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The Hiatus of the Pandemic is fading finally life seems to be getting back to its rhythm.  
What this “return” means for the performance arts and very specially for the Puppet Community 
remains to be seen.

NO Data Base
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. The Sangeet Natak Akademi conducts Putul Parampara 
programs in different regions and this gives an opportunity for local puppeteers to gather and be 
counted. This sporadic but very useful activity has not covered all the states.
The last such event was at Udaipur and in Nagaland in 2019.

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 this scenario it is a rare treat to have a window into the Tamil Nadu Community of Shadow 
Puppeteers. We present a photo feature by R. V. Ramani.
An overview of Traditional Puppet forms and the cultural policy provokes us to question the norms.

Each one of us (and specially after the increase in internet connectivity and mobile telephony) have 
developed personal networks with peers with whom we have crossed roads, collaborated or worked 
together.

Unima Puppeteers Trust 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 
supported village puppeteers for centuries .For example , Tholpavakoothu shadow puppeteers of 
Kerala in South India, have a special support system in local temples , where they perform regularly.
They have a special status which gives them support from the community. 

In view of Unima Puppeteers Trust through Sutradhar is adding a section on “Opportunities” for 
training and networking. Please do contribute to this section so that opportunities grow.

Editor
Ranjana Pandey

A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR1
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HISTORY OF SUTRADHAR2
By Ranjana Pandey
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Sutradhar was first published in 1990–or 
thereabouts. The idea was to bring out a 
Newsletter to share information about the 
“happenings” in the world of Puppetry, both 
from within India and abroad. It was a staid- black 
and white publication in English, designed and 
printed in New Delhi.  
The team had three people: Dadi Pudumjee, 
Varun Narain and Ranjana Pandey.
Physical copies of the Sutradhar were posted 
to all the members of UNIMA India and to many 
others who were interested in Puppetry.
This venture was supported by a small grant 
given by the ‘Sangeet Natak Akademi’s’, 
Publication Division- a Government body.
Chasing after the grant and getting it printed was 
time consuming and after a few years, the grants 
stopped and so did the Sutradhar.

Some decades later, in July 2013, the Sutradhar 
got a new lease of life.
It was a different world connected globally by 
the internet. The postal system had become 
redundant. People in far off small villages too 
were now connected by the internet.
Communication could be instant. 
Desktop publishing and designing made it easy 
for us to imagine the new avatar of Sutradhar. 
This new version of the magazine also had a new 
vision.
It was very visual, well designed, reader friendly 
and an e-version.

For this venture, we applied once again to the 
Sangeet Natak Akademi and got a very small 
grant.Smaller than twenty years ago!!
With such an insignificant budget- all the work 
done to bring out the magazine like the edit, 
design and writing articles  for the magazine had 
to be done by volunteers.

The New Vision
The Sutradhar was going to be a platform for 
dialogue and serious discourse about Puppetry.
The objective was to make the Puppet Arts better 
known, to give exposure to different practices , 
to applied puppetry and education and training 
of Puppeteers.
We wanted to diffuse ideas in a creative way. We 
also committed to publish profiles of visionaries, 
to publish the contributions of Puppeteers who 
sustained and stimulated the Puppet Arts. We 
wanted to bring the past into the present.
It was also a showcase for the Master Classes and 
Foundation Course ( for puppeteers) that Unima 
India was organizing regularly.

What we have covered so far:

Two issues have been dedicated exclusively to 
the historical contributions of contemporary 
Puppeteers. This has been appreciated as a  
valuable documentation.

Many issues have been dedicated to Master 
Puppeteers (from different traditions and forms 
of Indian Puppetry) and their teaching styles. 
Contemporary Western Master Puppeteers have 
also been featured with an emphasis on their 
methodology.

Space has also been given to an elaborate 
analysis of the politics of culture and Government 
policies.

Dissemination of the “Sutradhar” is over the 
internet, by e mail–to a wide number of followers, 
fellow puppeteers, academicians, film makers, 
educators, in India as well as internationally. 
The UNIMA India official website 
(unimapuppeteerstrust.in) carries all the 13 
issues published so far.
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Physical (printed copies) are made available to 
those interested, at cost price. In the past copies 
of the “Sutradhar” have been sold at Puppetry 
festivals and to interested collectors here and 
abroad. They have also been placed in a few 
libraries in India.

While the “Sutradhar” magazine has been 
edited consistently by Ranjana Pandey, the team 
of writers has grown to include researchers, 
documentors, academics and ofcourse 
practitioners of Puppetry. 

It is designed by a professional and the 
photographs are often taken by professional 
photographers too. 

Ranjana Pandey has been working in Puppetry for 
Development Communication, Puppetry for Special 
Children, and Puppetry for Education (Applied 
Puppetry) since 1983. She is one of the Founders of 
Jan Madhyam (an NGO) and teaches Puppetry.
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IN SEARCH OF THE SHADOW3

The temple festival reaches its crescendo in 
Madurai, as the snake like pattern, of human 
chain swirl, holding a rope thicker than the 
python, pulling the huge, tall chariot, through 
the narrow streets. Just some one-hour drive 
from Madurai, Shadow Puppeteer, Durairaja 
Rao lived in the village Kadachanendal. 
The Marathi speaking Vanikar community, 
belonging to different Castes, inhabits this 
village. Traditionally, only Mandikar Castes, 
from this community perform Shadow Puppet 
Theatre. Durairaja Rao was the only Mandikar 
in that village. He had showed me his collection 
of old puppets, made by his grandfather, his 

son, helping him in organizing the puppets. 
Durairaja rao, was a simple person, proud of his 
performances, received the State Kalaimamani 
Award, but the family went down in poverty.

Kala sells toys and small articles in village fairs 
and festivals, with her family. She hails from a 
Mandikar family, daughter of the puppeteer 
Ramachandra Rao and has now moved to 
Kadachanendal, after her 2nd marriage. 
After 2 decades I walk through the streets of 
Kadachaanendal in the harsh sunlight. Durairaja 
Rao has passed away. His son and daughter too 
has passed away. It seems they all have died in 

By R. V. Ramani

In 2003, Filmmaker R.V. Ramani made one of the most enigmatic, exhaustive, impressionistic documentary 
film, Nee Engey (Where Are You), with the traditional Shadow Puppeteer families in South India. Now after 
a gap of 2 decades, he is planning to undertake another journey, a sequel, by re-visiting the puppeteer 
families. This essay, is a kind of postulation of the new film, for which he is looking for collaborators and 
funding support. 
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utter poverty. Kala introduces me to Durairaja 
Rao’s daughter-in-law, who now lives in the same 
house with her children. Kala used to perform 
the song and dance program in villages, near 
Nagercoil, to earn her livelihood. She was very 
popular in her area, along with her brother 
and sister for these programs. Her father 
Ramachandra Rao, who used to perform Shadow 
Puppet Theatre, stopped performing long back, 
as there are no opportunities. Now, in his old 
age, he lives with his son, who performs adapting 
different art forms. He performs Shadow Puppet 
Theatre for social awareness programs. 

Kallikkudi, some 2-hour drive from Madurai is in 
another direction. One of the finest puppeteers, 

Murugan Rao used to stay in a shanty, at a quite 
lane off the highway here, next to some shops. 
He did say, that he is planning to construct 
a pucca house further ahead. His wife too 
mentioned that again, when I met them later at 
the Dassera festival in Kulasekarapatnam, that 
the construction of the house had started. When 
we had gone first to visit him, his ‘house’ was 
locked. His only daughter was then studying in 
the nearby school, so we went to ask her. She 
said her parents have gone to a village called 
Pottalpatti to do business and will be back 
by next day. We decided to go to this village 
Pottalpatti, to meet him. Murugan Rao sells 
balloons and plastic toys for a living. The rural 
society of India, which at one point sustained 
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the shadow puppeteers and their performances 
is now at the cross roads with changing values 
and is in conflict with the urban culture and 
consumerism. Our search for Murugan Rao, 
turned out to be a wild goose chase. For me 
everyone looked like Murugan Rao, with immense 
potent talent, an artist hidden in each of them. 
We traveled to many villages, fares, temple 
corners, but no sign of Murugan Rao. Now, after 
2 decades, back in Kallikudy, in the same lane, 
those small shops have given way to bigger shops 

and a restaurant. They don’t seem to know of the 
famous puppeteer Murugan Rao. He had passed 
away a few years back. As I walk through those 
same streets, searching, I am told, his wife and 
daughter are living further ahead. Murugan Rao’s 
only daughter is now a mother of a grown-up son, 
who is studying in 10th std from the same school 
where mother too studied. He feels, his teachers 
are very strict and violent. They are more a hurdle 
than help for education. His mother now has 
become one of the famous dancers in the locality 
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and is part of larger cultural group, who perform 
in various festivals and occasions. She is eager 
to perform Shadow Puppet Theatre, given a 
chance. Murugan Rao was an amazing artist, very 
intelligent, shrewd, lonely and felt neglected.  
We have seen him perform in different 
places, also conducting a workshop teaching 
enthusiastic young college students. 

Muthulakshman Rao is another talented 
puppeteer, younger brother of Murugan Rao. 
We see him at workshops, enthusiastically 
teaching college students. He is an innovator, 
constantly coming up with new modes of survival. 
He receives the State Kalaimamani Award, he 
travels to a festival in Nagaland to perform. He 
performs to awe-struck film students in Kolkata, 
who see the evidence of origins in cinema, 
through his art form. He performs in different 

places in Delhi to an enthralled audience. Earlier, 
one bullock cart (without bulls) and one cycle 
rickshaw served as his transport and ‘house’. 
All the ingredients of a performance, including 
mike, loudspeaker, puppets, costumes, screens 
etc. were packed neatly inside. The family used 
to survive by performing record dance and 
variety entertainment programs. Today he 
continues living near Theni, often in makeshift 
arrangements. It is a constant testing ground for 
him to continue performing. He is a grandfather 
now, often sorting out family disputes. While his 
sons find solace in doing business, he continues 
trying to perform and keep his team intact. His 
younger son, Manikandan, has become an expert 
in handling social media on his mobile.

Paramasivan Rao was the first person in the 
community to have got a Kalaimamani State 
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Award. He is one of the fantastic performers, 
living in Thovalai, near Nagercoil. He has a 
beautiful house, facing excellent hilly landscape. 
Today, his house has shrunk, real estate and 
religious institutions, taking over his open spaces. 
Paramasivan Rao used to be adept in conducting 
workshops teaching students in colleges, 
performing in schools and other programs. He 
was a star performer, with innovative storytelling 
and deep knowledge of narratives. Now he 
survives largely by his acumen in astrology. 
He stopped performing and has given all his 
puppets and instruments to his elder son. His son 
Muthugopal, performs an amazing piece on Bala 
Kandam from Ramayana, with various association 
to Therukkoothu the theatre form in Tamil 
Nadu. Shadow puppetry always absorbs various 
elements from other art forms, including popular 
cinema. 

Suba Rao, the elder brother of Paramasivan Rao 
was frail, but another amazing puppeteer, living in 
Tirumalapuram. He sang a song, which contained 
the entire Ramayana. Today Suba Rao’s grandson, 
Muthuchandran, continues the tradition and is 
become adept in coordination and he did well 
in online performances. He is one of the recent 
Kalaimamani awardee and is regularly getting 
performances for State programs. His children 
are aspiring for different careers. Muthuchandran 
recently met with a bike accident. Though he 
escaped with minor injuries, the pillion rider, 
Rajagopal, another amazing puppeteer died on 
the spot. Rajagopal had performed the last time, 
a story which is the preface of Ramayana. His 
brothers Nagesh Rao, Rama Rao are all amazing 
performers. Rama Rao lives near the railway lines 
in an abandoned area and loves performing local 
stories in Shadow Puppetry. 
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Muthuvelan stands witness to his family members 
in different state of survival. He himself is at 
cross roads, whether to continue his new job in a 
shop or continue the tradition, seeing his aging 
father Lakshmanan, another great performer. 
He sees, many youngsters like him, shifting 
to other professions, or getting into various 
business and also other art forms for livelihood. 
Now he has finally chosen to embark on a series 
of performances to create awareness program 
through Shadow Puppetry for a government 
sponsored program.

The puppeteer families in Tamil Nadu congregate 
at the Amman temple at Kulasekarapatnam, 
near Tirunelveli, during the Dassera festival. 
The nights are full of performances ranging 
from movie shows, record dances, musical 
programs, Karagattam etc. The puppeteers 
and their families from different periods melt 
into the crowd and the festivities. Murugan Rao 
thoroughly enjoying himself with various dancers 
and performers, as festival reaching the climax of 
Surha Samharam, the killing of the demon by Kali.

R. V. Ramani is an award-winning documentary 
filmmaker passionate about Tamilnadu Shadow 
Puppetry.
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West Bengal has always been a cradle of 
creativity and dynamic ideas. Puppetry is no 
exception. From the mid 20th century, in 
Calcutta, there was a spurt of interest led by 
designers and artists who were daring enough to 
experiment with a performance art like Puppetry.
These were contemporary people, modern in 
their outlook. 

Unfortunately we do not have good 
documentation of their work. Unima India 
Pupeteers Trust’s pubication “Sutradhar” 
brought out two issues on the history of 
Contemporary Puppetry in India. We did not have 
much research to go by. Living memory of some 
performers, interviews of artists, family members 
and puppeteers helped us to piece together the 
journey of some personalities. 

In 1950’s Sailo Chakraborty established Putul 
Rangam. In 1960’s Raghunath Goswami 
established his interest in puppetry- shadow 
puppets and animation. His exploration of film 
and shadow puppetry paved the way for many 
others. His work, because of his connections, 
opened a world beyond West Bengal and 
Calcutta.

Then came the second wave in the 1970’s in 
which inspiration came from overseas from great 
Masters like Obratzov of USSR. Suresh Datta 
went for a training with Obratzov.
The opportunity to learn under him was a 
beacon to hundreds of others in the future. The 
Moscow style of rod puppetry was made popular 
by Suresh Da. He inspired many students and 
trainees to  join the world of Puppetry. He came 
back and joined the Children’s Little Theatre. 
Calcutta Puppet Theatre also came up. 
The journey of a few made an entire generation of 
puppeteers.

WEST BENGAL:  
A LEADER IN THE FIELD OF PUPPETRY4
By Ranjana Pandey

An audience was born, theatres thrived 
and workshops took the art to schools and 
youngsters. 

Interestingly, rod puppets are a traditional form 
of puppetry- Danger Putul- of West Bengal. 
The rural “Melas” provided a huge audience for 
this form. The Obratzov style of rod puppets 
fed the middle class appetite for -proscenium 
theatre and a west inspired aesthetic and shows 
like Ali Baba were created with great success. 
Later stories closer to home like Ramayan and 
Luv Khush were created by Suresh Dutta, who’s 
contribution is legendary.
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He has been honoured with a Padamshri as well 
as a lifetime acheivment award by Unima India 
Puppeteers Trust.

Fixed theatres, Puppet theatre groups began to 
flourish:
Swapna Sen - established “The Puppets”.
Sudip Gupta “Dolls Theatre”.
Subhashish Sen – Tal Betal Theatre.
Partho Prathim Paul established a group in 
Burdwan called “Burdwan-The Puppeteers”.
The late Sampa Ghosh contributed to Puppetry 
by doing research and created a compendium  of 
Indian Puppetry. A very valuable publication.
Perhaps the largest number of puppeteers are in 
this region, West Bengal, Assam,Tripura.
When UNIMA India shifted to Calcutta, West 
Bengal, it had 58 members-mostly from these 
states! 

However in this dynamic growth the traditional 
puppeteers got neglected. The Danger Putul, 
Tarer Putul and the Glove Puppets were 
struggling. Their life was changing rapidly as was 
their audience. 

 The recent COVID pandemic and the recurring 
tornadoes have created more challenges. Many 
have lost their homes and for all of them work 
opportunities have diminished drastically.
It was very heartening to note that the urban 
puppeteer community rose to help. Donations 
were sought in a vigorous drive. The collection 
went to rebuild homes and distribution of  food.
While Calcutta has been a hub of festivals,shows 
and fixed theatres,peopled by giants like Suresh 
Datta and Sudip Gupta,Burdwan has also 
developed a theatre and an avid audience.
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Partha Prathim Paul’s dynamic and sustained 
Puppet Theatre activity in Burdwan is an inspiring 
model. “The Pupppeteers” as his theatre is called 
has produced 15 different productions in the last 
20 years under his leadership .
Their play,”Mama Bhagne Kupokat” has been 
the most popular over the years. It has been 
performed 186 times!

In the last 10 years – consistent school workshops 
have been conducted - in 10 different schools of 
the region. This has educated the young audience 
in puppetry.

This Puppet theatre has been invited regularly 
to perform in various national and regional 
platforms and festivals organized by Sangeet 
Natak Akademi, by the North East Cultural Zone, 
by the Eastern Cultural Zone (EZCC), by Calcutta 
based organisations and Shantiniketan.
They  also organized and hosted a very successful 
National Level, Puppetry Festival “Putul Khela” 
in Burdwan in 2016 and 2017. It was extremely 
popular and played to full houses.

Partha has sustained an interesting relationship 
with rod puppetry troupes of the region and 
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has mentored a traditional string puppeteer.
They have participated in the Puppetry Festivals 
organized by “The Puppeteers” in Burdwan.

“The Puppeteers” also  have a Sunday Club in 
Burdwan! This is truly a Community contribution. 
They hold a Puppetry Class for children every 
Sunday. Those who are interested in puppetry 
may come to learn and enjoy. 
 
This contribution to Puppetry is very valuable as 
this exposure is what will build a future audience 
for puppet shows as well as interest children in 
a future in puppetry as a profession. Burdwan- 
has now given birth to a new generation of 
puppeteers. A model worth replicating.

Ranjana Pandey has been working in Puppetry for 
Development Communication, Puppetry for Special 
Children, and Puppetry for Education (Applied 
Puppetry) since 1983. She is one of the Founders of 
Jan Madhyam (an NGO) and teaches Puppetry.
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It is clear that puppet theatre in many other countries does not share an equal status with theatre or 
classical music. It is often a fringe art. Stereotypes are rampant like “Puppetry is only for children”, “It is a 
non-serious performing art”, “Puppetry does not require much effort and cannot possibly hold ones interest 
for long”. India is no exception. 
In this article I have tried to present an overall picture of the past and present the situation of puppet 
theatre in India along with a dream or vision for the future, that is slowly forming among practitioners 
in India. Currently, in India all documentation of puppetry exists in two main forms. Firstly, descriptions 
of traditional  puppetry forms (and these are not too detailed with one or two exceptions) and secondly, 
articles by practitioners of the form. Most studies of traditional puppetry forms are of a purely 
anthropological nature, where puppetry is not seen as an artistic form or where it is a documentation of a 
descriptive nature, which only looks at the form as a specimen. This sums up the lion’s share of discourse 
around the puppetry in India. What is missing is an overall picture of the situation of puppet theatre and 
discussions around current practice.

Puppet Theater in India -  
A Question of State and Status5
By Anurupa Roy
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The traditional puppet theatre or what I prefer 
to call “Generational Puppet Theatre” has been 
passed down from one generation to the next 
within the family over a few hundred or even a 
few thousand years. Each generation then added 
something of its own and passed it on, further 
distilling, refining and adapting it to changing 
audiences and patrons. Thus tradition is an ever 
changing phenomena, it is not something frozen 
in time. 

I would like to point out that traditional puppetry 
in India is not of a single type. There are (on 
record) 17 living generational forms of Puppetry 
in different parts of India. Besides these, there 
are several new groups of puppeteers who are 
not generational puppeteers working with an 
amalgam of old and new techniques. They are 
called somewhat debatably “modern” puppeteers. 
The situation of the puppet forms vary from state 
to state in India. Each of the Southern states 
namely Kerala, Karnataka, Tamilnadu and Andhra 
Pradesh and the Eastern state of Orissa have their 
own distinct type of shadow puppetry. Their roots 
are possibly common and could be traced to the 
shadow puppet form (Chamrachiye Bahuliye) of 
Maharastra in the West, which is now a dead form. 

SHADOW PUPPETRY IN INDIA 

1. Kerala (mostly Palghat region)- Thol 
Pava Koothu- Shadows appear black and white 
or sepia but the puppets are colored. These are 
mostly single character puppets with articulated 
or moving hands.  

2. Karnataka - Togalu Gombeyata – The 
shadows have vibrant colors, traditionally these 
were black, red and white. These have three 
kinds of puppets within the shadow form. The 
composite image puppets ( Jamgat Bavli) where 
one image tells a whole story or a series of 
images tell a story like in a comic book. The single 
image/character puppet (Ikpat Bavli) which does 
not have any articulation and the single character 
with joints for articulation (Haathpheruthali 
Bavli).  

3. Tamilnadu – Tol Bommalata has color 
shadows which are individual characters and 
one puppeteer plays all the puppets, sings, 
changes voice for all the characters, plays several 
instruments. 

4. Andhra Pradesh - Tolu Bommalatam 
has the largest shadow puppets in the family. 
Puppets are between 1.5-2.5 meters and one 
puppeteer plays one character at a time. The 
puppets have many articulations and so a lot of 
movement is possible. 

5. Orissa - Ravanchayya has black and white 
puppets only. These are small puppets and use 
tricks like small versions of the same character 
to show long distance and large version to show 
nearness. 
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All generational puppets except for the string 
puppets of Rajasthan tell stories from the 
Ramayana or Mahabharata, the epics of India or 
the Puranas. Most of these forms are attached 
to certain rituals or ceremonies and are hence 
closely linked to their geographical space. Thol 
Pava Koothu, of Kerala is performed only at the 
Bhadrakali temple in the Palghat district and only 
during the worship of the goddess Bhadrakali. 
The show lasts 21 nights, each subsequent part 
performed from sunset to sunrise. The show is 
an essential part of the ritual. Tolu Bomallatam 
of Andhra Pradesh is performed seasonally. It 
is believed that the performances bring much 
needed rain. Koyya Bommalattam, the string 
puppet form from Andhra Pradesh is used for 

exorcisms. The Ravan Chayya or shadow puppets 
of Orissa is supposed to cure droughts.  

The string, rod and glove puppet forms are 
closely related to human theatre. They are 
normally “miniature versions of the actors 
theatre but also have a deep religious function. 
Yakshagana Gombeyatta of Karnataka is a string 
puppet form where the puppets are dressed 
exactly like the Yakshagana thetare actors and 
use the same stories and texts. In the East the 
puppet forms were deeply influenced by the 
Vaishnav movement within Hinduism in the 17th 
century. The string, rod and glove puppets of 
Orissa thus tell the story of the blue god Krishna. 
The rod and the string puppets of Bengal are 
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deeply connected to the regional folk theatre 
form called “Jatra”. 

In Maharashtra, in the West the local deity 
“Ganesha” is very important in the string puppet 
form Kalsutri Bahuliye. 

The only exceptions are the marionettes of 
Rajasthan, known as ‘Katputlis’, who do not play 
any religious or ritual role. They have been dated 
to 4-500 years and they perform the folk story of 
the king Amar Singh Rathod. While the original 
narrative has been partially lost the shows now 
have slick trick puppets, funny characters, scenes 
of entertainment from the courts of the king and 

the occasional sword fight. These tiny puppets 
were carried all over the country by itinerant 
travelling puppeteers from the community of 
performers known as ‘Bhats’. The form has been 
so popular that the Hindi word for puppets is 
synonymous with this form “Katputli”. Now 
the Bhats no longer live the gypsy life. Delhi 
has the largest settlement of Bhats at the 
Shadipur Depot, which also includes acrobats, 
magicians, musicians apart from puppeteers. 
This settlement has already been demolished 
as one of the largest construction companies of 
India bought the land this community squatted 
on 40 years ago and turned it into a high-rise 
residential complex. While the fate of the colony 
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hangs on a thread, the form continues to enjoy 
considerable popularity. 

The most important aspect of traditional 
puppetry is its context, which is deeply rooted in 
the oral narratives, mainly the Ramayana, Puranic 
texts, regional folklore and the Mahabharata. 

These narratives determine the nature of the 
performances (dialogues, stylizations in speech, 
in music and songs) the design of the puppets 
(color, shape, size, material used), the aesthetic 
of the form and its link with the audience. 
Traditionally the audience was already familiar 
with the story and often the songs and dialogues 
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too. The role of the puppeteer was and still is 
more than that of a mere entertainer. He is the 
Shaman, healer, storyteller, holder of a collective 
history, drawing parallels between the local 
politics and the epics, linking philosophy and 
politics. His deep knowledge of the oral narrative 
helps him to negotiate the space between the 
audience and the characters bringing them 
together skillfully. It is him, the carrier of the 
narrative, and not the puppets, that are central to 
the performance. 

Often the Mahabharata and Ramayana are looked 
at as linear texts written by one author in a 
particular period. The texts have actually written 
over a few centuries and have several versions. 
The ‘monolithic’ view of these texts diminishes 
their depth and unimaginable richness. The 
Ramayana alone has 300 written versions! There 
are uncounted oral versions of each epic. Some 
oral versions exist only as the texts of puppet 
performances. These have never been written 
but only handed down verbally through puppet 
theatre.  

When the Government and policy makers view 
the traditional form as a monolithic block, the 
individual puppeteer or narrative nuances do 
not count. They are viewed as the narrator and 
the oral narrative, which are inextricably linked, 
instead of being divided into compartments 
like puppets, musical instruments, set and 
puppeteer. 

Clubbed with this is the notion of puppetry 
“as a dying art”, the policy makers go into 
‘preservation’ and ‘saving the art form’ mode. 
Hence puppets and musical instruments are 
acquired and kept in museums. But what happens 
to the narrative? These preserved puppets and 
instruments become mere artifacts; no longer 

part of a performance, they are reduced to mere 
relics. No thought is given to the narrative or 
the puppeteers, the narrators. It is no wonder 
that the traditional narratives are mostly lost. 
How can narratives be kept alive? Should not the 
attention be focused on ‘passing it on’ to the next 
generation rather than acquiring the objects 
used in performance? Isn’t the only possible way 
to ensure the continuity in the traditions through 
the training, involvement and promotion of the 
next generation of the form? This, for me, is 
the only way to keep them from shrinking and 
eventually disappearing?  

We have a lot to learn from the example of 
Dalangs in Indonesia who are seen not as 
puppeteers, or entertainers, or socio-political 
commentators but as all of these and more. 
They are seen as the orators and containers 
of the all important narrative, which in their 
hands is non-static and dynamic. This holistic 
view of puppeteers has ensured their wonderful 
continuity and popularity in Indonesia. But in 
Indonesia the performances have not been 
divorced from their context. 

 In India the traditional base has shifted. Old 
patrons have gone. In the last 60 years the local 
patrons of the arts namely local kings, chieftans, 
temples etc have diminished as powers that be. 
The government has replaced the traditional 
patron. The government’s understanding of 
the arts is based on geo political divisions, the 
nuances of the regional, traditional forms are 
neglected.  The entire medium gets viewed as 
a monolithic block The Govt. is the new patron 
in the form of the culture policy maker and 
implementer. But the hierarchy between the art 
forms for example between classical dance or 
music on the one side and puppet theatre on the 
other has been even more deeply entrenched by 
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the Government. The “folk” artists of India (which 
include puppeteers) who include about 90% of 
the population of artists in India have never been 
stakeholders in policy making. In cultural politics, 
it is the urban, educated artist in India who is able 
to negotiate a higher status for their art form, 
thus being able to access 80% of the budget for 
the arts. 

As the new patron, the Government’s stand on 
puppet theatre ranges between “lets save the 
dying art” to pushing puppetry into the giant 
nebulous mass they like to call the “folk arts” and 
fishing it out every now and then for carnivals 
or festivals of India abroad. Can the policy 
makers and new patrons take a stand on this art 

form without a census in the field and reliable 
information of the current status of the forms? 
The last census was in 1960! Will a new census 
change the view of “dying art” or at least provide 
crucial statistical and qualitative evidence that 
the art is indeed “dying”. We also need to know 
‘how and why’ it is dying if indeed it is.  

‘Is the art form dying?’ Journalists, academics, 
and the general public have either heard, said, 
read or written this so many times that they have 
started to believe that the answer must be: “Yes, 
puppetry is a dying art form”. But such a blanket 
statement always has a danger of generalizations, 
which lead to damaging reactions. The worst of 
this is that a lot of traditional puppeteers have 
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internalized this idea. They discourage their 
children from taking up the profession for this 
belief. To be an artist is not easy in any part of 
the world. Yes, it might be harder in India but 
the pessimism of “the dying art” theory has only 
gone a long way to make it harder for many to be 
puppeteers.  

Traditional puppetry in India is in a great flux 
in the situation of very fast socio-economic 
changes. The traditional contexts for 
performance have changed, e.g the Thol Pava 
Koothu of Kerala is performed only for the special 
Bhadrakali festival. The show is an integral part 
of the ritual where the puppeteers perform 
the Ramayana in chapters for 21 nights. In the 
past the shows were well attended but now the 
puppeteers perform to mostly empty audiences. 
The audience would rather stay home and watch 
TV. Yet ritual importance does not let the patrons 
stop the patronage. 

There is also the example of individuals within the 
traditional form who have risen to the challenge 
the times have posed and carved out a niche for 
themselves by using their exposure to the non-
traditional. One of these people is Puran Bhat 
who has used his exposure to contemporary 
puppetry practitioners like Dadi Pudumjee to 
innovate and reinvent Rajasthani Katpuli.

However such information has been gleaned 
from speaking to fellow puppeteers and the 
rare researchers and some field visits. In 2003 
the Swarna Jayanti Putul Yatra , the National 
Puppet Festival organized by the Sangeet Natak 
Akademi (an autonomous cultural body under the 
Ministry of Culture) on the occasion of their 50th 
anniversary, served as a de facto census. All 17 
living traditional forms were represented on one 
forum. But there is no real census or social audit 

of puppetry in India. 
 
The need of the hour for Government policy in 
India is to do a census of the ground reality of 
puppetry and procure concrete qualitative and 
quantitative data on number of practitioners in 
each form, the numbers of young puppeteers 
within the family, the current audience and non 
state patrons. 

Without such a survey labeling of puppetry as a 
‘dying art’ under the circumstances be dismissive 
at best and lazy at worst? It actually leaves no 
room for a closer look at puppet theatre as an art 
form with all its dynamism. 

I argue as long as puppeteers survive how can 
puppetry be dying?  

Anurupa Roy is a puppeteer, puppet theatre 
director and puppet designer. She is the Founder 
and Managing Trustee of The Katkatha Puppet Arts 
Trust, a puppet theatre group based in Delhi, India 
since 1998.
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OPPORTUNITIES6

A letter to all from fellow Puppeteer Maneesh Pachiaru

Dear Friends and Colleagues,

For me it was serendipity. But by sharing my 
experience with you I hope to encourage you to 
plan and take advantage of this wonderful training 
opportunity!

I feel so blessed that I got a chance to attend 
Icelands Master Puppeteer, Bernd Ogrodnik’s,  
masterclass session organised by UNIMA INDIA  
(now called UNIMA Puppeteers Trust - INDIA)  
during 17th Ishara International Puppet Theatre 
Festival in February 2019. 

Because I was a graduate of Unima - India’s First 
Foundation course in Puppetry, I was selected 
to participate in the first online “Foundation 
Course to Puppet Mastery with Bernd Ogrodnik” 
in October 2020. The course is primarily focused  
(detailed instructions, pre-recorded lessons) 
on wooden puppets especially “A Single Hand 
Controlled Simple Table-top Puppet”.  I explored  
skills in wood carving right from the very basics 
with  available tools and resources (local wood) 
available around me under the guidance of the 
Master Puppeteer. His motto was:  “We can start 
with even a simple utility knife”. This encouraging 
approach motivated me to make  my own wood 
carved “Buddy Puppet”. 

 After finishing the “Foundation Course to Puppet 
Mastery with Bernd Ogrodnik” , I joined his first 
full year academy course “Academy Of Wooden 
Figures” . This includes six modules from basic 
Hands Puppets; Rod Puppets; Hybrid mechanisms 
Basic and Advanced single hand controlled Table-
Top Puppets, Simple marionette to Advanced 
Uber-Marionette. Again it is primarily focused on 
puppet building skills in wood. 

The  course also includes basic manipulation, book 
reviews, weekly online meetings with the Master, 
and additional elements like Technical drawing, 
Treasure box (series of 12 videos about all possible 
tools, accessories, resources, etc.). 
The participants are from more than 80 countries. 
I was the first student from India to attend the 
first batch , and my desire for learning more and 
exploring my skills in Puppet theatre is ongoing.

Please find the link below for more details about 
Bernd Ogrodnik online courses currently available. 
I urge you to take advantage of this wonderful 
opportunity. 

https://worldsofpuppets.com/online-courses/

With Thanks and Warm regards
Maneesh Pachiaru

Maneesh Pachiaru a Puppeteer and Theatre 
Practitioner from Chandigarh and one of the 
founding members of the Satvik Art Society in 
Chandigarh estd. in 2013. He is currently a research 
scholar at Central University of Hyderabad.
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