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A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR

Note from the Editor

There has been a longer gap this time since the last issue was published. Many things intervened be-
tween both intentionally and in-reality. As I write this, we are still reeling under the unknown impact 
of COVID-19.

The performance art community has been thrown off. The economic impact has been cruel. In the 
meantime, festivals, workshops, shows and workshops have been shelved. Many from the Puppet 
community have been driven to the edge of starvation.

Instead of waiting for the Government to wake up- generous individual and organized (puppeteers 
from Unima) efforts were put into dynamic action to help support these groups.

Like all the others the Puppeteers are discovering online platforms, creating webinars and interacting 
furiously to find a way forward.

In the face of these uncertainties and stress, the publishing of this issue has taken the back seat.

This issue is dedicated to Training. It is a recap of the Foundation Program for Puppeteers which ran 
through 2018 to 2019.  It deserves this space as it is a milestone in Puppetry Training and an achieve-
ment worth noting.

This training was a culmination of the last 4/5 years of experiences. This has been extolled earlier. The 
soul searching required to put this issue together revealed that this Training Program was a milestone 
in our learning about creating a perfect course -Inclusive to all kinds of students .This is what we will 
share through the articles in this issue.

News update: Unima India is now re registered as Unima Puppeteers Trust.
We also have a website: unimapuppeteerstrust.in 

This new entity has a new structure and team: an elected executive body and a team of three Founding 
Trustees. The elected executive team consists of a President, a Secretary and a Treasurer (details on 
the back cover).
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A FOUNDATION PROGRAM FOR 
PUPPETRY IN INDIA AND WHY?

by Sammitha Sreevathsa

1

Born out of the need to have a structured learn-
ing experience for Indian puppeteers, UNIMA 
India’s foundation course is a three month long 
intensive program for aspiring Indian puppeteers 
from both traditional and non-traditional back-
grounds. The first one was held in October 2018 
in Crafts Museum, Delhi. Unlike theatre, dance or 
music which have recognized state and national 
level training programs, aspiring puppeteers have 
not had any options to turn towards. 

The last few generations of contemporary pup-
peteers have had to carve a learning path with-
out much structural support. Although individual 
puppeteers have made various attempts in the 
past to create small ecosystems for puppetry in 
different parts of the country, these attempts 
have not been studied and integrated for a sys-
tematic pedagogy to evolve. Most contempo-
rary puppeteers until now have had to rely on a 
senior puppeteer and work for them till they es-
tablish themselves in the field. Some would find 
opportunities to go abroad to train in a puppetry 
school. Meher Contractor who trained under the 
Russian master Sergey Obraztsov was instru-
mental in paving way for many later puppeteers 
such as Suresh Datta to Russia. The other option 
was to remain independent and attend various 
workshops to learn and acquire skills.  Ratnamala 
Nori in her Sutradhar article writes in great detail 
about her experiences in various workshops and 
the kind of career that such an education enabled 
for her.

The learning-curve for the traditional puppeteers 
is quite different.  Typically, they train informally 
under the senior puppeteers within the family and 
internalize skills that are necessary to practice 
the tradition they belong to. However, this knowl-
edge transfer from an older to a younger gener-
ation of puppeteers is facing severe challenges 

as it has come under the mounting pressures of 
mainstream education and global market coupled 
with the social stigma around the practice. Many 
from the younger generation are opting out of 
the traditional practice in search of a more lucra-
tive career path. One of the participants in the 
Masterclass for traditional puppeteers said “My 
father was not willing to teach me a lot of songs 
that he was taught and used to perform.  He felt 
they would not be considered dignified and want-
ed me to focus on my studies”.

Within traditional communities, those who do 
choose to continue the practice of puppetry are 
finding avenues in government sponsored so-
cial development and communication programs. 
With a fading socio-economic context for tradi-
tional performances, it seems crucial to probe and 
ask – what could be a new imagination of being a 
traditional puppeteer in changing context beyond 
being a vehicle for social messages?

The foundation course opens the possibility for 
the traditional puppeteer to bring his/ her own 
expertise to the table, participate in shaping the 
critical discourse on Indian puppetry by shar-
ing experiences, become equipped with diverse 
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skills, network with other traditional as well as 
contemporary puppeteers, come up with entre-
preneurial ideas and finally collaborate on equi-
table terms.

Given that a deliberate choice was made to open 
the course to students from both traditional and 
non-traditional backgrounds it became imper-
ative to factor in the fragile dynamics of this so-
cial group and reflect on what it means to give 
an equal platform student who come from a 
socio-economically diverse backgrounds. His-
tory has been witnessing to how countless phil-
anthropic attempts (by state and by well-wish-
ing corporates) to “revive” traditional arts have 
led to further marginalization of the traditional 
communities. The attempt by UNIMA-India is 

neither a philanthropic venture nor is it a drive 
to “preserve” puppetry but an attempt to build 
a strong network of practitioners, documentari-
ans, educators, allied-arts practitioners who are 
invested in puppetry. Given this motivation, the 
involvement of traditional puppeteers in this vi-
sion has been critical. In this foundation program, 
traditional puppeteers occupy diverse positions 
– as Masters, whose expertise the students could 
learn from, as students who could benefit from 
the course and overall, as crucial participants in 
building a critical discourse on Indian puppetry.

History and Context
The contemporary puppet theatre along with the 
various traditions of puppetry that populate the 
subcontinent have shaped the landscape of pup-
petry in India. Therefore, the requirements of the 
field today, largely emerge from the challenges 
that are specific to Indian puppetry. Though with-
in India puppetry has multiple regional contexts, 
they have shared concerns by virtue of belonging 
to the same nation-state and by being subject to 
similar state policies around tourism, develop-
ment and funding for the arts (and not to mention 
their social marginalization).

Although a study of pedagogic models executed 
in different parts of the world was crucial to this 
exercise, to replicate one from a different context 
would render the program unhelpful. Ranjana 
Pandey and Anurupa Roy studied puppetry cur-
riculum across various countries. The Canadian 
curriculum was one of the most helpful resourc-
es, as Ranjana and Anurupa were able to spend 
time with Marthe Adam, who runs the Puppet-
ry Department in the University of Quebec. She 
was generous in sharing her syllabus design and 
teaching methodologies. They also visited In-
donesia and observed the three different levels 
of puppetry education first hand – in schools, in 
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University spaces and finally in a format similar to 
the Guru-Shishya system prevalent in India. They 
also extensively studied the curriculum shared by 
the London University’s Department of Theatre 
and Puppetry the teaching practices of Charlev-
ille-Mezieres (Unima Internationale professional 
courses for puppeteers).

 If the aim of the course was to empower its par-
ticipants to mobilize their intellect, their skills as 
well as their social resources to thrive as puppet-
eers, then it mandated a curriculum to be devel-
oped with an understanding of the requirements 
of the field rather than enforcing a standardized 
syllabus. The syllabus that came to be finalized 
for the course was a result of a long process of ex-
perimenting with pedagogic models in the form 
of Masterclasses. A series of masterclasses, each 
with a different master, set of participants and 
focus area was conducted across a period of five 
years. 

The Masterclasses – Pedagogic Experiments 
Preceding the Foundation Program

The Masterclasses were conceptualized as ex-
periments in puppetry pedagogy that would 
eventually contribute to the development of a 
systematic teaching-learning experience.  Each 
Masterclass was a one-month long immersive 
experience enabled by a coming together of par-
ticipants, masters, mentors and documentarians. 
According to Ranjana Pandey, “the term “Mas-
terclass” is carefully chosen. These are not just 
workshops or trainings. They emphasize a deep 
engagement with the Master her/his philosophy 
and journey as an artist. It is an opportunity for 
the participant to immerse in the master’s prac-
tice.” Some were residential and some were not. 
These masterclasses were rigorously document-
ed in film and writing to record and learn from the 
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pedagogic processes. Even though the master-
classes were geared towards building a pedago-
gy for puppetry in India, it was clear at the outset 
that the objective was not to resolve to begin a 
certificate program. The perils of institutionaliz-
ing a learning experience are not unknown and 
therefore UNIMA-India (now re registered as Un-
ima Puppeteers Trust) was vary of doing so. The 
objective was, rather, to identify the education-
al needs of the field and constantly reconsider 
whether a full-fledged course would help address 
these needs. Two formal colloquiums and several 
meetings were held with various art profession-
als who have been involved in either designing 
or initiating art pedagogy programs across the 

country to discuss and debate the discursive and 
logistic aspects of starting a program. Some of the 
questions included:

• What should be the gestation period be-
fore beginning the course?
• What would be the trope of an ideal stu-
dent or a student group? 
• Who would be the most suitable facilita-
tors for a course like this? Could the faculty be a 
combination of traditional masters as well as con-
temporary puppeteers?
• Do we need to have a fixed place where 
learning happens or is it better if student groups 
can travel to the place where the Master lives? 
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Masterclass Facilitator Year Critical Insights 

Shadow Puppetry Gunduraju 2014 Convinced that mentors played a crucial role in 
this pedagogy. 

Developing projects is a critical part of a partic-
ipant’s learning process, it allows for recontex-
tualizing and application of what is learnt and 
gives something to take back.

Kathputli Puran Bhaat 2015 Most learning is deeply influenced by Master’s 
personality.

• What are the monetary requirements of a 
course like this? Where can we expect monetary 
support from? 
• What would the equation between a tradi-
tional Master and non-traditional students be? 
• What should the equation between a con-
temporary Master and traditional students be? 
• What should be taught – skills, discourse 
around Indian puppetry, also how to generate in-
come as puppeteers? 
• What should a critical discourse around 
Indian puppetry look like? 

Each of these questions could be raised tangibly 
by reflecting on the experiences of master-class-
es. The pedagogic design explored in these mas-
terclasses were to arrive at a curriculum for the 
foundation course.

Parallelly, these masterclasses also functioned as 
important sites for a critical discourse in puppet-
ry to emerge. The existing discourse on puppetry 
in India is largely academic and while it studies 
the field from sociological and anthropological 
perspectives, it falls short in articulating the pup-
peteers’ perspective of the field and the art form. 
The attempt at documenting the masterclasses 
was to take a step towards building a discourse 
which draws on the puppeteers’ understanding 
of the social, economic, pedagogic, aesthetic and 
performative challenges of practicing puppeteers 
in the Indian context. 

The following is a list of the 5 master-classes conducted preceding the foundation course and their 
contribution towards evolving the pedagogic model.
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Paper Theatre Alain Lecucq and 

Narguess Majd
2016 Introduction to helpful dramaturgical method-

ology.

Helped in concluding that Dramaturgy will be 
crucial aspect of the foundation program.

Contemporary 
Puppetry for 
Traditional pup-
peteers

Dadi D Pudumjee 2017 Young traditional puppeteers are most likely to 
benefit from the course.  

Critical discourse around appropriation 
emerged from participants own experiences.

Theatre for little 
children

Barbara Kölling 2018 Crucial in changing the common perspective 
that children’s theatre is easy. 

Useful because schools are a crucial market 
for puppeteers. It also helped in de-isolating 
puppetry and re-situating it within community 
contexts. 

Understanding and getting in touch with mate-
rial.

The Foundation Course

Drawing on the learnings from the Masterclasses 
and multiple formal and informal discussions, the 
foundation course was finalized as a three-month 
long training program followed by a six week long 
internship. The five masterclasses and the discus-
sions around them had aided in building a strong 
pool of people some of who re-plugged into the 
foundation course as facilitators, students as well 
as funding bodies. Many were also newly initiat-
ed. A total of eight participants were selected as 
a part of the program and each came from a very 
different context. This included traditional pup-

peteers, actors, puppetry enthusiasts and edu-
cators. “What they had in common was a strong 
desire to explore the possibility of taking up pup-
petry as a profession.”

“The initial three months included exposure to 
different forms of puppetry (particularly Indian 
forms) and puppeteers, skill-building in making, 
manipulation and development of dramaturgy, 
and introduction to conversations on the perfor-
mance and purpose of puppetry as an art form. 
The idea was to create a space where artists who 
were serious about taking up puppetry as a pro-
fession would be able to able to work shoulder 
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to shoulder with traditional puppeteers seeking 
to expand their horizons, and from which both 
would emerge with improved skills and a better 
understanding of the marketplace as well as their 
own prospects in it.” (quoted from Manjima’s re-
port on the Foundation program)

The six-week internships that followed course 
was an attempt to help the participants to find a 
place in the field, enabling them to kick-start in 
a new direction as puppeteers. They interned in 
schools, puppet theatre companies and in Uni-
versity.  For example: Gagan was able to bring his 
interest in education and his skills in puppetry 
together through this internship in Shiv Nadar 
School in Noida. After the internship, some of 
these companies were even willing to re-engage 
with the interns over a longer term.

Context-sensitivity has been a key aspect of how 
this course has been conceptualized, yet because 
of its integrative nature, many participants had 
to travel away from their immediate context - re-
gion, tradition, way of life for the duration of the 
course. The traditional puppeteers were placed in 
a new environment where the language and cul-
ture were unfamiliar. The failure of many systems 
of education lies in their homogenizing effect on 
the learners where their personal strengths, so-
cio-cultural identities remain unacknowledged. 
Though foundation course offered a common 
pedagogical design to all participants, with an im-
mense space for the participants to find an appli-
cation for the learning within their own contexts, 
it was served to re-affirm their heterogenous 
identities. For example: Sajeesh Pulavar, from 
Kerala, had a challenging time during the course 
because of the language barrier, but appreciat-
ed the variety of skills he was exposed to so he 
could offer workshops with more eclectic skills 
back home. He was encouraged to return and 

re-engage with his own context with a fresh pair 
of eyes. Furthermore, the course is imagined as a 
platform for exchange and collaboration which is 
makes diversity a fundamental requirement for 
the course.

Conclusion

Extensive feedback from students, facilitators 
and mentors has re-affirmed the value of the 
course even as it raised some valid concerns that 
need to be addressed while designing the sub-
sequent courses. Questions regarding sustain-
ability of the course, the uncertainty of willing 
funding bodies are certainly the largest looming 
concerns especially since the funding for the arts 
is rapidly depleting in the country. Motivated dis-
cussions continue to be held in the current polit-
ically turbulent landscape of Delhi and two more 
masterclasses have been finalized though they 
are currently put on hold due to the Corona virus 
crisis. There is consensus that the course defi-
nitely needs to be revised, re-envisioned and ex-
ecuted despite the devolving social, political and 
economic landscape of the country.
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JOURNEY MAPPING: THE FIRST FOUNDATION 
COURSE FOR PUPPETEERS2
By Manjima Catterjee

Manjima documented the project for Unima. 
And it is in this capacity that she interviewed and 
observed the students many times through the 
months. The article is based on her documenta-
tion.
The selected group of students for the first batch 
of UNIMA Foundation Course in Puppetry came 
from an eclectic mix of backgrounds – traditional 
puppeteers, actors, puppetry enthusiasts and ed-
ucators. What they had in common was a strong 
desire to explore the possibility of taking up pup-
petry as a profession. 

Jagannath Singha – Traditional puppeteer from 
the Tarer Putul string puppet tradition of Birb-
hum in West Bengal.

Sajeesh Pulavar – Traditional puppeteer from 
the Tholapaavakoothu shadow puppet tradition 
of Kerala.

Maneesh Pachiaru – Theatre practitioner from 
Chandigarh with a little experience in Puppetry 
through a Master Class and workshop with Kat-
katha Puppet Arts Trust.

Shobhit Tandon – Actor and Drama Teacher in a 
primary school in Ghaziabad with a little expo-
sure to Shadow Puppetry through workshop or-
ganized Katkatha.
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Gagan Kumar – Puppeteer with a Masters in Ed-
ucation from Hegoddu, Karnataka. He has been 
part of internships with Ishara Puppet Theatre 
Trust and Katkatha and a UNIMA India Master 
Class on String Puppetry.

Mathieu Charbonneau – Artist, actor and Art-
Based Therapist looking at applying puppetry to 
his therapy practice, especially for children with 
special needs.

Priti Golacha – Theatre-maker working for chil-
dren in Hyderabad who has attended a workshop 
in Shadow Puppetry

Shruti Sundar – Actor trained in physical theatre 
at The Drama School, Mumbai, with no prior ex-
perience of puppetry.

The group was selected by a team comprising 
puppeteers Choiti Ghosh, Dr. Atul Sinha, Anuru-
pa Roy and Ranjana Pandey, based on demon-
strated commitment, stated desire to immerse in 
puppetry, estimated staying power, and apparent 
seriousness of purpose. In order to be considered, 
all applicants had to send in their written applica-
tion and a small write up about their work. They 
had to be able to raise their course fees and pay 
them on time.

What They Learned at the Course 
When Jagannath Singha from Bengal joined the 
course, it was as a traditional puppeteer familiar 
with the Tarer Putul tradition. The course intro-
duced him to the wider world of puppetry, where 
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even ordinary objects can become puppets, and 
where elements of music composition and choice 
of colours play an important role. He was particu-
larly fascinated by Puran Bhatt’s subtlety of hand 
movements, and aspired to reach that level of ex-
pertise with his form. He developed an interest in 
the role of the actor from his peers who had an 
acting background.

Sajeesh Pulavar came from a family of traditional 
Tholapaavakoothu puppeteers from Kerala, and 
wanted to go to different parts of the country to 
learn about the different forms of puppetry. Sa-
jeesh found Puran’s session inspiring, especially 
in terms of the challenges of retaining the integ-
rity of the form while making some compromises, 
was intrigued by Sudip Gupta’s treatment, which 
was very cinematic – with sound, lights and mu-
sic, and will always remember Dadi’s advice to 
think like a puppet, and be inspired by his exam-
ples of how we can find life in objects, and how 
everyday things like bags and shoes can come to 
life. His greatest learning was how to use combi-
nations of materials to make masks and puppets 
and his greatest discoveries have been Bunraku 
and exposure to contemporary literature. He was 
challenged by the manipulation of glove puppets, 
which needed a reorientation of the hand-body 
relationship, and enjoyed sculpting clay and ther-
mocol (Thermocol is a type of synthetic aromatic 
hydrocarbon polymer made from the monomer 
styrene. It is also known as Polystyrene).

Preeti Golacha, originally from Hyderabad, was 
initially attracted to puppetry as an art form em-
bodying the possibility of performance without 
the involvement of human beings. Preeti was 
perhaps the student who had the biggest growth 
curve on this Course. After an initial struggle to 
find her feet, Preeti went on to script and lead one 
of the three final shows. On her own part, Preeti 

enjoyed attending the course as she felt that it 
had given her the possibility to fail and still be 
accepted. She enjoyed working with glove pup-
pets the most, but found them the most difficult 
to work with, particularly the wrist movement 
required. She was a team player, and particularly 
enjoyed the Bunraku improvisations. 

Maneesh Pachiaru came from Chandigarh with a 
background in acting from the University of Hy-
derabad. He had some exposure to puppet thea-
tre through workshops with Dadi and Anurupa, 
having also interned with Anurupa, and a work-
shop in Material Theatre with Barbara Kölling. 
In his own words, Maneesh is fascinated by the 
magic of dead subjects interacting with actors. 
He particularly enjoyed learning to understand 
the grammar of puppet making and believed that 
he had been able to build connections between 
the various aspects of his training and make sense 
of the journey so far. By the end of the course, his 
strongest impression was the speed and subtlety 
expressed by Puran Bhatt’s fingers, and his own 
enduring relationship with the puppet he created 
lovingly over 14 days.

Prior to joining the course, Mathieu Charbon-
neau worked as a KG teacher in Reunion Islands, 
where he entered a puppetry course wherein, he 
was taught to make Bunraku puppets with recy-
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cled material. This sparked his interest in puppet-
ry as a form, and he considered the possibility of 
practicing art-based therapy through puppetry 
as the prime reason for joining the course. For 

Mathieu, among the best aspects of the course 
was the Crafts Museum as a venue, which is rich 
with possibilities and always has something new 
to discover. He enjoyed sketching and showed a 
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marked propensity for graphics. He did the illus-
tration for the poster designed by Atul for the 
first public showing and his final performance 
was a shadow puppetry-based storytelling per-
formance enriched by particularly strong graphic 
work.

Shruti Sundar came from a Drama School back-
ground, but found that she wanted to find forms 
of expression that do not necessarily use an actor, 
and this became the stimulus for her to explore 
puppetry. Shruti found the orientation week en-
riching and absorbing. She felt that she had done 
well in art classes, and enjoyed making and manip-
ulation sessions the most. She found it empower-
ing to work and create with her hands, an aspect 
of herself that she discovered at the Course.

Gagan Kumar came from Mangalore with a back-
ground in rod puppets and tabletop Bunraku. In 
the Orientation session, he found Dadi’s advice 
useful and positive, enjoyed Puran’s session, 
where his primary takeaway was the focusing of 
energy into the fingertips, and also Shankhajit’s 
movie, which gave him food for thought. He en-
joyed the Kalari sessions and wished the students 
had been able to work longer on finishing and ma-
nipulation. On reflection, he enjoyed improvising 
with Sajeesh and Mathieu, and thought the part-
nership worked well.

Shobhit Tandon came with a background in thea-
tre, process drama and clowning, as well as some 
exposure to puppetry by way of a puppetry work-
shop with Anurupa and Varun in Mussoorie. He 
applied because he felt the course would be a 
good opportunity for him to explore “anti-acting” 
and expand his horizons as a performer. The Ori-
entation was humbling for him – particularly the 
sessions with Hanumantha, Puran and Sudip, and 
he particularly enjoyed working on 3D shadows 

with Varun, as well as making and manipulation.
Individual Journeys beyond the Course

The first batch of students met after 6 months to 
share how they had spent their time since com-
pleting the Course and to recount the various 
ways in which the Course had prepared them to 
face the world outside.

MANEESH PACHIARU
Maneesh completed internship with Shiv Nadar 
School, Noida – created a show with puppet cut 
outs for a project on exploring civilizations.

Currently using puppets in theatre performanc-
es with the group he works with in Chandigarh. 
These were shadow puppets used as the back-
drop of the theatre production Maharathi.

Working as an intern with the Katkatha Puppet 
Arts Trust, New Delhi.

Is teaching puppetry at his alma mater, Universi-
ty of Hyderabad, where his students developed a 
show on the Kishkindha Kaand of the Ramayana.

SHRUTI SUNDER
Shruti has founded her own company called Pe-
shewar Maujkhor. She has been performing both 
theatre and puppetry pieces, such as Lemons, 
Lemons, Lemons and Ek Square Meter Khushi 
and The Other Half.

Assisted in Katkatha’s show The Bamboo Prin-
cess.

Has two ongoing puppet performances current-
ly and has been performing at a few festivals and 
venues across Delhi.
Is mostly using glove puppets.
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GAGAN KUMAR
Gagan is working with Rangashankara Repertory 
Company, Bengaluru, where he has been a part of 
The Old Man and the Sea show.

Is currently working with a company for Seren-
dipity Arts Festival to create a version of Pinoc-
chio.

Is also working on certain arts in education pro-
grammes.

SHOBHIT TANDON
Shobhit is teaching at an International school 
(Kunskapskolen), which follows a Swedish Curric-
ulum system till grade 5. He is the theatre teach-
er and is expected to teach within set themes, but 
has used a little puppetry and material theatre in 
this programme.

Interned with Dadi D Pudumjee and worked on 
his new show, When Land Becomes Water.

Operated giant puppets at the Youth Festival in 
Connaught Place while in Dadi’s group.

Believes his big learning has been how to pack 
and unpack a show.

JAGANNATH SINGHA
Jagannath completed his internship with Sudip 
Gupta, at Dolls Theatre. Worked on his produc-
tion Tasher Desh.
Is currently working with his own group in Banku-
ra which is a string puppet company. He accompa-
nies them during shows and also operates string 
puppets. In recent shows, he has worked on the 
addition of a three-dimensional scene.
Works every Sunday and on some shows with 
Partho Prathim Paul and team in Burdwan. He 
worked on the show Me and My Friend with 

Partho. He has assisted Partho in school work-
shops in thermocol carving.

Is trying to work on his show Abol Tabol, based on 
Sukumar Ray’s poetry.

Runs a business selling mobile phones and works 
at his brother’s internet café.

SAJEESH PULLAVAR
Sajeesh has the possibility of working with the 
Kerala Folklore Academy in Cochin to do work-
shops for schools. This is a very good opportunity 
for earning money and create work which is not 
Tholpavakoothu. He has worked with Tholpa-
vakoothu as well as glove and bunraku puppets 
for school shows.

Conducted a workshop at Kapila School of Arts in 
Bangalore.

Is still working at his technical job.

Regularly performs at the temple with his father, 
where he experimented with making puppets 
with paper for a show on Mahabali.

MATTHIEU CHARBONNEAU
Internship at Jan Madhyam where he assisted 
Kapil Dev in mask-making, worked with teachers 
and differently abled young people.
Workshop with Mahindra sales managers. 
Worked with glove puppets with 50 managers in 
a four hour workshop.

Show with bubbles at a Youth Festival in Delhi.

School show for toddlers at the Aurobindo School.

Currently works at Shikshantar school in Gur-
gaon.
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PREETI GOLACHA
Preeti interned with Krishna Kumar in Kerala.

Worked on Material Mala for future shows.

Has conducted workshops in a Kerala village as 
well as at a teacher training camp.

Has participated in a workshop on leaf art at Ku-
zhitholu, Idukki District, Kerala.

Has been working on her own in Hyderabad, con-
ducting workshops and trying to develop shows

Student Feedback on the Viability of the Course
All students concurred that the Course had been 
immensely useful to them both personally and 
professionally. While Sajeesh felt that the Course 
had created a community of peers that he could 
reach out to while creating works or discussing 
possibilities, Shobhit felt that the Course had in-
creased his possibilities as an artist. On the ques-
tion of how this was better than a Masterclass, 
Shobhit felt that the timespan covered over the 
Course allowed time for everyone to catch up, 
reflect and learn at their own pace, sometimes. 
Shruti agreed, and felt that the breadth of expo-
sure offered during the Course was very impor-
tant. Maneesh agreed, and added that the ex-
posure, particularly to traditional puppetry, had 
increased his possibilities by giving him a chance 
to try different forms and also given him a space 
to have conversations with experts in the field. Ja-
gannath was particularly grateful that the Course 
had allowed him to work on his body by introduc-
ing Kalaripayattu, while Sajeesh felt that the ex-
posure and the possibility of innovation were his 
greatest takeaways, apart from the network of 
peers and masters that he now had access to.
On another note, both Preeti and Shobhit felt 
that the Course should have been longer, and 

Shobhit felt that bringing in real world experience 
earlier in the Course would be useful. Jagannath, 
Mathieu and Shobhit felt that there should have 
been more work done with string puppetry.

STRUCTURE
While Sajeesh felt that beginning with the expos-
itory sessions by experts in different puppetry 
traditions was a great thing that should be re-
tained, Shruti felt there should be more time for 
skill-building per se. Mathieu suggested that the 
Kalari, while very useful, could be spread out over 
time instead of intensively packed in over a few 
days. Shobhit repeated his assertion that the per-
formance should be a part of the taught course, 
and shared that, while he had thoroughly enjoyed 
the stay  with Gunduraju ji, he did not, in hind-
sight, feel that it had contributed to his learning, 
and that this might change if it was located earlier 
in the Course, allowing students to consolidate 
their learning and reflect upon it. Mathieu sug-
gested that adding a break in the middle of the 
Course was a good idea, as this, too, would allow 
students to consolidate their learning.
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CONTENT 
While Shobhit reiterated his desire to learn string 
puppetry, Preeti felt that the students needed to 
learn more of the technicalities of developing 
performances as well as a production, which all 
the students agreed with. She also felt that, while 
Crafts Museum was a rich space in terms of in-
spiration, it did not cater to all the logistical re-
quirements of the Course. Shruti suggested that 
there should be opportunities for peer teaching 
as a part of assessment. She also asked whether 
something could be done about seeking some 
kind of parity for students coming from different 

backgrounds and with different levels of expo-
sure to puppetry.

Overall, the feedback was positive, and the stu-
dents rated their experience as more than worth-
while. This 18-month-long engagement with the 
students - from their entry into the Course to 
their first steps in professional practice, has been 
a valuable exercise and given us all much food for 
thought. The learning from this experience will 
go a long way towards polishing and sprucing the 
next edition of the Course.
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AN INCLUSIVE TRAINING – 
A CHALLENGE

by Ranjana Pandey

3

Through the experience of the Masterclasses 
we got to take a closer look at the challenges of 
creating an inclusive training- for all kinds of stu-
dents. The broad categories we had in mind while 
looking for candidates was the younger tradition-
al puppeteer and the urban practitioner commit-
ted to puppetry.

We found that the student from the traditional 
puppetry background comes with many advan-
tages:

Exposure to Mythology and the many narratives 

that inform traditional puppet performances.

A comfortable connect with audiences and an 
ability to manage large crowds in a fluid space.

A long experience of performance per se and 
working in a group.

Here is why we felt that this was a community 
which needs Training of a different kind (different 
from the training at home):

All traditional forms are at a cross road.
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Today-of the younger members of a Puppeteers 
family, only one is joining the traditional profes-
sion. In many groups it is observed that fathers 
are not teaching the sons. On the other hand, the 
sons are only peripherally interested. With the 
result the transfer of knowledge of this practical 
(making of puppets) and (the narratives) oral tra-
dition has shrunk. 

In Dadi D Pudumjee’s Masterclass we got an op-
portunity to reflect and discuss the situation of 
the Kathputli Tradition. 

Let us step back in time to see how the events un-
folded for them. 

In the 1960’s in search for new audiences, the 
Kathputli puppeteers of Rajasthan stepped out of 
the village arena into the urban spaces. In towns 
the audiences- did not understand the nuances of 
their performances or the context. They began to 
perform to entertain adapting to the new audi-
ence. 

Overtime the performance repertoire and quali-
ty has diminished to a mere shadow of its original 
form. In this situation for how long will it survive? 
They are quick to lament “I will not let my children 
join this art- there is nothing left in it, no respect, 
no earning.” 

While this may be true of many other tradition-
al forms -Kalasutri Bahulye, Togalu Gombeyatta, 
Ravan Chaya, Benir Putul and Sakhi Kundei , the 
Kathputli of Rajasthan seems to be in dire straits. 
The marginalisation and exploitation is visible.

The audience in traditional spaces have altered 
dramatically over the years. They are exposed 
to cinema, television and now the social media. 
Their visual vocabulary and expectations are 

very different from the previous generations. The 
very context of the traditional performances has 
vanished in many cases like Kathputli (Rajast-
han), Kala Sutri Bahulye (Maharashtra) Gulabo 
Sitabo (U.P) It is no surprise that the audience has 
shrunk and in many states the forms have disap-
peared altogether. The social identity of a tradi-
tional puppeteer is deeply tied to his profession. 
If a puppeteer gives up the profession, they lose 
their identity. 

On the positive side, there are instances of suc-
cessful adaptation.

To give an example - “Tholpavakoothu”, where the 
shadow puppeteers of Palghat district in Kerala 
moved out of the traditional performance space 
and context (the Koothumadam in a Bhadrakali 
temple), to a city theatre or an international festi-
val space. They had to modify their show and edit 
the narrative to suit the new audiences. However, 
they did not compromise on the quality, the tradi-
tional aesthetics or diminish the intensity of the 
narrative (unlike the Kathputli puppeteers).

In our experience through an exclusive Master-
class for the younger generation of generational 
puppeteers and our Foundation Course, here is 
what emerged: For most of them- they were look-
ing forward to an exploration of new techniques, 
new tools, new material. Their eyes lit up at the 
sight of the material laden workshop space. 

From the Masters view point: The Master was 
clear that new materials were offered only in the 
context of design and aesthetic choices. The ‘why’ 
became more important than the ‘how’. 

Repeated questioning forced the puppeteers to 
face their own choices or the lack of them, their 
questions or the absence of enquiry. 
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They struggled -as making choices is not part of 
their traditional training in the family framework. 
As a matter of fact, where is the agency? 

You are born a puppeteer and have few if any 
choices? 

So, given all this what can a school for traditional 
Puppeteers hope to bring?

1.Providing a bridge to the contemporary prac-
tise without compromising their traditional iden-
tity or aesthetics.

2.The introduction to new materials to enlarge 
the aesthetic choices that the puppeteers will 
take away. Hopefully the choices will be informed 
by the theory and design elements so that the 
material/ technique/ tool is not used only for its 
newness but thought the qualities it brings out. 

3.The biggest challenge for all of the participants 
will be to search for new themes, narratives, con-
tents. 

Clearly Dramaturgy is a crucial element in a syl-
labus. 

What is important from our own perspective is to 
locate an Asian ‘take’ on Dramaturgy. Like most 
‘theory’ elements of Puppetry, Dramaturgy too 
come to us through the western lens. 

It is for this, that Unima Puppeteers Trust has 
committed to research South East Asian (Indo-
nesian, Malaysian and Thai) practices in order to 
have a more balanced view before formulating a 
syllabus. 

The traditional puppeteers were always isolat-

ed from urban developments in the arts scene. 
Though not from mainstream cinema and inva-
sion of popular additions like microphones and 
keyboard and even taped popular music glitzy 
lights etc. Thanks to education and the internet 
the puppeteers in the South India in particular 
have access to more information and have a larger 
world view.  Technology has opened up informa-
tion avenues, possibilities for them and access to 
pensions, schemes, a connectivity to the Patron 
(Government) filling tenders, forms, which are in-
accessible to northern pockets as they lack basic 
education. Tasks like booking tickets, putting up 
publicity web sites, communication by email - all 
have helped propel many to be visible and ac-
tive. The village is not the only domain of action 
any more. Government schemes and projects in 
development communication, Government De-
partments of Culture, Festivals and Events have 
opened up.

The one thing masterclasses were able to do was 
to give them a sense of a community outside of 
their own. It provided an expanding peer group 
which can offer stimulation and feedback. We see 
this happening often on their WhatsApp groups 
which remain active with sharing of work. This 
has been specially noticed during this harsh lock-
down period. The traditional puppeteer’s world 
has moved out of the local village and temple.

In the framework of the Course, we can raise the 
questions and provide a space for dialogue to give 
an opportunity, the agency to do things different-
ly.

They can choose to experiment with changes in 
the performance frame, content, characteriza-
tion, they can even bring a personal interpreta-
tion of the same narrative- or even change the 
aesthetic.
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Providing the tools to then formulate such a per-
formance is another matter which can be negoti-
ated.

The fact that they can learn to value the opportu-
nity for opening up to possibilities can be exciting 
and dynamic

Our expectations have to be process led, not out-
come or product based only. This leads us to re-
flect on the assessment parameters. We certainly 
have to access more experienced persons in this 
area. Transparency and dialoguing with the stu-
dents and expecting self-evaluation from them 
through the mentoring process may make evalu-
ation smoother and fairer.

Time frame:

As we saw from previous examples, for the train-
ing to reflect in the action or creations take time. 
There is a gestation period as we learnt by follow-
ing Jagannath’s trajectory. A seed can be planted. 
But it will take its own time to sprout.

Some of the frequent attitudes we have to con-
front are:

I don’t need physical exercise.

I don’t need to work hard - especially at rehears-
als. There is a lack of rigor or drive to achieve per-
fection.

I don’t need discipline. The informality in meth-
odology, and the traditional format of “copy me” 
makes for good observation, but very little enter-
prise or creative exploration.

Why try to include traditional puppeteers in the 

same course?

Will a certificate course provide a stamp of excel-
lence? 

social acceptance? 

Can it give legitimacy to a practitioner, will it help 
them get work? 

There are many questions which only time will 
answer.

What makes a good case for Inclusion in training 
- is the 

Osmosis we saw taking place again and again be-
tween the urban theatre students and the tradi-
tional puppeteers. The exchange of strengths. 
The learning from each other.

Giving great importance to the Traditional form 
and narrative by providing a Masterclass experi-
ence (in situ) in the village and home of a Master 
Puppeteer, not only validates the importance and 
deep context of the form but also provides an im-
mersive experience which leaves a lasting impact.

Going by the feedback collected over all the var-
ious training opportunities, is encouraging on all 
accounts.

It may not be perfect mix yet but a syllabus, a 
strategy and a system will emerge by the next 
foundation. It is premature to draw any conclu-
sions. Until then it is an experiment that we be-
lieve in strongly.
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Notice Board

The Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts
www.ignca.nic.in

India Foundation for the Arts Archive 
www.theifaarchive.org

Sahapedia
www.sahapedia.org

World Encyclopedia of Puppetry Arts
https://wepa.unima.org/en/ 

For further details contact Ms. Garima Arya (Secretary - Unima Puppeteers Trust )
puppeteerstrust@gmail.com

Ms. Ranjana Pandey (Managing Trustee), Mr. Dadi Pudumjee & Ms. Anurupa Roy (Trustees)
Executive Committee: Sri Gunduraju (President), Ms. Garima Arya (Secretary) & Dr. Atul Sinha (Treasurer) 
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