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“Theyyam discovered me or I disco-
vered it....” That’s how Indu Chinta re-
members the moment she watched a
Theyyam performance for the fi��rst time
in her life at a ‘kaavu’ in Kannur last year.
Eventually she set out on a journey to
document the history, heritage and the
diversity of this ritualistic art form. As
she is all set to showcase her photo-
graphs on Theyyams at the Soo-
rya festival, the writer-photogra-
pher talks about what drew her
to a tradition that is woven into
the warp and weft of a society
where every Theyyam has
pride of place as a living god. 

It was in 2017 that this Hyde-
rabad-native with a mas-
ters in environmental
engineering from the
University of Illinois
Urbana-Champaign
quit her job to “fo-
cus on preserving
culture”. By then
she had worked
with various envi-
ronmental organisa-
tions at the govern-
ment and
non-governmental
level and was
working on a pro-
ject for IIT Ma-

dras. “Even as I enjoyed being an envi-
ronmentalist, I wanted to understand

and document our tradition and
heritage. In order to pursue

that dream, I chose to travel,”
she says. 

Covering the length and
breadth of South India she
eventually reached north
Kerala. “I was in search of a
heritage or cultural tradition
that I can preserve for pos-
terity. Kerala has been syn-

onymous with backwa-
ters and Kathakali for
those living outside the
state. In fact, not ma-
ny people are aware
of what a Theyyam
stands for and the
beliefs, myths and
legends associated
with diff��erent

forms of Theyyams. So I decided to ex-
plore north Malabar to understand
more about this phenomenon,” she
says. 

Her fi��rst tryst was with the Theecha-
mundi Theyyam. “I was completely
bowled over by the spectacle. I was seat-
ed in the front. The ambience, the per-
former, the burning embers, costume,
music....all awe-inspiring. I immediately
knew that this is what I should pursue,”
says Indu.

She ended up staying in Kannur for
fi��ve months, watching performances,

capturing the moments on her camera,
meeting artistes, and interacting with
the audience. “I travelled across Kannur
and parts of Kasaragod. This art form is
rooted in the native. It is not a stage show
or a performance. Being traditional, it is
presented in kaavu or ancestral homes,”
she explains. 

Element of fear
Indu admits that there was an element of
fear when she began working on They-
yams. “Some Theyyams are intense with
fi��re as an important component. There
were days, or nights rather, where I
would go back to my room covered in
soot!” Indu tells us.

Any memorable moment? “There is a
tradition where devotees take blessings

from the Theyyam at the end of the per-
formance. Once I went to take blessings
from Neeliyar Bhagavathi. She held my
hand, looked at me aff��ectionately, and
said, “I can see that you do not know the
language and you do not belong here... I
promise you that as a mother, I will pro-
tect you, whether you continue here or
go elsewhere....” I was touched!” she
shares with us.

She stayed in places that were totally
cut off�� from the outside world, with no
cellphone or Internet connection. “But I
met a lot of warm-hearted people who
did not treat me as an outsider. I was al-
lowed to spend time in the green room.
The artistes helped me to understand
the art form and some of them took me
to their homes where I interacted with

their family members as well,” Indu re-
members. 

Last year she brought her debut book,
Theyyam: Merging with the Divine,
which covers 21 Theyyams, in Hydera-
bad, where she also exhibited her photo-
graphs on Theyyams for the fi��rst time. 

So far she has documented about over
70 Theyyams through her lens, covering
various forms and behind-the-scene mo-
ments. Recently she exhibited works fo-
cussing on goddesses in Theyyam at the
Indian Photo Festival in Hyderabad. At
the Soorya fete she will showcase 35
photographs on various types of They-
yams. Talking about her love for photog-
raphy, Indu admits that she is “self-
taught” and not a pro in the fi��eld. “I
loved travelling. I believe that there is a
photographer in everyone who enjoys to
travel. I took my camera wherever I went
and used to write journals as well. I am
more of a preservationist and I use pho-
tography and writing as tools to docu-
ment,” she avers. 

She plans to cover 100 Theyyams in
all and will travel to Kannur during the
Theyyam season. “After that I want to
take up other traditional art forms, such
as Padayani,” she says.

Currently living in Vaikom where her
husband is posted in the police depart-
ment, Indu says that the state has be-
come her home. “And Kannur has my
heart,” she says.

Indu Chinta’s photographs will be ex-
hibited at Ganesham art gallery, Thy-
caud, from November 11 to 20. Time: 4
pm onwards.

UNDER THE
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Writer-photographer

Indu Chinta has built a
bond with Kerala

through Theyyams

:: Athira M 
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I am more of a preservationist and I
use photography and writing as tools
to document

Come November 16, it will be throwback
weekend for the city. “In the late seventies and
eighties, there were rock and blues concerts
almost every day in the city or in Kovalam,
especially on weekends. Hotel Luciya and
South Park were hangouts for those grooving
to Western music,” says Darshan Shankar, one
of the key organisers of the event.

The city will see a return of the days when
live Western music was the staple of the city’s
music lovers. 

A group of rock, blues, soul and jazz
musicians with roots in the city, who grew
their careers performing in the city in the 80s
and 90s, and who now live and work in
various parts of India and the world, are
congregating in the city and organising
‘Revival Volume 1’, a concert of Western music
aimed at regenerating the culture of live
Western music , says a press release from the
group. 

Darshan and his friends who were once the
live-wires of the music scene in the city have
come up with Trivandrum Rockers Group
(TRG) to rejuvenate the Western music circuit. 

To be held at the Amphitheatre of
Vyloppilly Samskrithi Bhavan, more than a
hundred soloists and musicians will come
together to burn the stage again. Nandu Leo
and Cindy Nandakumar, The Gypsies, IX
Hours, Darshan Shankar Ensemble, Lazie J,
Jyothi Crishna, Rockknot, Souljam, TheBFlat,
Velvet Clouds and The 12thBar are some of the
musicians and groups who will rewind to their
heyday. 

Darshan, Martin John, Abhilash Varkey,
Jayakumar Divakar, Sanju John, Juby Thomas,
Jay Pillai, Ramesh Menon and Manoj Pillai are
some of those working for this event. The
non-profi��t pursuit also aims at helping and
encouraging budding artists and bands fi��nd
their audience in the city as well as excel
professionally, adds Darshan. 

“The city has given us so much, in terms of
supporting our talent and encouraging us
when we were in the nascent stages of our
careers. We want to give back something to
new musicians and fans of the city. We will
also be organising workshops, meet-ups and
training sessions for those who are growing up
in the city and wish to make a career in
Western music,” says Darshan. 

Thank you 
for the music 

Winning the National Award for
Best Actor in 2014 was a high
point for actor Suraj Venjaramoo-
du, it changed the course of his
career and intensifi��ed his desire
to do more as performer. Until
then the actor had been a staple in
comic roles. “I wanted to do more
and not be stereotyped. The roles
coming my way were getting re-
petitive,” says the actor. Not many
had seen Dr Biju’s Perariayatha-
var, and friends jokingly asked
what he had done to get it. Awards

are great, especially a National
Award, but a performer craves
acknowledgement from the larger
audience. 

As comedian he had nothing to
prove, but now he wanted people
to see this, serious turn. “I love co-
medy and I’ll never give it up. But
I was at a point where I was get-
ting stereotyped. I wanted to do
more as an actor...do the kind of
work actors such as Thilakan chet-
tan had done,” he says. He con-
fesses he has been selective to-
ward that end. 

He got his chance and all it took
was barely fi��ve minutes. In Abrid
Shine’s 2016 fi��lm Action Hero Bi-
ju, we saw his portrayal of the
heartbroken mason, Pavithran, a
completely diff��erent side to the
usually slapstick comedian. Abrid
warned him it would be challeng-
ing but told him to give it a shot.
Suraj’s understated performance
was gut-wrenching. The ‘how-did-
you-even-get-the National Award’
question fi��nally got a rest. There
has been no looking back since,
roles-wise for the actor.

Golden age 
Shape-shifting through diverse

roles such as Prasad (Thondi-
muthalum Driksakshiyum),
Coach Varghese (Finals), Eldho
(Vikrithi), Kuttan Pillai (Kuttanpil-
laiyude Sivarathri), to name a few
recent roles, have established
him, without doubt, as one of the
most versatile actors among his
contemporaries. “The credit goes
to what I’d call the ‘golden age’ of
Malayalam cinema where all
kinds of stories are being told and
fi��lms are being made.”

No role, it appears, is out of
reach now.

His role as the 70-year-old Kun-
jappan in his latest fi��lm Android
Kunjappan version 5.25, he says,
is his best yet and adds Vikrithi’s
Eldho. It brings him back to come-

dy, after a while. The fi��lm, direct-
ed by Ratheesh Balakrishnan Po-
duval, has him essaying a
septuagenarian who has to deal
with technology in his otherwise
‘no-tech’ life. “There is a lot of hu-
mour in the fi��lm – situational hu-
mour and in dialogues. And there
is drama too.” 

The actor known best for his
mish-mash of dialects spoken in
Thiruvananthapuram with the
Mammootty-starrer Rajamanick-
am smiles as the conversation
veers to the topic. When told that
the fi��lm complicated life for those
from the capital living elsewhere,
he laughs out aloud. “I made peo-
ple fall in the love with it. Malaya-
lis all over came to know of it.” 

Set to follow in the path of his

father who was an Army man, an
accident and the resultant injury
to his hand changed the course of
his life. “Initially my father was
not very happy with the mimicry
stuff��, but when he saw that it was
giving me direction he had no pro-
blems.” Starting out with mimicry,
he moved to television and later
fi��lms. Rajamanickam propelled
him into the limelight. 

The 43-year-old gets emotional
as he speaks of his late father, on
whom he has modelled Kunjap-
pan. It is a role very close to his
heart. “My father is my hero, and
in this fi��lm, as the 70-year-old, I
mined my memories of him to
prepare for the role.” A whole day
was spent to get the look right at
the end of which, he says, he
looked exactly like his late father.
He sent a video with make-up on,
lounging in an easy-chair to his el-
der sister in Thiruvananthapuram
asking her to show it to his moth-
er. “My mother was stunned
when she saw me...she had tears
in her eyes when she said ‘you
look exactly like him’. That is all
the go-ahead I wanted.” 

The conversation returns to
awards and recognition. He has
won several awards, including a
handful of State Awards for the
Best Comedian. In fact he was the
last one to get the award for that
category before it was done away
with. Of not getting one in the best
actor category, he says, “The Go-
vernment (State) perhaps like to
see me only as a comedian.” 

Comic, 
serious and 

now
senior

:: Shilpa Nair Anand 

On a roll Suraj Venjaramoodu as
Kunjappan in the fi��lm
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HONING HIS
MIMICRY SKILL 

Suraj’s tryst with cinema dates
back to weekends spent, as a
child, outside Sindhu Theatre

at Venjaramoodu. Friday
evenings were to sit outside
the hall, with his cousin, to

listen to the fi��lms being
screened and sneaking in

during interval. “Watching one
every week was out of the

question, we watched a fi��lm a
year, perhaps. This hall, not
more than a shed, was near
my maternal grandparents’

house. I would insist on
visiting them on weekends. I

thought the ticket collector at
the door was an important

person, someone who knew
all the actors.” Listening to

fi��lms might have had a part in
honing his mimicry skills.

He had heard of Android
Kunjappan... when it was

announced. He was not in it
at the time but it was a role

he wanted very much. Destiny
had other plans, however.

Producer Santhosh T
Kuruvilla off��ered him the

role, which he gladly
accepted. Suraj is all praise

for director Ratheesh
Poduval, who has also

written the script, for
his meticulous work

on the script. He
teams up with

Soubin Shahir again,
after Vikrithi. “I have known

him for years, from his
assistant director days. But it

is only now that we share
screen space, in two fi��lms in a

row. We have a great
chemistry, it was great

working with him.”

Among his next projects is
Driving Licence, with

Prithviraj.
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

Suraj Venjaramoodu
sets a new high with
the role of a
septuagenarian in
Android Kunjappan
Version 5.25
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Prosthetic makeup is the
use of prosthetic
sculpting, moulding and
casting techniques to
create advanced
cosmetic effects 


