemic was almost unbelievable. But unfortu-
nately, the landlord who owned the piece of land 
where the tree had grown decided to chop it. So 
we developed a small 20 min performance in UV 
light, exploring the equation between the tree, 
the bird and the human. But even after develop-

ing the piece, we were not sure where to share 
it, how to make money off it. So Katkatha came 
to rescue and offered  their platform and a fee of 
15,000 rupees for sharing the play. Then we did 
5 shows of this play. A friend in South America 
screened our performance. So that also got us 
some money. So this play was a helpful thing to 
have made.

I felt lucky to have Katkatha, Ishara, my family 
and friends with me to support us through this 
time. Even having people who I could talk to was 
a huge help. But I really wonder what it must 
be like to not even have this support. Anuru-
pa, used to tell us in our weekly meetings that 
she would witness the labourers walking on the 
road through her window. Thinking about the 
their reality would give us a different perspec-
tive of our own troubles as we would wonder 
– if they could still walk with a sense of hope,  
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we really did not have an excuse to be hopeless.  

When things started looking slightly better
Then by November things got slightly better as 
I got an opportunity on behalf of Katkatha to 
conduct a workshop for adolescents for a foun-
dation. This was about sexual awareness and 
education for  adolescent – early marriage, birth 
control, the challenges undergone by women. 
During the workshop various NGOs were asked 
for ideas on how one could raise awareness on 
these issues in rural UP (Uttar Pradesh)and Bihar. 
We were also one of the participants presenting 
our ideas. I spoke about how puppets can be a 
powerful medium to communicate things that 
humans are uncomfortable speaking about espe-
cially around sexuality. For example - If someone 
goes and gives a talk on the use of condoms , 
they will perhaps be beaten and kicked out of the 
village but the same thing could be spoken by a 
puppet – people would be comfortable enough 
to listen. They will laugh also and they will also 
understand. That’s the power of the medium of 
puppetry. 

But the catch with this work was that we had 
to strike this humour-education balance with-
out doing it as a live performance. So we decid-
ed to make videos with puppets which could be 
screened in different regions. So with this idea, 
we bagged this work which sustained us for some 
more time. 

Now recently, we have returned from performing 
live in Chandigarh. It is almost after a year that 
we got to perform live. It was Dadi’s (Pudumji) 
performance and we had so much fun perform-
ing live after so long. The thrill of sensing audi-
ence’s live feedback is something else.

Now I’m feeling that by May-June things will start 

feeling more normal.

On Digital platform
But doing the work on digital medium, I believe 
is not for puppetry because I feel then there is no 
difference left between animation and puppet-
ry. When there is so much content on streaming 
websites why will someone watch puppetry on 
screen. A lot of the audience who have watched 
digital performances have been well-wishers and 
have watched with an intention to support the 
artist but not many have watched out of a sense 
of eagerness to connect with the artist through 
performance. The enthusiasm, spontaneity is 
simply not possible on digital medium but I think 
events like Covid will be a part of our future  and 
for that we will have to shift our attitudes to-
wards the digital. We will have to re-imagine the 
craft of puppetry for the screen. 

It is true though that the Pandemic has also cut 
the cost of lot of events. One can give talks and 
host conferences online and save a lot of money 
on travel and food. But as travelling puppeteers, 
to travel and perform is a whole different ball 
game. Especially with borders becoming increas-
ingly difficult to cross, we will not have a choice 
but to re-adjust to the digital. In fact I think offline 
physical performances will become very expen-
sive and only rich people will be able to afford it. 

On state support
Oh bhaiyya! Hum artists bohot gidgidate rahe Dil-
li mein. (Oh man! How much we all begged and 
grumbled to the ‘authorities’). You might know 
Sanjoy Roy from Team Works, he is connected 
with the Ministry of Culture and he tried to get 
us some support. He got a lot of letters signed 
and took it to the Ministry of Culture only to hear 
this response “Artist? Why should we support 
the Artist? The Artist should be offering help to 
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others in time of need”. It seems like they are un-
der the impression that film stars are artists. They 
aren’t even thinking of performance artists like 
us.

As it is, Puppetry is on  the lowest rung in the 
order of the Arts.
Katkatha helped a lot actually – raised over a lakh 
rupees through performances and helped out a 
lot of artists in distress. This included the pup-
peteers in the Kathputli colony. Shadipur pup-
peteers (of Kathputli colony) are daily wage pup-
peteers – their circumstances were pretty harsh, 
where they did not even have enough food to eat. 
They earn by playing ‘dhol’ (drums) in weddings, 
by performing magic shows, puppet shows, they 
also do shows in birthday parties –  weddings 
were cancelled, no birthday parties happened. 
So we decided to do a bunch of Kathkatha shows 
on online platforms which even had international 
audience. With this we were able to raise some 
amount to support for Shadipur puppet artists.
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If I had a Magic Binocular I would peer into the 
future.

How do we renew our faith and make a journey 
from fear to fearlessness, from isolation to to-
getherness?

Maybe the time for proscenium is over. The large 
spaces and auditoriums seating 700 people– are 
passe.

In my lifetime, we seem to have come full circle…

From resource heavy Proscenium performances, 
we are back once again, to the basic travelling 
theatre, performing with threadbare resources for 
motley audiences in community spaces. (See Par-
tha Pratim Paul’s experiences in the previous article 
where Puppeteers in Burdwan explored new ven-
ues for performance and found a fresh audience). 

IMAGINING A FUTURE5
By Ranjana Pandey

Safe and Accessible spaces
The Chaupal under a shady tree, a stationary van, 
an open truck, a parking lot, a school compound, 
a children’s park have all become safe spaces. 
Open air is safe, with space for social distancing 
as dictated by Corona Times.

Accessible – you can reach the performance 
space on foot. People in the surrounding com-
munity and neighbourhood can just walk to the 
performance. 
The cosy, gated residential blocks as well as the 
congested slum spaces, the market squares, the 
business plazas, the Dilli Haat (in Delhi), the mon-
uments are all wonderful performance spaces. 
Informal and welcoming.

Democratic and Inclusive
The curious bystanders as well as the dedicated 
theatre buff can be shoulder to shoulder to the 
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vegetable vendor, sanitation worker and courier 
boy. The new theatre is participatory, inclusive, 
un- anticipated. The shows are  publicized by 
word of mouth or through key local networks, the 
trusted ‘insta’ and facebook, the RWA whatsapp 
group not-withstanding.  

The local school remains a valuable host replete 
with enthusiastic future performers, large audi-
ences who are learning to discriminate. No ped-
agogical space can be bereft of live performing 
arts experiences. The valuable engagement, ex-
periential learning and exposure to the arts will 
develop and guide the aesthetics and taste . 
These experiences will help build a discriminat-
ing audience in a society where the arts flourish 
and enrich.
 

Community Theatre
In India in the Northern States specially, the 
9 days of Ram Lila was the community theatre 
space which brought everyone together in en-
acting a well- known narrative. While Ram Lila 
time is still the ideal, we can explore other nar-
ratives, contemporary themes, challenges (like 
women’s safety) which need collective action 
and expression. A community hall could become 
a workshop, a school lying silent in the afternoon 
can host a community project - making and build-
ing in groups across age groups. The performers, 
makers and actors  are  all community people- in-
formally bound together by the neighborhhood.
 It is the kind of healing activity we need post 
Covid- Community gathering together to partic-
ipate as equals rather than separated by buying 
power as happens in PVR style cinema theatres- 
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where visitors are bubbled in an unreal experi-
ence.

The Puppet Parade
We can learn from the US model where com-
munity theatre by community for the commu-
nity is a practice long held in many communes. 
An old garage or community centre is converted 
into a workshop-It becomes a space for commu-
nity members to gather and build puppets out 
of waste. The end result is a joyful Puppet pa-
rade with children, householders, senior citizens, 
teenagers… bakers, farmers, teachers, and any-
one else joining in.

10 x 12
The other space that we may not be able to wish 

away is the lap top theatre, the performance on-
line, the virtual world. It has come to stay.
Talking to puppeteers in Delhi and elsewhere we 
find a common strand of experiences.

The digital medium and the virtual reality have 
been appreciated  predominantly for their so-
cial possibilities - to connect people through 
zoom meetings or enabling online performanc-
es. However most artists hold the position that 
the spontaneity of a live, in-person performance 
will always remain unmatched. With respect to 
puppetry, it is interesting to note that it has al-
ways shared a unique equation with the two di-
mensional screen - shadow puppetry was always 
performed as projections on a physical screen. “I 
recall Atul Sinha, an animator and a puppeteer, 
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mention way back in 2016 that puppetry is an 
evolutionary precursor to animation” Sammitha.
 
During the course of the pandemic there has 
been a shift in the engagement with the digital- 
from thinking of digital as a platform to share the 
work created to making the digital a part of the 
creative process 
 
Each one of us who have engaged with the digital 
medium, has found their own  ways  to inculcate 
the digital into their creative process.
 Did you think making work in digital format to be 
cost heavy? Not at all–as a matter of fact it has 
proved to be economical.
 
Some personal experiences
Many of us have tried to develop a new vocabu-
lary. We have repeatedly used  the phone camera 
to create intimate  performances and storytelling 

(Teelapur ka Rakshas by KatKatha is one such ex-
ample).
 
In student exercises then and now, the phone 
camera has been a creative tool in the recent 
past. It was natural to turn to it during Lockdown.
 
When I made my puppet based films either with 
the phone or a proper camera, to express my 
reaction to the Lockdown and its impact (April 
2020) I did certainly feel a conflict as to whether 
the work I was creating could be called puppetry 
at all ? However, I have always tread  both worlds, 
the live interactive performance as well as the 
video creations. The video format allows me to 
transcend boundaries of time, place and engage 
aesthetic choices that live theatre cannot.
 
The digital does transform the creative process.
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The camera, angle play of light and the frame be-
come exciting. The strings, rods are fully visible, 
the movement may be hesitant and awkward, 
sometimes imperfect, and the puppeteer always 
remains hidden.
 
Some experiments with video have been hugely 
successful and broken new ground. An Indone-
sian Puppet Theatre, Paper Moon, has been ex-
perimenting. The director Ria’s performances on 
video/film afford a greater space to the puppet-
eer and the human actor. There is a naturalness 
and ease, lacking mystification. The audience 
too is acknowledged, being addressed directly in 
many of their creations. The connection between 
the puppeteers and the puppets is there for all 
to see specially as they largely use the Bunraku 
technique . I would call it a new genre of perfor-
mance.

They sometimes call it artistic video installation, 
experimental video based puppetry, the puppet 
as the actor, virtual performances…whatever you 
may call it we have all tried to create a new vo-
cabulary. The ‘Virtual’ holds the promise of new 
possibilities and the allure of an expansive reach.
A Critique
The harshest critique of the digital has been its 
inability to evoke an affective give-and-take be-
tween a performer and audience. 
 
It certainly allows the performer to be very self- 
absorbed. Many recent attempts have been ad-
mirable as a walk through was offered to the 
audience-like an opportunity to peek behind the 
scenes and chat with the performance artists.  
Sometimes these excellent efforts are hampered 
by poor technology T he result is not satisfactory. 
Uneven internet connectivity and poor technolo-
gy play spoil sport.
 

 The online festival space- A virtual festival where 
the audience pays to watch. This online perfor-
mance format has been adopted by many. Film 
Festivals, Film Revivals, Theatre performances 
have been trotted out of the archives.  It has cer-
tainly helped to keep the interest alive in theatre 
and to give some income to the performance art-
ists- New work was even commissioned sporadi-
cally for this new platform.

The Puppeteers and companies were delighted 
to earn something and feel wanted. But it is a 
short lived flash in the dark.
Sangeet Natak Akademi started tentatively with 
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online festivals. They shared a long list of events 
organised by them online the success of which 
remains to be studied.
Aggressive publicity to get an audience to watch 
becomes even more important as there is little 
commitment whilst sitting at home amid distrac-
tion. How did the audience feel watching a per-
formance online we might ask? 
 
Work to Earn
Many Puppeteers successfully used the digital 
platform to jump onto the “workshop band wag-
on”. While the “hobby format” was short lived, 
capacity building for practicing Puppeteers ben-
efitted some. Puppeteer Manish Pichariu is a 
good example. He joined Bernd’s puppet build-
ing intensive course run from Iceland! He  learnt 
how to carve wood and make complicated string 
puppets.
 
An experiment in giving a Master Class on Indo-
nesian Wayang Puppetry showed that  you could 
successfully pull experts from California, U.S., In-
dia, Indonesia, and students from anywhere on 
the planet. It was a rich experience for all.

Serious teaching can happen online. Anurupa 
Roy taught teachers in Hongkong, Dadi Pudum-
jee taught students from all over the world. Any 
number of webinars happened providing an op-
portunity to share ones work and experience.  
I taught community workers in villages of Madhya 
Pradesh. Therapy in conflict zones, sex education 
and gender training in villages. Ratnamala Nori 
has a Youtube channel!!
Some doors have certainly opened while others 
may close…

Many of us plunged into the online world. Our 
collective experience showed us that we could 
overcome geographical barriers, it was time well 

spent and very and cost effective.
Even so the performers and teachers  feel dissat-
isfied and incomplete.

Will bringing the digital medium into the creative 
process transform the practice of puppetry itself?

Only the magic binocular  looking into the future 
will tell.
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