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When Theatre Makes the Ritual Work

Imitation, Materialization and Reactualization in the Malayali 

 central Kerala (South India), ritual and theatre are intricately woven to form a  cluster 

using an array of musical, dramatic and performative components. With its overt 

to appease, please and worship her. The ethnographic data provided in this article high-

light how the Hindu logic of imitation allows the materialization of the goddess—and 

its culmination in possession—using theatrical and performative tools to create life, 

 
Kerala, South India.

(South India). It is a theatre in its shape, a sequential enactment of 

the myth of 1

1 The myth of 

personality and worship in the popular Malayali Hindu scene. It recounts 
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-

-

mediate  and 

pictorial service in Brahmin temples). The main character, goddess 

, who wears her 

multi-layered costume and heavy wooden headgear ( ), dis-

plays her make-up with colour patches, small dried lime spikes and 

fangs, metal anklets). To fully grasp the argument made in this paper, 

let me state straight away that, from the point of view of practitio-

ners and devotees, the senior 

throughout the performance. After the , a permanent recep-

a portion of her caitanyam (consciousness) and  (active power). 

 

the gods to the asuras with the purpose of defeating the asura

as a reward. This myth is known, heard, seen and read all over Kerala, at all 

status, each having their own recitations, narrations, songs and performances 

this story and pan-Indian textual corpuses such as the or 

the 

dimension (cf. Richman 2001; Sax 2002) and from an anthropological per-

-

pendent oral corpus, fundamentally Malayali in its form, topics and powers, 

as do most of my non-Sanskrit speaking informants, for whom the pan-Indian 
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the goddess present and achieve the target of worship. We could then 

apprehend it as a theatrical performance superimposed with a ritual 

-

grassroots realities as well as popular and personalised Hindu practices 

 

to the personal views and experiences of the people, with a major-

ity of men, who revolve around the goddess temples and play par-

ticular roles in the ritual offerings conducted for her: the s 
 

and  families who share the hereditary right to perform 

 in a range of goddess temples; the male temple authorities 

,  and ), who coordi-

nate and to some extent participate in the performances; and of course 
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the devotees, men and women, of all age groups, from intermediate 

castes, mostly educated, who attend and potentially sponsor the per-

in South India and the ritual performing arts connected to it.

About blurred categories

Within the landscape of the performing arts traditional to the southern-

most Indian state, a distinction is made at the terminological, concep-

forms that entertain. Terminologically, this distinction translates into 

s, i.e. ‘arts 

s are “centred on the presence 

the “degree to which overtly dramatic, theatrical, and performative 

s are valued 

for their aesthetics and entertaining character; no direct divine pres-

-

a matter of point of view, and on top of that a tricky task. In India, 

theatre is standardly dedicated to the gods. Most performing arts from 

the region contain some sort of reference to the divine and can to some 

performance (temple compound vs European type of stage) are also no 
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a deity;2

stage for a foreign audience neither contradicts nor annuls its ritual pur-

pose, au contraire
and  at the same time: the  ritual 

-

 

 

of prestige. For the s, s have clearly less 

-

-

 performances 

are still today commissioned as votive offerings in several temples, 

-

tendency to exaggerate the ritual dimension of the arts at the expense of 

other important aspects. Motivations range from a claim to  authenticity 

-

tion of an ancestral past rooted in primitive religiosity. There is also 

no shortage of exaggeration and distortion in the case of discourses 

, 

s and their audi-

2 Besides the ritual part of the program, temple festivals are also com-

 
given in and around the temple compound. These entertainments are usually 

-
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are outstanding and fundamental for its ritual function, are largely  

Venu (Venu 2002: 101) and Remesh (Remesh 2005: 83) wrote that 

3 
(Achyutha Menon 1943, I: 60). The validity of these assertions is not 

as an extended and theatralized form of worship presupposes that 

the theatrical and performative elements are secondary additions 

inherent to its very identity. 

s in which a divinity is materialized via dancing and singing 

of a possessed specialist, and the sequential, chronologically accurate, 

continuous4 and realistic enactment of the myth of  using 

-

the asura 5

3 A set of powder drawings, songs and  performed as part of 

the regular worship to the goddess.
4 The story is enacted with a linear progression, without any interruption 

in which sequences are performed separately on distinct days and are inter-

woven with other stories.  
5

of 
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in a chronological way making more or less extensive use of theatrical and perfor-

mative tools, such as linear or non-linear progression, scenography, acting, facial 

to the story of the goddess and achieve the devotional target in various ways. 

 
s (high level temple servants) of central Kerala, chronologically 

s). 

 (Ramkumar 1986; 

family, enacts the entire myth 

 
the sequences in time, intersecting them with other stories. For the most active 

 

-

 

Here, the goddess and her  soldiers are materialized through a set of styl-

level via the songs performed to highly ritualized dances, using heavy make-up, cos-

linked with a variety of gods (teyyams)—
the low caste 
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for personal devotion and institutional worship. As I will demonstrate, 

the theatrical reactualization of the myth and the cumulation of artistic 

understanding. The pivotal logic here is that imitation used in a con-

trolled and ritually framed fashion, and especially perfection in imita-

tion, creates life, i.e. materializes what it strives to imitate in a most real-

istic way. The more complete and faithful the imitation—here  imitation 

of the goddess in motion and of the mythical actions in their full vio-

lent and literally polluting magnitude—the  stronger the  vividness and 

-

tation of the deity and the enactment of her story using theatrical and 

Being or looking like?

-

-

realization of the goddess is the goddess.6 Here, as Freeman wrote for 

Teyyam, the imitation of the divinity “is not undertaken or experi-

discursive or doctrinal existence of the god”; on the contrary, mimesis 

has a real power of creation and transformation allowing the practi-

reality” (Freeman 2003: 177–178). Theatrical and performative tools 

6 This only involves the main character of the goddess and not the  other six. 
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s (such as Teyyam), there is an admitted equi valence, 

 

-

-

s. They argued that 

that of the -

dess temples), for the reason that the latter only

-

fore incomplete,7 , who 

8

is
that the share of caitanyam and -

representation via human and non-human receptacles. I was told 

another escape. The same risk is inherent in any representation of 

the goddess, such as the powder drawings ( ) done in her temples, 

the proportions of which are purposely altered to avoid inadvertently 

7

whom the 

8  incarnating the goddess is trained, 
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materializing the goddess with her tremendous powers in this setting. 

the information according to which the main would keep 

dirt under his headgear or under his shirt to alter the level of purity of 

. The per-

formers I interviewed, however, all denied this, calling it a very risky 

using theatrical means is the openly declared target.  

and listening to the 

plays an important part in this  spontaneous and super-human 
9 through which the senior 

-

 

possession. When the 

institutional possession. But regardless of the amount of artistically 

tinted human intervention involved in the process, we are still moving 

sponsor, and attend the performances, and which is thus unanimous-

opinion ignores the logic of the majority of s for whom 

acting is one of the key ingredients for making the goddess present. 

As already mentioned, the reality of the presence of the goddess, 

9
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skills to partake in it varies from one group of s to another. 

-

the 

through prayers and visualiza-

tion. From there he constructs 

on her costume, applying her 

make-up, carrying her head-

acting 

like her. For the s, 

sense means presentifying her 

resti tuting her physical appear-

-

 

elements are gathered, there is 

no need for any further demon-

 

-

 

-

Fig. 2: The goddess during her solo sequence 
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) as well as the following liminal phase during which the 

-

ruption—using the traditional headgear as the main vector of the dei-

and

the institutional oracle (Freeman 1991: 322). For the s, 

this framework alone serves as marker of the authenticity of posses-

sion and, therefore, of the reality of the presence of the deity. No need 

of any further proof, unlike with Teyyam performers or 

-

man and oracular powers as well  as extraordinary physical strength and 

s and devotees have it that a performer inter-

preting 
overwhelmed with an excessive dose of divine power. These stories 

alone serve for them as proof of the reality and strength of  possession 

.

How theatre helps to achieve the ritual target of the performance 

in  clearly underscore that the theatrical and performative 

tools partake a great deal in the construction of the ritual validity and 

of its theatrical components. This target is twofold: pleasing the god-

dess and nourishing the devotion of her devotees, the sum of which 

makes an ordered cosmic realm and peaceful living conditions for all. 

Let us start with the devotees. 
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of the four families sharing the traditional rights to its practice 

is the active participation of the audience composed of devotees. 

 

run and jump around the characters, shouting the traditional s 

her presence in their midst via the possessed . For some 

 incar-

-

when praying or when participating in her regular worship at temples.10 

to the spilling over of the performance aesthetics and characteristics into 

daily life and individual devotion. For the devotees, the theatrical staging 

 in the shape of a tangi-

and protection from her hands.

In addition, the performance gives devotees an ultimate  devotional 

, 

10

-

(posters, paintings, idols, etc.), a more particularized picture attached to a spe-

-

tine and stories peculiar to her, and a very personalised picture infused with 

private experiences and inclinations. The physical representation of the god-
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i.e. the “central act of Hindu worship […] [that consists in] stand[ing] 

(ibid.
-

 

or the 

-

it told or chanted, having its printed version at home and worshipping it, 

even just holding it, confers prosperity, material wealth, harmony, knowl-

edge, progeny, protection from sins, evil spirits, diseases and even death 

( Swami Mridananda 1979: 58–59). This power extends to the many usages 

For my informants, hearing or seeing a theatralization of the myth such 

performed for a deity. Attending one performance a year is equivalent 

to attending daily worship throughout the year. Many Malayalis, and 

 
native place. They say that if the devotee has only one day to spare for 

-

s explained 

that 

-
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-

and the deity. Nowadays, performances are predominantly given 

as  (votive offering).11

-

-

-

-

and deity get physically close to take their relationship to a more inti-

 

prove to her their interest and personal commitment to her life  mission 

(killing the asura

involvement with her and her actions.   

pictured as the mighty warrior displaying all her weapons, with dread-

11

the regular devotional activities. 
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Any physical representation of her under these traits is, therefore, 

in her temples is the , a powder drawing picturing 

12 

herself, the performance also feeds her with the exact dose of martial 

 

violence, created for the sole purpose of conducting warfare and kill-

is then to display that exact same violence in front of her eyes, in order 

to give her the feeling of accomplishing this task and displaying her 

of 

The theatrical creation of violence 

The myth of 

12 There is no contradiction in saying that the goddess attends  performances 

-

former. She is considered as multiplex, simultaneously omnipresent/encompass-

she is said to simultaneously possess the -

open throughout the performance. 
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to the cult of the goddess in this region.13 -
14 and is thus part of the group of mythi-

cal stories (such as the 

of dharmic violence” (Biardeau 1976: 152) to restore cosmic order. 

-

sion via a mimetic representation of the acts of mutilating and killing, 

-

tive dialogues and a musical accompaniment that simultaneously pro-

-

tality of their interactions. 

 and 
15 

associated with the striking of the 16 produce a nearly con-

tinuous, saturated and acoustically aggressive sonic mass. The percus-
17 and up to two 18 

-

ing to performers, this instrumental accompaniment not only translates 

13 Kerala is a state the history of which is replete with military ideol-

the caste. These traditional specialists of warfare and martial activities 

grandly shape the Hindu practices in upper caste temples today. 
14

the Vedic understanding, in which the rite culminates in the destruction of 

an offering or victim. Here, “the foundation of worship is [...] the puja, which 

15 A large high pitch cylindrical drum played vertically with two long 

thin sticks. 
16

17

18
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realistic way. In the Malayali context, instruments that create sonic vio-

lence such as the and  are categorized as  
19  

asura
They are 

 
-

asuras. There, the goddess, the general of 

  defy and challenge each other, 

-

tion. The evocation of torture that supplements the construction of 

the asura

opponent shaking her sword, then runs towards him whirling her 

of an evil attendant. She acts as if juggling with severed heads, spin-

 -

19 They are opposed to the 

the sonic properties of the instruments” and “the uses depending on the con-
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-

up and facial accessories, such as the metal fangs protruding at the cor-

 

© Kunjan Marar Mudiyettu Kalakendra 

For the 

simultaneously illustrating and creating the level of violence pertain-

ing to the highly ferocious portion of the reactualized myth, has a trans-

-

yuddham
the performance and the space on which it unfolds respectively turn 

into the actual yud dham and 

vadham 

yuddham in a way as 

to merge the actual massacre of the asura with its theatrical imita-

-
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arrangements and ritualistic precautions and countermeasures that are 

 today clearly indicate that acted and mimed 

-

ate dangerous powers, engender impurity and attract evil spirits as real 

 

 

, the period stretching 

from 9 pm to 3 am which is devoted to her. Informants told me that 

the night, especially the period around midnight, is the period when 

individuals. Everything done at that time goes most directly to her and 

is set under her protection. Since the performance generates a high 

concentration of violence and impurity that appeal to a wide range 

 to quench 

-

roundings after the performance. To end with, the temple is temporarily 

s come to eat it”, 

-

ited reduce this restriction to a few hours during which the compound 

 

the violence and pollution deriving from performances is the distance 
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-

ing of the temple and the other deities in order to protect them from 

as evidence of the materializing power of its theatrical components. 

Now, why is the ritual reality of the artistic construction of violence 

-

 

different 20 depending on which epi-

 of an incarnate form 

nurtures the liturgy and in some respects plays a role in the selection 

of rites, offerings and ritual performing arts conducted in each tem-

raudra
-

tion of focused martial power crystallising her condition when search-

asura 
 

for that. First, it re-enacts the exact portions of the myth in which she 

craves  in that particular condition: war, killing enemies and the rec-

ognition of her martial feats. Second, it re-enacts the corresponding 

-

mental characteristics and interests in the raudra . The perfor-

mative and theatrical components construct a coherent and powerful 

-

the senior —

20
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is a 

her dangerous powers and putting them at the service of human needs. 

Third, it displays and generates the exact same level of violence that 

Informants kept telling me that this type of goddess particularly enjoys 

-

-

-

ence this act is considered as the most effective way of pleasing her, 

appeasing her inherent anger and ensuring her protection. Fourth and 

 helps achieving the target of worship for a raudra 

-

-

who sit in the hidden to witness her deeds. 

Conclusion: about liminality and gaps 

the two spheres, work synergistically to make the goddess present and 

and fusing of their characteristics pervade the whole of the perfor-

the realms of theatre and ritual using our neat western concepts and 

framed conceptualizations for analyzing performative and artis-

tic events in this type of setting. These gaps correspond to moments 
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during which one part of the paradigm, i.e. theatre, appears to take over 

the other, ritual, as for instance during the liminal scene that follows 

 is force-

fully controlled and his sword taken off his hands. This act is meant 

-

of killing transform into a real killing.21 The 

seated on a stool to rest. The knots of his upper garment are untied 

-

en tender coconut juice to drink. Right then, he is nothing more than 

an exhausted human wearing a now dirty costume and damaged 

make up.22 And yet this is the moment when some devotees come to stand 

sanctum are opened for : gathered close together, some of 

-

nary corridor starting from the —as if the power still ema-

nating from him made it too dangerous to stand directly in front of 

from a frontal position (Daniel 1984). The headgear is off the head, 

the theatralization has come to a halt. The main markers and vectors 

-

ously no more the goddess. Nevertheless, this is the moment when 

21 I came across sixteen temples or sites near temples in which infor-

mants claimed to have witnessed or heard of such a real act of killing happen-

22 -

ken away due to heavy sweating and the swaying of the headgear. 
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the devotees, who were joyfully jumping around the character they 

-

with the asuranj -

ness, slow movements and passive interactions even though the uttered 

this sequence, in which the men and their weakness show far more than 

the mythical characters and gods they impersonate, that the devotees 

 is a prerequi-

site for the powerfulness of this sequence. I have not heard a devotee 

So even when the ritual is technically speaking no more active, 

when the performer no longer makes any effort to make devo-

-

the theatrical and performative elements no longer achieve the mate-

rites to prepare the ritual setting for the performance and counteract 

the ritual creation of violence and pollution once it is over. The pivotal 
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-

with her people in particular contexts, such as  on the  other.23 

And it is the goddess who takes over this act. This is how things are 

is there no matter how much and how qualitative a human intervention 

is added to display this intervention of hers.   
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