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Introduction

Kerala, perched elegantly along India’s southwestern coast, is a realm where earth
and water collude to create an evergreen tapestry of backwaters, rolling hills, and
dense groves of coconut. The land hums with the language of monsoons and the
rhythm of tides—a landscape that has inspired artists, builders, and craftspeople for
millennia. Here, tradition is not something observed from a distance but is lived,
breathed, and colored anew with every sunrise. From the ornate temple murals to the
vivid makeup of performers, from the glistening gold borders of sarees to the warm
browns of thatched village homes, Kerala’s visual culture is at once ancient and
perpetually in bloom.

Throughout its history, Kerala has been a vibrant crossroads—a meeting point of spice
traders from Arabia, Chinese merchants, Roman ships, and wandering sage-poets. This
confluence of peoples, faiths, and ideas has sculpted a society famously cosmopolitan,
yet deeply rooted in its own mythologies and aesthetics. It is a land where Hindu,
Christian, Jewish, and Muslim communities have not only coexisted but have
constantly enriched each other’s artistic and craft traditions, weaving a tapestry as
rich and varied as the landscapes themselves.

“Colors of Kerala: A Journey Through the Art, Craft, and Culture of India’s Enchanting
Malabar Coast” is an invitation to immerse yourself in this world of creative
abundance. This book has been conceived as both a guide and a companion—a deeply
researched yet accessible portal into the heart of Kerala’s visual and performing arts,
textile legacies, intricate handicrafts, spiritual festivals, and culinary heritage. Each
chapter is anchored in vivid places and voices: temple corridors fragrant with
sandalwood, bustling workshops where the click of looms shapes the day, riversides
echoing with the music of oars and song, kitchens bursting with color and spice.

Our journey moves beyond icons and monuments to explore the living traditions of
making and celebrating. You will meet muralists who draw from centuries-old
palimpsests yet find space for contemporary stories; artisans who still shape clay,
metal, or fiber with hands trained by generations; and elders who recount memories of
gold-dusted festivals and the slow, sacred labor of preparing for Onam or Vishu. The
living pulse of Kerala’s communities is central here: their innovations, challenges, and
the urgent efforts to preserve what is threatened by modernity and global pressures.

By delving into the symbolism of colors in mural and body art, the evolving forms of
architecture and design, and the deeply communal nature of music and dance, this
book seeks to reveal the interplay between Kerala’s geography, beliefs, and creativity.
You'll also find practical insights peppered throughout—museum guides, travel tips,
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festival calendars, and suggestions for immersive workshops—that encourage direct,
respectful engagement with Kerala’s artistic worlds.

This is above all a celebration of sensory richness. Whether you're a traveler, a
student of world cultures, an artist, or a lover of beautiful things, may these pages
offer you a window into Kerala’s soul—a place where every color tells a story, every
festival welcomes strangers as kin, and the spirit of making is both ancient ritual and a
promise for the future. Welcome to the journey.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Lush Canvas: Landscapes and
Early Artistic Influences

Kerala, often poetically dubbed "God's Own Country," is a land where the very earth
seems to have been painted with broad, vibrant strokes. Stretching along the Arabian
Sea, this slim strip of land is a symphony of natural grandeur: emerald backwaters
that mirror the sky, mist-shrouded peaks of the Western Ghats, and a coastline fringed
with swaying coconut palms. This distinctive geography, a verdant embrace between
mountains and sea, has not only shaped the daily lives of its people but has also
profoundly influenced the artistic and cultural expressions that define the Malabar
Coast. The landscape itself is the first, sprawling canvas upon which Kerala's creative
spirit has manifested.

Imagine arriving in Kerala: the air, thick with the scent of spices and a gentle humidity,
wraps around you. The first visual impression is overwhelmingly green, in countless
shades—from the brilliant, almost fluorescent new growth of paddy fields to the deep,
ancient green of rainforest canopies. This omnipresent green, a symbol of fertility and
life, finds its echo in the state’s art, particularly in the prominence of green pigments
in mural paintings and the striking green makeup of heroic Kathakali characters. The
abundance of natural resources—wood from its forests, clay from its riverbanks, and
fibers from its ubiquitous coconut trees—has provided the raw materials that fuel its
rich craft traditions.

But Kerala's story is not just one of natural bounty; it is also a tale of ancient
encounters and cross-cultural currents. Long before the advent of modern transport,
the Malabar Coast was a bustling nexus of global trade. Its strategic position along
ancient maritime routes made it a coveted destination for merchants seeking
spices—pepper, cardamom, ginger, and cinnamon—that were as valuable as gold in
distant lands. Phoenicians, Romans, Arabs, Chinese, and later, Europeans, all sailed
into Kerala's harbors, leaving indelible marks on its cultural landscape. Each arrival
brought not only goods but also ideas, technologies, and artistic sensibilities that
subtly, yet profoundly, infused local traditions.

The earliest artistic influences in Kerala can be traced back to the indigenous
Dravidian cultures, with their unique spiritual practices and artistic expressions. Over
centuries, as trade routes flourished and different communities settled, a fascinating
cultural syncretism began to take root. Jewish traders established communities that
thrived for centuries, building synagogues that reflect both local and diasporic
architectural styles. Early Christian communities, some tracing their origins to the
apostle St. Thomas himself, built churches that incorporated elements of local temple
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architecture, creating a distinctive Indo-Syriac style. Muslim traders and scholars, who
arrived from the Arabian Peninsula, also contributed significantly, influencing
everything from architectural motifs in mosques to culinary practices.

This multicultural heritage is perhaps most visible in Kerala’s religious architecture.
While temples are renowned for their distinct architectural style, often incorporating
wood carvings and mural paintings, mosques and churches in Kerala also possess a
unique character. They often blend local building materials and techniques with
designs inspired by their originating cultures. For instance, many early mosques on
the Malabar Coast feature sloped roofs and gabled ends, resembling traditional Kerala
homes and temples, rather than the domes and minarets characteristic of Islamic
architecture in other parts of the world. This organic integration speaks volumes about
the harmonious coexistence and mutual artistic influence among communities.

Beyond grand structures, these early interactions also shaped the visual language of
everyday life. The intricate patterns found in traditional textiles, for example, might
hint at design elements brought by foreign traders. The vibrant use of color, while
deeply rooted in local symbolism, may have been subtly influenced by the pigments
and dyeing techniques introduced through trade. It was a slow, organic process of
cultural exchange, a gentle osmosis rather than an imposed transformation.

Consider the port city of Kochi (Cochin), a living testament to this layered history. Its
Fort Kochi area is a fascinating mosaic of Dutch, Portuguese, British, and Jewish
influences, each contributing to its unique architectural aesthetic and cultural vibe.
Here, you can find cantilevered Chinese fishing nets, a legacy of ancient trade ties,
casting their silhouettes against the sunset. Nearby, centuries-old synagogues stand
peacefully beside churches and temples, each a silent monument to the enduring
spirit of pluralism that has characterized Kerala.

The natural landscape also provided the spiritual backdrop for many of Kerala's art
forms. The dense forests and the powerful monsoon rains evoke a sense of the divine,
fostering a deep reverence for nature that permeates many folk traditions and
ritualistic arts. The lushness of the environment is not just scenery; it is an active
participant in the narrative of Kerala’s artistic evolution. The very materials of art—the
laterite for red pigments, the charcoal for black, the coir from coconut husks—are gifts
from this land, binding the art intimately to its origins.

This foundational chapter sets the stage for our deeper exploration into the "Colors of
Kerala." It is in this fertile ground of a distinctive landscape and a history shaped by
global exchange that Kerala's artistic soul blossomed. As we delve into specific art
forms, from the vibrant murals of temples to the intricate crafts made from natural
materials, and the dramatic narratives of its performing arts, remember that each
expression is a thread in this richly woven tapestry, colored by the land and the
myriad journeys that have converged on the enchanting Malabar Coast.
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