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Traditional Theatre 
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Introduction 

• Living traditions occupy a prominent place in the Indian social system. 
Any living tradition has a natural flow. 

• The traditional art forms reflect the ideals of the society, its 
determination to survive, its ethos, emotions and fellow-feelings.

• Drama in itself is a complete form of arts. It includes in its framework 
acting, dialogue, poetry, music, etc.
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DIFFERENT FORMS OF TRADITIONAL THEATRE

• Bhand Pather : theatre form of Kashmir, is a unique combination of 
dance, music and acting. Satire, wit and parody are preferred for 
inducing laughter. Actors of Bhand Pather are mainly from the farming 
community.

• Swang : Originally it was mainly music-based. Gradually, prose too, 
played its role in the dialogues. The two important styles of Swang are 
from Rohtak and Haathras. In the style belonging to Rohtak, the 
language used is Haryanvi (Bangru) and in Haathras, it is Brajbhasha.
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• Nautanki is usually associated with Uttar Pradesh. The most popular 
centres of this traditional theatre form are Kanpur, Lucknow and 
Haathras. There was a time when only men acted in Nautanki but 
nowadays, women have also started taking part in the performances. 

• Raasleela is based exclusively on Lord Krishna legends. In this theatre 
form the dialogues in prose combined beautifully with songs and 
scenes from Krishna's pranks.

• Bhavai is the traditional theatre form of Gujarat. The centres of this 
form are Kutch and Kathiawar. In Bhavai, there is a rare synthesis of 
devotional and romantic sentiments.
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• Jatra : Jatra (to go in procession) is a form of folk theatre popular in 
Bengal, where it originated, and in the eastern states of Orissa and 
Bihar as well as in Bangladesh. It is a living and vivid form of music 
theatre based on themes - Hindu mythology, popular legends, and even 
current events. Krishna Jatra became popular due to Chaitanya.

• Maach : theatre form of Madhya Pradesh. Term Maach is used for the 
stage itself as also for the play. In this theatre form songs are given 
prominence in between the dialogues. 

• Bhaona is a presentation of the Ankia Naat of Assam. In Bhaona
cultural glimpses of Assam, Bengal Orissa, Mathura and Brindavan can 
be seen. 



Prepared by : Sajal Vatsa

• Tamaasha : folk theatre form of Maharashtra. Unlike other theatre 
forms, in Tamaasha the female actress is the chief exponent of dance 
movements in the play. 

• Dashavatar: theatre form of the Konkan and Goa regions. The 
performers personify the ten incarnations of Lord Vishnu. Apart from 
stylized make-up, the Dashavatar performers wear masks of wood and 
papier mache.

• Krishnattam : folk theatre of Kerala. Krishnattam is a cycle of eight 
plays performed for eight consecutive days - based on the theme of 
Lord Krishna - his birth, childhood pranks etc.
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• Mudiyettu : folk theatre form of Kerala. It is usually performed only in 
the Kali temples of Kerala. It depicts the triumph of goddess Bhadrakali
over asura Darika. 

• Koodiyaattam : it is one of the oldest traditional theatre forms of Kerala. 
It is based on Sanskrit theatre traditions. 

• Yakshagaana : theatre form of Karnataka, is based on mythological 
stories and Puranas. The most popular episodes are from Mahabharata.

• Therukoothu, the most popular form of folk drama of Tamil Nadu, 
literally means "street play". At the core of Therukoothu there is a cycle 
of eight plays based on the life of Draupadi. 



Prepared by : Sajal Vatsa



Prepared by : Sajal Vatsa

Puppet Forms of India
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Introduction 
• A puppet is one of the most remarkable inventions of the man. Ancient 

philosophers have linked God to a puppeteer and the entire universe to a puppet 
stage.

• Srimad Bhagavata say that with three strings-Satta, Raja and Tama, the God 
manipulates each object in the universe.

• Puppet is derived from the latin word ‘Pupa’ meaning a doll. India is said to be the 
home of puppets, but it is yet to awaken to its unlimited possibilities. 

• The earliest reference to the art of puppetry is found in Tamil classic 
‘Silappadikaaram’ written around 1st - 2nd century B.C.

• Natyashastra does not refer to the art of puppetry but the producer-cum-director 
of the human theatre has been termed as ‘Sutradhar’ meaning the holder of 
strings.
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• The word might have found its place in theatre-terminology long 
before Natyashastra was written but it must come from marionette 
theatre. 

• Puppetry, therefore, must have originated in India more than 500 years 
before Christ.

• In modern times, educationists all over the world have realised the 
potential of puppetry as a medium for communication

• Almost all types of puppets are found in India.
1. String Puppets

2. Shadow Puppets

3. Rod Puppets

4. Glove Puppets
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1. String Puppets
Marionettes having jointed limbs controlled 

by strings allow far greater flexibility and are, 
therefore, the most articulate of the puppets.

• Kathputli, Rajasthan : The string puppets of 
Rajasthan are known as Kathputli. Carved 
from a single piece of wood, these puppets 
are like large dolls that are colourfully 
dressed. 

• These puppets wear long trailing skirts and 
do not have legs. Puppeteers manipulate 
them with strings which are normally tied to 
their fingers and not to a prop or a support.
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• Kundhei, Orissa : The string puppets of Orissa are known as Kundhei. 
Made of light wood, the Orissa puppets have no legs but wear long 
flowing skirts. They have more joints and are, therefore, more 
versatile, articulate and easy to manipulate. 

• Gombeyatta, Karnataka : The string puppets of Karnataka are called 
Gombeyatta. They are styled and designed like the characters of 
Yakshagana, the traditional theatre form of the region.

• Bommalattam, Tamil Nadu : Puppets from Tamil Nadu, known as 
Bommalattam combine techniques of both rod and string puppets. 
They are made of wood and the strings for manipulation are tied to 
an iron ring which the puppeteer wears like a crown on his head.
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2. Shadow Puppets
• India has the richest variety of shadow 

puppets. Shadow puppets are flat 
figures. They are cut out of leather, 
which has been treated to make it 
translucent. 

• Shadow puppets are pressed against 
the screen with a strong source of light 
behind it. The manipulation between 
the light and the screen make colourful 
shadows for the viewers who sit in front 
of the screen. 
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• Togalu Gombeyatta, Karnataka : These shadow puppets are mostly 
small in size. The puppets however differ in size according to their 
social status, for instance, large size for kings and religious characters 
and smaller size for common people or servants.

• Tholu Bommalata, Andhra Pradesh : The puppets are large in size 
and have jointed waist, shoulders, elbows and knees. They are 
coloured on both sides. Hence, these puppets throw coloured 
shadows on the screen. Theme of the puppet - Ramayana, 
Mahabharata and Puranas.

• Ravanachhaya, Orissa : The puppets are in one piece and have no 
joints. They are not coloured, hence throw opaque shadows on the 
screen. Puppets are made of deer skin and are conceived in bold 
dramatic poses. 
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3. Glove Puppets
Glove puppets, are also known as sleeve, hand or palm puppets. The 
head is made of either papier mache, cloth or wood, with two hands 

emerging from just below the neck. The rest of the figure consists of a 
long flowing skirt. The tradition of glove puppets in India is popular in 

Uttar Pradesh, Orissa, West Bengal and Kerala.

• Pavakoothu, Kerala : It came into existence due to the influence of 
Kathakali. The manipulator puts his hand into the bag and moves the 
hands and head of the puppet. The theme for Glove puppet -
Ramayana or Mahabharata.
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4. Rod puppets
Rod puppets are an extension of glove-puppets, but often much larger and 

supported and manipulated by rods from below. This form of puppetry 
now is found mostly in West Bengal and Orissa.

• Putul Nautch, West Bengal : They are carved from wood and follow the 
various artistic styles of a particular region. In Nadia district of West 
Bengal, rod-puppets used to be of human size like the Bunraku puppets 
of Japan. This form is now almost extinct.

• Yampuri, Bihar : These puppets are made of wood. Unlike the traditional 
Rod puppets of West Bengal and Orissa, these puppets are in one piece 
and have no joints. As these puppets have no joints, the manipulation is 
different from other Rod puppets and requires greater dexterity.
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