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Foreword

This publication relating to a significant folk tradition exclusively of
male-dancers, performed in Bhagavati shrines or temples of Malabar
as part of Spring-festival is an in-depth study of its multi dimensions
of dance, music, literature and systematic rituals. This festival, mainly
known as Poorakkali is the dedication of youth to cupid for the revival
of Kama and it explores the Hindu mythology. The performance
ends with a Maruthukali, a discourse between two scholars or
Panikkars.It incorporates classical Sanskrit texts in the process of
debates and disseminates Puranic mythology as well as other
knowledge to the agrarian classes.

Prof K.K.N.Kurup, has done an analytical study of related
manuscripts and oral traditions very meticulously in order to
document the major cultural aspects of Malabar society where
Dravidian and Aryan cultures had intermingled together with living
patterns through social relations of different castes and communities.
Many of the songs used for different steps of musical dance-
performances are documented in this work from different shrines
and performers. The tradition of Poorakkali followed by Maruthukali
had encouraged the learning of Sanskrit in this region and Sanskrit
became a living language once again. Thus Sanskrit language got
enriched through many creative compositions by the scholars and
was popularized through their use during the discourses of
Maruthukali,

Prof. Kurup has written an exhaustive introduction in English,
Sanskrit and Malayalam. Many compositions in Malayalam and
Sanskrit used by the performers in their dance in different shrines
are collected and amalgamated in this text, though many of them
are yet to be explored. The Sanskrit compositions mostly based on
the Natyasastra bear testimony to the impact of classical tradition on
the regional and folk performances. Many of the slokas in this work
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are good example of this cultural symbiosis. The illustrations of
different poses of classical dance presented here by the artist highlight
the impact of Sanskrit Saiva - Shakthi cult in the performance.

We hope this publication would inspire further research and
studies on the regional culture and would bring it into the mainstream
of Indian culture. We would like to appreciate the volume of academic
work put into this publication by scholars and researchers to bring
the rich cultural tradition of a region in the south of India to the
forefront. As a historian, Prof Kurup has shouldered this great cultural
responsibility and has done a commendable job which is highly
appreciated.

V. Venkataramana Reddy
Director
National Mission for Manuscripts

smbasu@gmail.com



Preface

Kolathnad, the traditional territorial division of medieval Kerala
comprising of the present district of Kannur and Kasaragod has an
extensive and all embracing heritage built in through centuries. It
was once occupied by the chieftains of Tamil Sangham age and the
abode of Ezhimala and Pazhi (Pazhayangadi) came under their au-
thority. The later Cheras of Mahodayapuram extended their royal
patronage to this region as proved through epigraphical evidences.
The Kingdom of Kolathnad as described in the 12" century Sanskrit
poetic text Mooshaka Vamsa could be ascribed as one of the ancient
kingdoms of India with a continuity over 1000 years to the modern
period. This region came under the direct control of the English
East India Company after its relinquishment by Tipu Sultan in 1792.
With all political interventions and intrusions this region could main-
tain a cultural entity of its own without endangering its peculiar char-
acteristic features.

The legend of Parasurama is strong in this region with his
establishment of 32 Brahmanical settlements in the southern region
of river Chandragiri. However only two of such settlements of
Payyannur and Perinchellur (Taliparamba) have a historical
continuity to the present. It can be cited as a cause for the extensive
continuity of several traditional institutions of shrines or Kazhakams
with their cultural pattern and caste divisions.

The cult of Teyyam and hero worship once dominant in the folk
religion of different caste groups still enjoy a predominant place in
the social organization and the cultural domain. The performance
of Poorakkali which is also continued as a major flow of cultural trends
in several shrines and Kazhakams makes it a separate heritage zone
of male dance being part of the celebration of a spring festival



viii Poorakkli and Maruthukali

dedicated to Kamanombu. The performance has a large variety of
local poetic compositions related to Hindu mythology in Malayalam
and Sanskrit languages. The different forms of dance and music with
variations of folk traditions make the performance one of the rich
classical heritages of Indian dances. It is well correographed,
combining rich rhythms of foot work starting from Natana and ending
in the Tandava form.

Here an attempt is made to trace these myths and legends based
on the manuscripts and other available texts particularly supposed to
be of the 19™ century. Even in the early part of the 20" century many
scholars have enriched its traditions by their Sanskrit and Malayalam
compositions. Their creativity has popularised this art and its dance
forms with great aesthetic imagination. These texts have incorporated
both classical and folk traditions. Some of such texts have been
transmitted as oral tradition through the performing artistes or
Panikkars. The scholars from those artistes also composed their texts
for performance. As such its texts continue in different parts of the
region with variations. Therefore the identity of the authors of those
compositions is not traceable for detailed analytical study.

The Poorakali literature and its multi features including
Maruthukali (Competitive Performance) has been studied by several
scholars. However a comprehensive text based on the available
manuscripts and their elaborate notes by the artistes had not been so
far prepared in an Indian contextincluding Sanskrit. As usual in south
India the Sanskrit verses are written in local scripts and the available
commentaries are given in Malayalam prose order. Here these Sanskrit
verses are transliterated in to Devanagari script with an abridged
meaning in English. These slokas are added along with Malayalam
Introduction as appended to the study. This is the first attempt to
introduce the text and the study of Poorakkali before the scholars of
Sanskrit language and Literature.

The editor and the researcher has faced much difficulties in
translating the content and practice of several rituals related to the
performance. Many of the cultural images of the dance and the
detailed foot work add further difficulties in introducing the
manuscripts and the notes before an audience unfamiliar with this
cultform and its rituals. However detailed glossary of the cult practices
are given in the appendix to help the scholars from other regions.
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Sometimes even the glossary will not help to conceptualise the
local practices in a folk cult. Any how this is the first effort to translate
the cultural forms of a living heritage with deep roots in a social system
patronised by common folk and elite classes. The theatrical
performance of Maruthukali with its literary and artistic character
enriched the popular belief systems created and supported by Hindu
mythology. It also highlights the classical nature of popular theatre
which contradicts the social and hegemonial role of Sanskrit theatre
of elites like Kooth, Koodiyattam and Kathakali.

The earliest writing on this topic can be traced back to 1933 to an
article written by Moorkoth Kumaran. It was followed by N. Koyithatta
in 1946. In 1947 M.D. Raghavan added an article on Poorakali in his
Folk Plays and Dances of Kerala (Madras). In 1949 Kambil Anandan
also published a booklet on Tiyya community and their Kazhakams.
Later in 1970 C.M.S. Chandera brought out a study on Poorakali. In
1973 K. K.N. Kurup had brought out a monograph on The Cult of
Teyyam and Hero Worship in Kerala (Kolkatta) making an indepth study
on Dravidian shrines and Kazhakams where Poorakkali was also
performed. He was more concerned with the Cult of Teyyam in that
work. The scholars from this region like Chirakkal T. Balakrishnan
Nair, M.V. Vishnu Namboothiri, K.K. Karunakaran, E.V. Sreedharan,
Kuttamath A. Sreedharan, O.K. Munshi, M.S. Nair, A.N. Kodakkad,
A.K.P and Vengara K.K. Panikkar have also made some studies of this
cult. Vishnu Namboothiri has collected some of the oral traditions
and songs in his publications. Some of the teachers and Panikkars of
Poorakkali have written articles in souvenirs of special occasions of
shrines and Kazhakams in Malayalam for local posterity.

One of the major limitations of these studies and articles was that
they could not make a survey of the Sanskrit and Malayalam
manuscripts. Even by the early part of the 20" century many texts
had been lost irrecoverably. But the contents were transmitted orally
from one generation to the other among the traditional performers.
This is the first time an organised effort is made by the Manuscript
Mission through the Malabar Institute to prepare a monograph based
on the subject. As such this study is not based on a single manuscript
text but on several such texts and their notes transmitted since the
19" century.

I'would like to acknoledge my sincere thanks to research associates
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of this programme Dr. M.S. Nair and Mr. Vijayakumar Trikkaripur. I
am deeply indebted to Prof. E. Sreedharan, S.S. University, Kaladi
(Payyannur Centre) for writing the Sanskrit Portion of this work and
making this study to a new dimension of classical Sanskrit I am also
thankful to Dr. S.M. Basu, Publication Officer, NMM, New Delhi.

Prof. (Dr.) K.K.N. Kurup
Editor and Hon. Director

Malabar Institute for Research ad Development
Vatakara
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