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A variety of innovations in puppetry in different parts of the world
have resulted in professional puppet theatre groups performing
on international forums. Puppets can be broadly classified into
four categories based on the mode of manipulation. These are
marionettes, shadow puppets, rod puppets and glove puppets.
Finger and fist puppets, humanettes and water puppets are also
some of the popular forms of puppetry today.

In modern times, educationists all over the world have realised
the potential of puppetry as a medium for communication. Many
institutions and individuals in India are involving students and
teachers in the use of puppetry for communicating educational
concepts.

Puppetry has been successfully used to motivate emotionally
and physically handicapped students to develop their mental and
physical faculties. Awareness programmes about the conservation
of the natural and cultural environment have also proved to be
useful. These programmes aim at sensitising the students to the
beauty in word, sound, form, colour and movement. The aesthetic
satisfaction derived from making of puppets and communicating
through them helps in the all round development of the personality
of the child.

Stories adapted from Puranic literature, local myths and legends
usually form the content of traditional puppet theatre in India
which, in turn, imbibes elements of all creative expressions like
painting, sculpture, music, dance, drama, etc. The presentation of
puppet programmes involves the creative efforts of many people
working together.

Almost all types of puppets are found in India. Puppetry throughout
the ages has held an important place in traditional entertainment.
Like traditional theatre, themes for puppet theatre are mostly
based on epics and legends. Puppets from different parts of the
country have their own identity. Regional styles of painting and
sculpture are reflected in them.

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. These puppets are like limp dolls,
but in the hands of an able puppeteer, are capable of producing a
wide range of movements. The manipulation technique is simple,
the movements are controlled by the human hand, the first finger
inserted in the head and the middle finger and the thumb are the
two arms of the puppet. With the help of these three fingers, the
glove puppet comes alive.

The tradition of glove puppets in India is popular in Uttar Pradesh,
Odisha, West Bengal and Kerala. In Uttar Pradesh, glove puppet
plays usually present social themes, whereas in Odisha such
plays are based on stories of Radha and Krishna. In Odisha, the
puppeteer plays on the dholak with one hand and manipulates the
puppet with the other. The delivery of the dialogues, the movement
of the puppet and the beat of the dholak are well synchronised
and create a dramatic atmosphere.



et § URURER qaell ekl i ATkl Fel Sl ¢ ST WA
18 TATEET H ST oh UfE YT I e kel o qacii-eeh
R T 9Tt TS S HROT g3T| TEThHhell § qaeil shi ofeg Th—3l
HIE % o Bl B HESH A1 Sl 1 ARG § o H Tk HIS HUS
Y Sig W 81 ff ©h B 9 Ot & &9 § faT S €1 gl & el
o TR | U, IR I h THe o HRUG w1 IUAN TR
ST B 1 IRETersh SH St W 39 €1 STeteh] Yaell o Hedsh SN g
STl H1 HETeH R €1 3@ UK oh gWA Hel, WM, seneed
- qU @ T ST FmA S €1 e o A Yoed-AIesh THE0
A WEIHRA i sl W Aeid e B

gET gaett

R | U Yaferdl i WO ofedd grEH dl @ € W € gy ot
3 SIS g 3T A UFT §N HAle % Tdd aialad Y& hid
g1 IS8 RO 3 qaferal Hh ol gt 81 TS, ifen, wesn
3R affferrg T8 9id € ST I8 YAl well Joedfad g2l

TSR *h1 TR qaferdl sl H3qaell shed €1 S o Th The 9
T X IR T A qaferan TR weed o St Ifedt o wuE orrdt
21 STHT AT AR Yope HeA el ToryH Sieft et 7 S e
T yEfed €1 ST AEhE aid Wit hoydell Jod i G il
21 31 o MR @, Asfadl SE aei-a<t @, wAr S o $ik
T2-ag T3 ofs Fw fafime oo &) 5o @ & A qaferal o
Yool TR Tl € SR 39k W | Sig 7 el qaet Sereish Tt
Suferl | &9 q AW qrE o Y ST Heer S 2

SfEem HT Y Yot 1 Fes Hed &1 J Toh! Hel ¥ S Bt
g @R 39 W T B aU A YSeel oeW Ued Bl 81 T gater
o o Sig B 21 TE RO TRl WeH WA @1 Yol "
WYRUM: T ohel o fashid H ol Uehe T@dl € o W Hemer
FH o fau omt &Y T € WERETd S Aed % fanet o wifa
RS i AL BN 21 & I g oA W & Fiia foran St @ 8
Fweft-meft aifedt T & diftg w1 Tew g9E @ 2

Tl K1 U YAl H NI Fed 1 ML F T FHeicsh
& AHTE T ¥ T T HNU YE IHY HTH Gl Al
T A 1 AR v Ehe B € ol R, 9w,
e o u g A ¥ e W e W 9 g e §
o ¥ el €1 X A Gt o Uk |1 Geer §N el k1§59
Sifea feraneti o1 yael off fofan St @1 TsEieer § Feme o g
wefela fohan Stran @1 |y | a9 aren i Aehid eF % w-gne
ek Fiftd den e i 1 g qufed &9 g

T AN UM Yol 1 doh-iih diHeIg i ‘SR’ Aol § T
iy foerdt 81 A oiehgl @ o Bl € SR WEeH S o UM T ol
@& 1 9 &Y wd € 59 for qaell S g ®i wWe o R W
o T T ©

9 qaferal 1 edfeal ot el § g T € fSae deen ol
Y BT B FHeiZeT Yaelt SR ¥ o) SR Wi Bidt © SR wnda
RERE qaferdl § el gerse et ?

In Kerala, the traditional glove puppet play is called Pavakathakali.
It came into existence during the 18th century due to the influence
of Kathakali, the famous classical dance drama of Kerala, on
puppet performances. In Pavakathakali, the height of a puppet
varies from one foot to two feet. The head and the arms are carved
of wood and joined together with thick cloth, cut and stitched into
a small bag. The face of the puppets are decorated with paints,
small and thin pieces of gilded tin, the feathers of the peacock, etc.
The manipulator puts his hand into the bag and moves the hands
and head of the puppet. The musical instruments used during the
performance are Chenda, Chengila, llathalam and Shankha. The
theme for Glove puppet plays in Kerala is based on the episodes
from either the Ramayana or Mahabharata.

String Puppets

India has a rich and ancient tradition of string puppets or
marionettes. Marionettes having jointed limbs controlled by strings
allow far greater flexibility and are, therefore, the most articulate
of the puppets. Rajasthan, Odisha, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu are
some of the regions where this form of puppetry has flourished.

The traditional marionettes of Rajasthan are known as Kathputli.
Carved from a single piece of wood, these puppets are like large
dolls that are colourfully dressed. Their costumes and headgears
are designed in the medieval Rajasthani style of dress, which is
prevalent even today. The Kathputli is accompanied by a highly
dramatised version of the regional music. Oval faces, large eyes,
arched eyebrows and large lips are some of the distinct facial
features of these string puppets. These puppets wear long trailing
skirts and do not have legs. Puppeteers manipulate them with two
to five strings which are normally tied to their fingers and not to a
prop or a support.

The string puppets of Odisha are known as Kundhei. Made of light
wood, the Odisha puppets have no legs but wear long flowing
skirts. They have more joints and are, therefore, more versatile,
articulate and easy to manipulate. The puppeteers often hold a
wooden prop, triangular in shape, to which strings are attached
for manipulation. The costumes of Kundhei resemble those worn
by actors of the Jatra traditional theatre. The music is drawn from
the popular tunes of the region and is sometimes influenced by
the music of Odissi dance.

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. The Gombeyatta puppet
figures are highly stylized and have joints at the legs, shoulders,
elbows, hips and knees. These puppets are manipulated by five
to seven strings tied to a prop. Some of the more complicated
movements of the puppet are manipulated by two to three
puppeteers at a time. Episodes enacted in Gombeyatta are usually
based on Prasangas of the Yakshagana plays. The music that
accompanies is dramatic and beautifully blends folk and classical
elements.

Puppets from Tamil Nadu, known as Bommalattam combine the
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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Afew puppets have jointed arms and hands, which are manipulated
by rods. The Bommalattam puppets are the largest, heaviest and
the most articulate of all traditional Indian marionettes. A puppet
may be as big as 4.5 feet in height weighing about ten kilograms.
Bommalattam theatre has elaborate preliminaries which are
divided into four parts—Vinayak Puja, Komali, Amanattam and
Pusenkanattam.

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 Odisha.
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. The Bengal rod-puppets which survive are about 3 to 4 feet
in height and are costumed like the actors of Jatra, a traditional
theatre form prevalent in the State. These puppets have mostly
three joints. The heads, supported by the main rod, is joined at the
neck and both hands attached to rods are joined at the shoulders.
The technique of manipulation is interesting and highly theatrical.
A bamboo-made hub is tied firmly to the waist of the puppeteer
on which the rod holding the puppet is placed. The puppeteers
each holding one puppet, stand behind a head-high curtain and
while manipulating the rods also move and dance imparting
corresponding movements to the puppets. While the puppeteers
themselves sing and deliver the stylized prose dialogues, a group
of musicians, usually three to four in number, sitting at the side of
the stage provide the accompanying music with a drum, harmonium
and cymbals. The music and verbal text have close similarity with
the Jatra theatre.

The Odisha Rod puppets are much smaller in size, usually about
twelve to eighteen inches. They also have mostly three joints, but
the hands are tied to strings instead of rods. Thus elements of
rod and string puppets are combined in this form of puppetry. The
technique of manipulation is somewhat different. The Odisha rod-
puppeteers squat on the ground behind a screen and manipulate.
Again it is more operatic in its verbal contents since impromptu
prose dialogues are infrequently used. Most of the dialogues are
sung. The music blends folk tunes with classical Odissi tunes. The
music begins with a short piece of ritual orchestral preliminary
called Stuti and is followed by the play.

The puppets of Odisha are smaller than those from Bengal or
Andhra Pradesh. Rod puppet shows of Odisha are more operatic
and prose dialogues are seldom used.

Shadow Puppets

India has a richest variety and types and styles 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 silhouettes or colourful shadows, as the case may be, for
the viewers who sit in front of the screen. This tradition of shadow
puppets survives in Odisha, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka,
Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu.
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The animal hide for the puppet is carefully selected and then
treated to make it translucent; the process varies with each region.
A sketch of the figure is made on the leather and cut out carefully.
Perforations are made to show ornaments and other details which
are finely crafted. Puppet making is a highly sophisticated art.

The shadow puppet theatre of Odisha and Kerala draws heavily
upon themes from the Ramayana while those of Andhra Pradesh
and Karnataka adapt episodes from the Mahabharata and local
legends.

The shadow theatre of Karnataka is known as Togalu Gombeyatta.
These 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 Bommalatta, Andhra Pradesh’s shadow theatre has the
richest and strongest tradition. The puppets are large in size and
have jointed waist, shoulder, elbows and knees. They are coloured
on both sides. Hence, these puppets throw coloured shadows on
the screen. The music is dominantly influenced by the classical
music of the region and the theme of the puppet plays are drawn
from the Ramayana, Mahabharata and Puranas.

The most theatrically exciting is the Ravanachhaya of Odisha.
The puppets are in one piece and have no joints. They are not
coloured, hence throw opaque shadows on the screen. The
manipulation requires great dexterity, since there are no joints.
The puppets are made of deer skin and are conceived in bold
dramatic poses. Apart from human and animal characters, many
props such as trees, mountains, chariots, etc. are also used.
Although, Ravanachhaya puppets are smaller in size—the largest
are not more than two feet and have no jointed limbs, they create
very sensitive and lyrical shadows.

The music is simple, but the literary text including the vocal
accompaniment is very much influenced by the Odissi music. The
theme of the puppet play is exclusively drawn from the Rama
legend.

The traditional shadow puppet play of Kerala is called
Tholpavakoothu. The theme of Tholpavakoothu is always the story
of Ramayana. It is performed in a specially built playhouse called
Koothumadam in the temple premises. The puppets of various
characters are made of deer skin. The figures are drawn on skin,
cut out and embellished with dots, lines, holes, and painted in
different colours. A white screen is illuminated with the help of oil
lamps and shadows of these figures are projected on the screen.
The chief accompaniments for Tholpavakoothu are a maddalam,
ilathalam, ezhupara and cymbals. Other musical instruments like
the shankha and chenda are also played.

In this package, we shall see a few traditional puppets. India has
a large variety of such puppets depicting various characters from
legends and myths. Only a few have been selected keeping in
mind representation of the various categories.
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Activities for Students and Teachers

These 24 pictures can be displayed in the classroom or at any
prominent place in the school. The pictures may be stuck on
cardboard with the title and description. The teacher can work
with a few pictures at a time, ensuring students enjoyment in
learning by involving them in creative activities.

In order to enhance the effect of studying, appreciating and
discussing the pictures in this package, the simplest techniques
of making and manipulating different types of puppets have also
been presented.

Give a theme to the students and ask them to prepare puppets
to enact a story. In the beginning, students can use simple finger
or glove puppets and shadow puppets made of cardboard. The
students should be encouraged to devise the character and use
impromptu dialogues and avoid studying written scripts and
learning dialogues prepared by others.

The students can make puppets from waste material such as old
balls, socks, tins, leaves, rags, cardboard boxes, paper etc. Any
material can be used to make a puppet.

Older students can be made to consciously understand the
aesthetics in design and colour and conduct exercises to develop
an understanding of the beauty in language.

Making puppets and putting up performances by children of any
age-group help in discovering their hidden talents.

When they develop a theme—the story and the language skills are
improved, while working with their hands to make the puppets they
are involved in studying simple sculpture and painting techniques
and while manipulating puppets, they acquire a sense of rhythm
in movement and learn the musical content in the presentation of
dialogues.
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1. String Puppet, Kathputli, Rajasthan

The string puppets of Rajasthan are known as Kathputli. The head
and the head-dress is carved out of a single piece of wood. These
puppets have no legs but wear a flowing skirt and their body and
hands are stuffed with rags. The face is usually painted yellow with
a large nose and stylised eyes and eyebrows. Here a Rajasthani
puppeteer is seen making a Kathputli.
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2. Snake Charmer, Kathputli, Rajasthan

One of the popular Kathputli shows is based on the story of a
legendary hero named Amar Singh Rathore. He is believed to
have lived during the rule of the Mughal Emperor Shahjahan. The
puppet show presents incidents from his life and a series of court
entertainment items such as magic shows, acrobatic dances,
snake charmers, etc. are interwoven into the main story.

In this picture, you see the puppet snake charmer entertaining the
nobles in the Emperor’s court.
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3. Amar Singh Rathore with his courtiers, Kathputli,
Rajasthan

In this picture, an episode from the life of the legendary hero Amar
Singh Rathore is depicted. You see Amar Singh on the left wearing
a typical Rajasthani head-dress. He is in dialogue with the Mughal
General Sharawat Khan, who is seen in the Mughal costume
of that period. Notice, he is the only one of the puppets who is
shown with a beard. Other nobles in the court are watching the
confrontation between the two with great interest.
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4. Court dancer, Kathputli, Rajasthan

The Kathputli show has a repertoire of entertainment items which
are interspersed with the main story that is being enacted. One
of the most popular puppets of the Kathputli form of Rajasthan
is the Court dancer. Unlike other puppets which are manipulated
with three strings, this puppet is manipulated with 5 to 9 strings.
The puppeteer is able to show a variety of very graceful dance
movements according to his ability and dexterity in manipulation.
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5. Manipulation, Kathputli, Rajasthan

The Puppeteer stands behind the stage and manipulates the
puppets with strings attached to a small prop which he holds in
both hands. Some times the strings are tied to the fingers of the
puppeteer, most puppets are manipulated by just three strings,
the court dancer being an exception, for which the puppeteer uses
5 to 9 strings. The puppeteer white presenting the show wears
traditional Rajasthani costume.
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6. Krishna, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

Gombeyatta is the traditional string puppet of Karnataka. The
puppets are highly stylised and their costumes and make-up are
similar to Yakshagana, the traditional theatrical form of Karnataka.
They have rounded figures with legs and joints at the shoulders,
elbows and the knees.

Five or more strings are attached to each of the figures and the
puppeteer uses a prop to manipulate the puppet. In Gombeyatta;
episodes from the epics and Puranas are presented.

In this picture, the puppet figure of Krishna in his traditional
costume holding the Sudarshan Chakra is seen. The puppet figure
itself is a work of art.
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7. Arjuna, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

The puppet shown in this picture is that of Arjuna, one of the five
Pandava brothers of the Mahabharata. Arjuna is characterised
by his bow and arrow. Since the puppet has many joints and the
puppeteer uses a minimum of five strings, for the manipulation, a
variety of complicated movements can be depicted in this form of

puppetry.
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8. Krishna and Arjuna, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

In this picture, another episode from the Mahabharata is depicted.
Krishna, the avatara of Vishnu, who is also acting as Arjuna’s
charioteer is giving him advice, upadesha on the battlefield of
Kurukshetra. The compilation of these verses are in the Bhagwad
Gita.

You can see the puppeteer using complicated skills to manipulate
the puppets. Apart from the two figures Arjuna and Krishna, there
is a chariot which is moved by pulling the strings from the wings
of the stage.
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9. Bhima, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

The puppet shown in this picture is that of Bhima, the second of
the Pandava brothers of the Mahabharata. He can be identified by
his large size and the mace he carries.

Five or more strings are attached to the puppet and the puppeteer
uses his skills in manipulation to produce a wide range of
movements.
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10. Ravana, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

The puppet shown in this picture is of Ravana, the ten headed
demon king. One of the main characters in the epic, Ramayana,
Ravana possessed mystical powers due to a boon granted to him
by Lord Brahma, the creator of the universe. The story of Ravana
who was killed in the battlefield of Lanka by Lord Rama, is familiar
to every Indian household.
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11. Ravana’s court, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

Gombeyatta puppet theatre closely follows Yakshagana, the
traditional live theatre form of Karnataka. The puppets of
Gombeyatta resemble the actors of Yakshagana and the sets are
also designed like the Yakshagana stage.

In this picture, an episode from the epic, Ramayana is depicted
Angad, the son of Bali has come to Ravana’'s court, as a
representative of Rama.
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12. Manipulation, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

Gombeyatta puppets have five or more strings attached to each
figure. These strings are in turn tied to a rod-like wooden props. The
puppeteer manipulates the puppets with the help of these props.
Generally one puppeteer manipulates one puppet, but when some
complicated movements are to be shown, two or three puppeteers
may co-operate to manipulate one figure in a show, there may be
four to five puppets being manipulated at the same time.

In this picture, we see an episode from the Mahabharata where
Bhima is taking an oath to avenge the honour of Draupadi. You
can also see the puppeteers manipulating puppets from behind
the stage.
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13. Dancer, Bommalattam, Tamil Nadu

Bommalattam is the traditional puppet theatre from Tamil Nadu.
These puppets are the largest and the heaviest of all traditional
Indian string puppets. A puppet may be as long as 4.5 ft. in height
and weigh about 10 kgs. They are made of wood and have full
rounded figures with joints usually at shoulders, elbows, hips,
knees, ankles and sometimes even at the wrists. The costume of
the puppets are like the traditional human theatre of this region.

The puppet shown in this picture is of a female dancer.
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14. Manipulation, Bommalattam, Tamil Nadu

The manipulation technique of Bommalattam combines elements
of both strings and rods. Like other string puppets they are
suspended and manipulated from above, but two rods are also
attached to the hands. The strings from the puppet are tied to an
iron ring fitted on the head of the puppeteer like a crown, and the
rods are held in his hands. When the puppet is required to move
its jointed limbs other than the hands, another puppeteer joins the
main puppeteer to manipulate the puppet.
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15. Draupadi, Bommalatta, Andhra Pradesh

Bommalatta, literally means, the dance of dolls. The string
puppets of Andhra Pradesh are quite large and heavy and have
full rounded figures with joints usually at shoulders, elbows,
hips, knees, ankles and even wrists. The Bommalatta puppets
are highly stylised. This picture shows, Draupadi, the daughter
of king Draupada of Panchala and the wife of the Pandavas of
Mahabharata.
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16. Krishna, Sakhi-Kundhei, Odisha

Sakhi-Kundhei is the traditional puppet of Odisha. These string
puppets are made of light wood and have no legs. Like Kathputlis
of Rajasthan, they have flowing skirts. The puppets are made of
wood and have joints on their hands. Puppets representing major
characters also have joints at their neck, shoulders and elbows.
Five to seven strings are attached to a puppet figure. The costume
is more or less similar to the Jatra folk theatre of this region.

The puppet shown in the picture is of Lord Krishna. Most of the
puppet plays are based on legends of Krishna.
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17. Radha, Sakhi-Kundhei, Odisha

The puppet depicted in this picture belongs to the string puppet
tradition of Odisha known as Sakhi-Kundhei. Sakhi in Odisha
means a female companion and since most of these puppets are
beautiful dolls, they came to be known as Sakhi Kundhei.

These puppets have no legs and have long flowing skirts. The
puppets have more joints when compared to string puppets and
are, therefore, more versatile, articulate and easy to manipulate.
The female figure depicted in this picture is of Radha, Lord
Krishna’s childhood companion.
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18. Rama and Lakshmana, Putul Nautch, West
Bengal

The traditional rod puppet form of West Bengal is known as Putul
Nautch. Rod puppets, usually big in size, are supported and
operated by rods from below the stage. They are carved from
wood and follow the various artistic styles of a particular region.
Rama and Lakshmana from the episode Sita Haran in the Putul
Nautch of West Bengal is seen in the picture. Notice the colour of
Rama’s face and the costumes which are styled in conformity with
the local theatre styles.
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19. Ravana, Putul Nautch, West Bengal

The puppet shown in this picture belongs to the Rod puppet theatre
of West Bengal. Most of these puppets carved out of wood, have
no feet or legs. These puppets are about 3 feet high and weigh
around 8 to 10 kgs. Here, the demon king Ravana is portrayed
with his ten heads. The painting shown in the background is of
‘Ashokavan’, Ravana’s famous palace garden.

Wikhider Wid Ta UTIUT g Centre for Cultural Resources and Training







qdett el
The Art of Puppetry
2

20. ek, g A, fyem Smet

faf=t wr=ii o faf=t gaell ek %1 9geH stenT-erer e @1 fedea:
foparcas wensi #1 ifd & YAl Ao H UEvH g iR St
g1 4 fopan wmar 21 3@ fo o, ufvem ot o g A o ufemEes
Iqd T@l () i @ T ) e % q o e 3| el
1 STAN B R

20. Dancer, Putul Nautch, West Bengal

The performance of the puppet theatre also vary according to the
region and kind of puppets used. As in other performing arts, there
is a stylised way of presentation. In this picture, Sakhi (dancer), the
introductory puppet used in Putul Nautch of West Bengal is seen.
This puppet may be used for dance as part of the invocation.
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21. Manipulation, Putul Nautch, West Bengal

Rod Puppets are an extended form of glove puppets. A rod
puppeteer ties a bamboo hub around his waist on which he places
the supporting rod of the puppet. The puppeteer conceals himself
behind a painted cloth. The rod inside the figure is used to control
the body and the head movement. These puppets generally have
no legs or feet. The hands of the puppet are controlled by thin wires
and every movement of the puppeteer is reflected in the puppet.
Because of this style of manipulation, the puppets appear almost
realistic. Seen here is the manipulation of the rod puppet of West
Bengal. The character is that of Lakshmana from the Ramayana.
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22. Man riding a horse, Yampuri, Bihar

The traditional rod puppet of Bihar is known as Yampuri. These
puppets are made of wood. Unlike the traditional rod puppets of
West Bengal and Odisha, 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.
The picture shown here is of a man riding a horse.
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23. Mother and Zamindar, Tarer Putul Nautch,
West Bengal

The traditional string puppet of West Bengal is known as Tarer
Putul Nautch. The puppets are highly stylised and their costume
and makeup are similar to “Jatra” the traditional theatrical form of
West Bengal. They have round figures without legs and joints at
shoulders, elbows and wrists. These puppets are about 2 to 3 feet
high.

Four to five strings are attached to each of the figures and the
puppeteer uses a wooden prop to manipulate the puppet.

In this picture, an episode from the life of the legendary Sufi saint
of 18th century of Bengal “Lalan Fakir’ is depicted. Mother of
Lalan Fakir on the left is wearing a typical Bengali dress. She is in
dialogue with Zamindar, who can also be seen in typical Bengali
costume of that period.
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24. Manipulation, Tarer Putul Nautch, West Bengal

In Tarer Putul Nautch, generally each puppeteer manipulates
one puppet at a time but when complicated movements are to
be shown, two or three persons are required to manipulate one
figure.

In this picture, we see an episode from the life of the legendary
Sufi saint of 18th century of Bengal “Lalan Fakir”. We can also see
the puppeteers manipulating the puppets.
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1. String Puppet, Kathputli, Rajasthan

The string puppets of Rajasthan are known as Kathputli. The
head and the head-dress is carved out of a single piece of
wood. These puppets have no legs but wear a flowing skirt
and their body and hands are stuffed with rags. The face is
usually painted yellow with a large nose and stylised eyes
and eyebrows. Here a Rajasthani puppeteer is seen making
a Kathputli.

2. Snake Charmer, Kathputli, Rajasthan

One of the popular Kathputli shows is based on the story of a
legendary hero named Amar Singh Rathore. He is believed to
have lived during the rule of the Mughal Emperor Shahjahan.
The puppet show presents incidents from his life and a series
of court entertainment items such as magic shows, acrobatic
dances, snake charmers, etc. are interwoven into the main
story.

In this picture, you see the puppet snake charmer entertaining
the nobles in the Emperor’s court.

3. Amar Singh Rathore with his courtiers, Kathputli,
Rajasthan

In this picture, an episode from the life of the legendary hero
Amar Singh Rathore is depicted. You see Amar Singh on the
left wearing a typical Rajasthani head-dress. He is in dialogue
with the Mughal General Sharawat Khan, who is seen in the
Mughal costume of that period. Notice, he is the only one of
the puppets who is shown with a beard. Other nobles in the
court are watching the confrontation between the two with
great interest.

4. Court dancer, Kathputli, Rajasthan

The Kathputli show has a repertoire of entertainment items
which are interspersed with the main story that is being
enacted. One of the most popular puppets of the Kathputli
form of Rajasthan is the Court dancer. Unlike other puppets
which are manipulated with three strings, this puppet is
manipulated with 5 to 9 strings. The puppeteer is able to
show a variety of very graceful dance movements according
to his ability and dexterity in manipulation.

5. Manipulation, Kathputli, Rajasthan

The Puppeteer stands behind the stage and manipulates the
puppets with strings attached to a small prop which he holds
in both hands. Some times the strings are tied to the fingers
of the puppeteer, most puppets are manipulated by just three
strings, the court dancer being an exception, for which the
puppeteer uses 5 to 9 strings. The puppeteer white presenting
the show wears traditional Rajasthani costume.

6. Krishna, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

Gombeyatta is the traditional string puppet of Karnataka. The
puppets are highly stylised and their costumes and make-up
are similar to Yakshagana, the traditional theatrical form of

Karnataka. They have rounded figures with legs and joints at
the shoulders, elbows and the knees.

Five or more strings are attached to each of the figures
and the puppeteer uses a prop to manipulate the puppet.
In Gombeyatta; episodes from the epics and Puranas are
presented.

In this picture, the puppet figure of Krishna in his traditional
costume holding the Sudarshan Chakra is seen. The puppet
figure itself is a work of art.

7. Arjuna, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

The puppet shown in this picture is that of Arjuna, one of
the five Pandava brothers of the Mahabharata. Arjuna is
characterised by his bow and arrow. Since the puppet has
many joints and the puppeteer uses a minimum of five strings,
for the manipulation, a variety of complicated movements can
be depicted in this form of puppetry.

8. Krishna and Arjuna, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

In this picture, another episode from the Mahabharata is
depicted. Krishna, the avatara of Vishnu, who is also acting
as Arjuna’s charioteer is giving him advice, upadesha on the
battlefield of Kurukshetra. The compilation of these verses are
in the Bhagwad Gita.

You can see the puppeteer using complicated skills to
manipulate the puppets. Apart from the two figures Arjuna and
Krishna, there is a chariot which is moved by pulling the strings
from the wings of the stage.

9. Bhima, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

The puppet shown in this picture is that of Bhima, the second
of the Pandava brothers of the Mahabharata. He can be
identified by his large size and the mace he carries.

Five or more strings are attached to the puppet and the
puppeteer uses his skills in manipulation to produce a wide
range of movements.

10. Ravana, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

The puppet shown in this picture is of Ravana, the ten headed
demon king. One of the main characters in the epic, Ramayana,
Ravana possessed mystical powers due to a boon granted to
him by Lord Brahma, the creator of the universe. The story
of Ravana who was killed in the battlefield of Lanka by Lord
Rama, is familiar to every Indian household.

11. Ravana’s court, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

Gombeyatta puppet theatre closely follows Yakshagana, the
traditional live theatre form of Karnataka. The puppets of
Gombeyatta resemble the actors of Yakshagana and the sets
are also designed like the Yakshagana stage.

In this picture, an episode from the epic, Ramayana is depicted
Angad, the son of Bali has come to Ravana’s court, as a
representative of Rama.

12. Manipulation, Gombeyatta, Karnataka

Gombeyatta puppets have five or more strings attached to
each figure. These strings are in turn tied to a rod-like wooden
props. The puppeteer manipulates the puppets with the help
of these props. Generally one puppeteer manipulates one
puppet, but when some complicated movements are to be
shown, two or three puppeteers may co-operate to manipulate
one figure in a show, there may be four to five puppets being
manipulated at the same time.

In this picture, we see an episode from the Mahabharata where
Bhima is taking an oath to avenge the honour of Draupadi.
You can also see the puppeteers manipulating puppets from
behind the stage.



13. Dancer, Bommalattam, Tamil Nadu

Bommalattam is the traditional puppet theatre from Tamil
Nadu. These puppets are the largest and the heaviest of all
traditional Indian string puppets. A puppet may be as long
as 4.5 ft. in height and weigh about 10 kgs. They are made
of wood and have full rounded figures with joints usually
at shoulders, elbows, hips, knees, ankles and sometimes
even at the wrists. The costume of the puppets are like the
traditional human theatre of this region.

The puppet shown in this picture is of a female dancer.

14. Manipulation, Bommalattam, Tamil Nadu

The manipulation technique of Bommalattam combines
elements of both strings and rods. Like other string
puppets they are suspended and manipulated from above,
but two rods are also attached to the hands. The strings
from the puppet are tied to an iron ring fitted on the head
of the puppeteer like a crown, and the rods are held in his
hands. When the puppet is required to move its jointed
limbs other than the hands, another puppeteer joins the
main puppeteer to manipulate the puppet.

15. Draupadi, Bommalatta, Andhra Pradesh

Bommalatta, literally means, the dance of dolls. The string
puppets of Andhra Pradesh are quite large and heavy and
have full rounded figures with joints usually at shoulders,
elbows, hips, knees, ankles and even wrists. The Bommalatta
puppets are highly stylised. This picture shows, Draupadi,
the daughter of king Draupada of Panchala and the wife of
the Pandavas of Mahabharata.

16. Krishna, Sakhi-Kundhei, Odisha

Sakhi-Kundhei is the traditional puppet of Odisha. These
string puppets are made of light wood and have no legs. Like
Kathputlis of Rajasthan, they have flowing skirts. The puppets
are made of wood and have joints on their hands. Puppets
representing major characters also have joints at their neck,
shoulders and elbows. Five to seven strings are attached to
a puppet figure. The costume is more or less similar to the
Jatra folk theatre of this region.

The puppet shown in the picture is of Lord Krishna. Most of the
puppet plays are based on legends of Krishna.

17. Radha, Sakhi-Kundhei, Odisha

The puppet depicted in this picture belongs to the string
puppet tradition of Odisha known as Sakhi-Kundhei. Sakhi in
Odisha means a female companion and since most of these
puppets are beautiful dolls, they came to be known as Sakhi
Kundhei.

These puppets have no legs and have long flowing skirts. The
puppets have more joints when compared to string puppets
and are, therefore, more versatile, articulate and easy to
manipulate. The female figure depicted in this picture is of
Radha, Lord Krishna’s childhood companion.

18. Rama and Lakshmana, Putul Nautch, West Bengal

The traditional rod puppet form of West Bengal is known as
Putul Nautch. Rod puppets, usually big in size, are supported
and operated by rods from below the stage. They are carved
from wood and follow the various artistic styles of a particular
region. Rama and Lakshmana from the episode Sita Haran in
the Putul Nautch of West Bengal is seen in the picture. Notice
the colour of Rama’s face and the costumes which are styled
in conformity with the local theatre styles.

19. Ravana, Putul Nautch, West Bengal

The puppet shown in this picture belongs to the Rod puppet
theatre of West Bengal. Most of these puppets carved out of
wood, have no feet or legs. These puppets are about 3 feet
high and weigh around 8 to 10 kgs. Here, the demon king
Ravana is portrayed with his ten heads. The painting shown
in the background is of ‘Ashokavan’, Ravana’s famous
palace garden.

20. Dancer, Putul Nautch, West Bengal

The performance of the puppet theatre also vary according to
the region and kind of puppets used. As in other performing
arts, there is a stylised way of presentation. In this picture,
Sakhi (dancer), the introductory puppet used in Putul Nautch
of West Bengal is seen. This puppet may be used for dance
as part of the invocation.

21. Manipulation, Putul Nautch, West Bengal

Rod Puppets are an extended form of glove puppets. A rod
puppeteer ties a bamboo hub around his waist on which
he places the supporting rod of the puppet. The puppeteer
conceals himself behind a painted cloth. The rod inside the
figure is used to control the body and the head movement.
These puppets generally have no legs or feet. The hands of
the puppet are controlled by thin wires and every movement
of the puppeteer is reflected in the puppet. Because of this
style of manipulation, the puppets appear almost realistic.
Seen here is the manipulation of the rod puppet of West
Bengal. The character is that of Lakshmana from the
Ramayana.

22. Man riding a horse, Yampuri, Bihar

The traditional rod puppet of Bihar is known as Yampuri.
These puppets are made of wood. Unlike the traditional
rod puppets of West Bengal and Odisha, 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. The picture shown
here is of a man riding a horse.

23. Mother and Zamindar, Tarer Putul Nautch, West
Bengal

The traditional string puppet of West Bengal is known as
Tarer Putul Nautch. The puppets are highly stylised and their
costume and makeup are similar to “Jatra” the traditional
theatrical form of West Bengal. They have round figures
without legs and joints at shoulders, elbows and wrists. These
puppets are about 2 to 3 feet high.

Four to five strings are attached to each of the figures and the
puppeteer uses a wooden prop to manipulate the puppet.

In this picture, an episode from the life of the legendary Sufi
saint of 18th century of Bengal “Lalan Fakir’ is depicted.
Mother of Lalan Fakir on the left is wearing a typical Bengali
dress. She is in dialogue with Zamindar, who can also be seen
in typical Bengali costume of that period.

24. Manipulation, Tarer Putul Nautch, West Bengal

In Tarer Putul Nautch, generally each puppeteer manipulates
one puppet at a time but when complicated movements are
to be shown, two or three persons are required to manipulate
one figure.

In this picture, we see an episode from the life of the legendary
Sufi saint of 18th century of Bengal “Lalan Fakir’. We can also
see the puppeteers manipulating the puppets.
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