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Abstract

This article examines the coastal folk-art traditions of Kerala, with particular focus
on the artists, practitioners, and enthusiasts who have sustained these forms
across generations. Although culturally rich and historically significant, many of
these traditions have not received the recognition and preservation necessary for
their continued survival. Among them, the devotional song tradition influenced
by both medieval Christian European culture and Dravidian heritage is known as
annavipattu. A related form, piccappattu, continues to be performed by the Annuli
community of Alappuzha district in Kerala. Another devotional composition,
written by the German priest Johann Ernst Hanxleden (popularly known as Arnos
Pathiri), is called puttanpana. Songs composed by Kulattir Védanayakam Pillai
are referred to as ammanapattu, composed using pavu structures such as venba,
vaficippa, kalippa, and ayarippa, along with musical forms such as isai, kaviturai,
and viruttam. During the mid-sixteenth century, the art form paricamuttukali
emerged from the martial traditions of Kerala. This study explores these coastal
traditions in order to understand their literary, musical, historical, and cultural

significance.

Keywords: annavipattu; piccappattu; puttanpana; ammanapattu; Slamakarol;
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1.0 Introduction
In 1502, when the Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama arrived in Kochi, Christian
communities extending from Kodunnallir to Villarvattam welcomed him and

expressed their willingness to come under the protection of the Portuguese
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crown. Following this, agreements between the ruler of Kochi and the Portuguese
facilitated the protection and expansion of Christian communities in the region.
During this period, particularly in coastal areas influenced by European
missionaries, several folk performance traditions flourished, including gramina
pesahapattu, dévastavili, and annavipattu.

These traditions reveal how religion, ritual, music, and performance became
deeply interconnected among the Christians of Kerala. From North Chavakkad to
South Kollam, many ritual-based art forms evolved, such as margamkali,
kalyanapattu, pallipattu, rambanpattu, and odipattu. This article explores selected
coastal folk-art forms not only to appreciate their cultural importance but also to
examine their contribution to the evolution and revival of musical traditions,

including their relationship with classical music.

2.0 Literature Review

The major sources for this study include the works of Dr. Fr. Joseph Valiyauvitil,
particularly Cavittu Nataka Vijidnakosam, Kadalora Kalaripannal Directory, and
Tiradésa Kalanighandu, which document the artistic expressions of Kerala’s
coastal communities. These texts provide essential historical and descriptive

material for understanding the development and practice of these traditions.

3.0 Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research approach. The analysis is based primarily
on books, research articles, and online journals. It also includes supporting
materials such as performance videos, documentaries, interviews, and archival
content available on websites and social media platforms. Since the study is
centred on performance, music, and oral traditions, with particular emphasis on

auditory analysis, no experimental methods were employed.

3.1 Analysis, Results and Discussion

3.1.1 annavipattu

annavipattu are Christian folk songs sung during Holy week that illustrate the

passion of Christ. They go from one home to another, singing in honor of Lord

Jesus and his sufferings and ultimate sacrifice. It is occasionally referred to as

gramina pesahapattu (rural) or piccappattu. The manner of singing possesses a

shade of both Dravidian tradition and European culture. The typical instruments
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accompanied are jalar and caplankatta (khartal/cipli). At times, they primarily
utilize maramani, the wooden spinning ratchet sound maker referred to as
matraka/crotalus or grogger, which is employed during holy mass, particularly
on Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. It is observed that additional instruments
like Tabla, Harmonium, Violin, etc., are incorporated into this artform later. It is
sometimes referred to as matavanakkapattu because these folk musicians also

sing in honor of Mother Mary.

Since ancient times, a considerable amount of tamizh isai can be observed in
annavipattu as it was utilized in dance styles such as padeéni, vélakali, mudiyéttu,
and so on. Subsequently, it found application in songs for cavittu natakam. The
lyrics were created in the 16th century. Consequently, the style of composition,
language and dialects, tunes, and raga-s of annavipattu resemble those of cavittu
natakam to some extent. An example is shown below;

‘naksatra mudiyanintan kannimatrvé raksittanurulumente eliyaputrare’

The practice of singing from house to house was inspired by Europe, where a
troupe of singers would travel door to door, in praise of Emperor Charlemagne
with their songs. This contributed to the expansion of the Christian community in
kérala. The composers of the earliest annavipattu and matavanakkapattu created
with tamizh prosodies, sentamizh, and manipravala (malayalam - tamizh), are

believed to be the European missionaries who resided in kérala.

Between 1567 and 1579, koccirgjavu and muatédattu ilayadattu svarupannal
granted the missionaries permission to construct churches near 30 Christian
monuments and also to those individuals willing to convert to Christianity. These
missionaries subsequently chose and established several vocal groups and
created songs in a folk style. It was at this time, the annavi-s and &san-s

associated with cavittu natakam emerged.

According to tamizh pan music system, the songs are designed as per neytal -
The sea and places related to the sea. The lead singer is called asan. He sings
first and the repetition is sung by his disciples. Another style includes where

everyone sings in unison. In 1870, when the auxiliary bishop of verapoly, Dr.
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Marcellinus wrote the ‘May month prayer to Mary’ (matavinte vanakka masa
prartthana), that became the source of composing matavanakkapattu. It is sung
after the daily evening prayer. In the ancient kérala, when the buddhist monks
roamed around preaching the teachings of buddha, they used to visit door to door
singing songs while requesting alms. These songs later became the inspiration to
the creation of piccappattu sung in southern regions. All these folk songs are
mostly written in tamizh verses using the figurative elements or literary
ornamentation in a very elegant manner by the lyricists, such as padadi
poruttam, dvityaksara prasam (edugai), ghadaka prasam (monai), antya prasam,

etc.

There are around 300 krti-s including the isai of karalsman (Charlemagne). It has
been discovered that the combination of edugai and monai found in the text,
which was called pattu. Also, other figurative elements such as iyaibu, muran,
alapadai, adukkumozhi are also used. It is also found that four ceiyyul namely
venba, asiriyappa, kalippa and vancippa have been used in the lyrics.

e.g.; umatumakan Sisyarkale pantiyilveccu

ukappaka kal kazhuki umai colli

Besides these figurative elements, pattu-s like kavi, turai, isai, viruttam and for
each of them like &sal, kavi, cittukavi, kalitturai, innisai, tazhisai are also used.
Some of the annavipattu are composed in kavadi cintu.
e.g. naksatramudi anintan kannimatrvé
raksittanaruluminta eliya putrare
~ vanakkapattu (kavadi cintu)
e.g. ambarane aranane amaloneparapporulé
adiyanude pizhai poruttu avitam tantarul parane

~ annavipattu (kavadi cintu)

Now, coming to musical terms, annavipattu shares some similarities with karnatak
music. raga-s like harikambdji, dananda bhairavi, samkarabharanam which are
found in tamizh music can be considered that might have been used in annavipattu
too. Also, the ‘opera’ derived from the western influence can be seen in some

songs. Since these songs are sung in groups, they are seen singing in western
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manner. Some are sung using raga-s and ta/a-s used in gregorian music system.
e.g.; annam mariye mannar gotriye
mannar pottum mahimai cértaye

- vanakkapattu

The tamizh guru-s who taught piccappattu, vanakkapattu, ammanapattu, cavittu
natakam are called annavi-s. Some of the famous masters in this field are
cinnatambi annavi, védanayakam annavi, tommi annavi, paduva annavi, dura
svamikal, manappattukaran antonikkutti annavi, pallipuram minku annavi, panikka
vittil p€raccan annavi, koccikaran koccausepp annavi, punnaikkal pilipés annavi,

fabiyan annavi, cirayil aficilos annavi, Sauryar annavi and others.

3.1.2 Piccappattu

Piccappattu is a traditional song form practiced by the AnAdGti community of
Alappuzha district in Kerala. The term is believed to derive from earlier Buddhist
and Jain bhiksu traditions, in which monks sang while going door to door seeking
alms. Later, as communities converted to Christianity, these musical practices
were adapted to Christian devotional themes while retaining their older melodic
and social character.

These songs have been preserved for nearly seven centuries and continue to carry
traces of Dravidian musical structures, folk melodic patterns, and ritual

performance traditions.

3.1.3 Puttanpana

Puttanpana, also known as Raksakara Kirtanam, is a devotional composition
written by Johann Ernst Hanxleden (Arnos Pathiri), likely between 1721 and 1732.
Inspired by Pintanam’s Nanappana, the work narrates the life of Jesus Christ, His
suffering, death, resurrection, and the growth of the Church.

Widely recited during Holy Week, especially on Good Friday, puttanpanaconsists
of fourteen couplets. Each section addresses a major theological event—from
creation and repentance to crucifixion and resurrection. The composition holds

deep devotional value among Kerala Christians and continues to be sung

collectively.
First couplet : God, human, creation - destruction
Second couplet : Human'’s repentance, christ’s promise of salvation
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Third couplet : The immaculate conception of virgin Mary, who was

free from original sin

Fourth couplet : Angel’s assurance to the doubting Joseph

Fifth couplet : Birth of Jesus; His childhood

Sixth couplet : His life, words and deeds

Seventh couplet : The gospel verses

Eight couplet : Miracles performed; transfiguration

Ninth couplet : Raising Lazarus from death; Jesus’s intimation to

Mary about his death.

Tenth couplet : Last supper, The night of the passion
Eleventh couplet : Trial, judgement and crucifixion.

Twelfth couplet : The sorrowful lamentation of Mary

Thirteenth couplet : His resurrection and subsequent appearances
Fourteenth couplet : Emergence and growth of church.

The fourteenth couplet is written under the title ‘déva matavinte vyakula

prabandham’ and the contents of puttanpana are repeated in $loka-s.

The raga they sing is the standard westernised $sankarabharanam and without any

tala,

r g S I I I I n S r I I I

en ma ka né nir ma la né

r g m p 4 4 4 4 g m r g 4 r 4 4 I I
nan ma yen nAum ni raAd A0 né

n S r g m 4 4 4 4 m g r S 14 n I 1 14
jan ma do sa tin nté

n S r 14 g r I 14 I I n s I I I 4

bha ra mo zhi co pu tra

The puttanpana was once used to sing the whole poem in houses after evening

prayers. After a certain point of time, only ten to eleven couplets are added to
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books and sung during the holy week and not in houses. The twelfth couplet is the

famous one and pathos among all the couplets.

3.1.4 Ammanapattu

In tamizh, kavi means pattu (song). All those figurative elements that are used in
annavipattu can be seen in ammanapattu with the mandatorily different raga-s.
ammana uses the raga temmanku, which emotes pathos. Both puttanpana and
ammanapattu employ the same dravida raga-s which were used in ancient tamizh
music.

e.g. centartiruccu tantan Sisareyum tankatti

nntayividai kéttu manidarkkaypadupeda

This type of tamizh folk genre is widely famous among the southern Latin Christian
keralites. tévamata ammanai and andavar ammanai are some of the ammanapattu
compositions. The songs from tévamata ammanai are quite popular. The
composers of these songs are unknown, although védanayakam pillai is one
ammanapattu composer. The themes used here are the birth of Mary along with
the new gospel.

e.g. enne valarttavale inamatta pettavale

kannayazhiyamal karppodiruntavale

- ammanam part 5: $/oka 7,8

3.1.5 Paricamuttukali

Paricamuttukali is a performative martial folk art that adapts movements from
traditional Kerala martial practices using swords and shields made of wood or
metal. It is performed primarily during festive and auspicious Christian community
occasions.

Training usually begins between the ages of 12 and 20 and continues over several
months. Students first learn the songs and then the choreographed movement
patterns. The &san leads from the centre while students perform in circular
formation. Rhythmic accompaniment is commonly provided by jalra, while
movements involve coordinated striking of swords and shields along with footwork.
The performers typically wear traditional Kerala warrior costume.

The form commemorates martyrs and heroic battles, while also preserving

community identity through performance.
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4.0 Conclusion

In conclusion, annavipattu and related coastal folk traditions represent a
remarkable cultural synthesis where Christian devotion merges with Dravidian
heritage and European artistic influence. From the meditative house-to-house
singing of piccappattu and the devotional poetry of puttanpana to the rhythmic
vitality of paricamuttukali, these traditions preserve a layered history of music,
ritual, literature, and performance.

These art forms do more than narrate religious themes; they stand as living
evidence of cultural exchange, artistic adaptation, and the creative resilience of
Kerala’s coastal communities. Preserving them is essential not only for
safeguarding heritage but also for understanding the broader musical and cultural

history of South India.

4.1 Further Scope for Research

Several coastal folk traditions remain open for deeper scholarly study beyond those
discussed here. These include slamakarol, dévastavili, valatta-paricavisu Kkali,
margamkali, and cavittu natakam. Further interdisciplinary research involving
folklore, musicology, performance studies, and cultural history would help

preserve and document these valuable traditions more comprehensively.
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