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This study examines how Poothan Thira supports Kerala’s cultural and spiritual 
continuity. It analyses how the performance conveys complex mythological and moral 
narratives, and how it adapts to modern social issues to remain relevant. Poothan 
Thira serves as a dynamic medium that upholds moral consciousness, cultural pride, 
and collective memory. It offers a compelling fusion of storytelling, dance, and music 
that promotes spiritual engagement and social cohesion. By drawing on mythological 
stories that highlight the victory of good over evil, the performance instils moral 
principles. Additionally, it acts as a link between the past and present, enabling 
audiences and practitioners to honour ancestral legacies while engaging with changing 
social contexts. This establishes Poothan Thira as a significant living tradition that 
enriches Kerala’s cultural landscape. Poothan Thira is a living custom that upholds 
Kerala’s spiritual and cultural identity. It connects the past and present by preserving 
mythological stories and adapting them for contemporary settings. The art form, 
maintained by dedicated practitioners, continues to promote ethical principles, a 
sense of community belonging, and collective memory. Poohan Thira is an essential 
cultural force that upholds Kerala’s spiritual legacy, adjusts to contemporary issues, 
and fortifies communal identity across generations.

Introduction
Humans must make spiritual progress, which takes different forms across cultures and reflects a 

range of individual experiences. Traditional arts have flourished as powerful expressions of spiritual 
and cultural identity because they embody teachings, rituals, and values that guide both individual and 
collective growth. Devoted practitioners who uphold and transmit these forms, paying respect to their 
ancestors and the development of human spirituality, are largely responsible for their perseverance. A 
notable example of this enduring legacy is Poothanum Thirayum.

The vibrant ritualistic folk art known as Poothanum Thirayum originates in Valluvanad, a mediaeval 
state. It represents Kerala’s rich spiritual and cultural heritage and is performed in the rural communities 
of Palakkad, Malappuram, and Thrissur. Poothan, depicted in colourful clothing and a striking wooden 
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mask, is believed to be an assistant of Lord Shiva sent to help Bhadrakali. This art form preserves one 
of Kerala’s oldest traditions by fusing mythology, devotion, and community, bridging the spiritual and 
material worlds with symbolic elements such as masks and Thira headdresses (fig. 1).

Poothanum Thirayum marks the onset of Kerala’s temple festival season with vibrant ritual 
processions across rice fields, reaffirming cultural continuity and identity. Rooted in Kerala’s mythos of 
Dharma, this folk performance embodies the archetypal struggle between good and evil, with Poothan 
as Shiva’s lieutenant and Thira representing Bhadrakali’s divine force. The use of masks, symbolic attire, 
and performative movement aligns with anthropological concepts of ritual embodiment and liminality, 
creating a sacred space where myth becomes lived experience. This tradition fosters communal cohesion, 
reinforcing cosmological beliefs through participatory cultural memory. Poothanum Thirayum 
is a lively blend of storytelling, dance, and music that heightens the ritual’s spiritual and emotional 
impact. Rhythmic tunes increase audience participation and make the experience accessible to all ages. 
It promotes social cohesion and a sense of collective identity as a group performance. The Poothan 
mask preserves tradition while embracing change by acting as a conduit for cultural spirituality and 
connecting ancestry with modern life.

Review of Literature
A wide range of artistic human expressions, including visual, aural, and performative forms, are 

considered art because of their aesthetic appeal, emotional impact, and cultural significance (Muthu, 
2017). Ritualistic folk arts combine worship, storytelling, and community building, such as Tirayattam, 
performed by the Edakottu Tirayatta Samgham in Kozhikode and Malappuram (Killius, 2009). 
These performances reflect the profound integration of spiritual and agricultural life within ethnic 
communities (Aiswarya Suresh et al., 2022). Keralan depictions of Bhadrakali illustrate the goddess’s 
changing roles after her mythological triumph, ranging from fierce (Raudra) to peaceful (Santam) and 
liberated (Moksham) forms (Wahid, 2020). These traditions have historically served as means for ritual 
performers, often from marginalised communities such as Pulaya, Velan, Malayan, and Vannan, to 
express spiritual and artistic aspirations (Raji et al., 2019).

According to anthropology, early human societies combined ritual and art for symbolic and 
mnemonic purposes (Leonardo et al., 1979). Rituals often use symbolic embodiment to blur the 
boundaries between the divine and the mortal (Scheffler, 1999). To bridge the sacred and secular 
domains and provide healing, identity, and meaning, artistic expressions in music, dance, storytelling, 
and visual arts remain essential (Brown, 2018; Ashley, 1992).

Methodology
This study employed a qualitative research design to examine how the ritualistic folk art of 

Poothanum Thirayum reflects the interaction between social life and cultural beliefs. By focusing on 
its ongoing performance during the annual Pooram festivals in the Valluvanad region of Kerala, the 
study aimed to evaluate the art form’s ability to conserve and revitalise cultural values. A purposive 
sample of 15 participants from the districts of Thrissur, Malappuram, and Palakkad provided the data. 
The sample included local cultural practitioners, temple organising committee members, and elders 
from the Peruvannan community. To assess the perceived socio-cultural significance of Poothanum 
Thirayum in promoting communal well-being, group discussions were conducted with senior members 
of the Peruvannan community in Thrissur.

Participants from key ritual-related areas, such as Mannarkkad, Kollangode, Sreekrishnapuram, 
and Vadakkancheri (Palakkad); Kuttipuram, Perinthalmanna, and Thirunavaya (Malappuram); and 
Olari, Chazhoor, Anandapuram, and Chalakkal (Thrissur), also took part in structured interviews. 
These interviews focused on the ritual’s perceived benefits for mental and physical health, its role in 
preserving community identity, and the transmission of cultural traditions across generations. The data 
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were subjected to thematic analysis to identify key trends and insights related to the ritual’s social and 
spiritual dimensions.

Area of the Study
The study was conducted in the Kerala districts of Malappuram, Palakkad, and Thrissur, each 

making a distinct contribution to the Poothanum Thirayum practice. Thrissur, Kerala’s cultural centre, 
provides a thriving artistic environment; the primarily agrarian Palakkad regards the post-harvest ritual 
in paddy fields as a blessing ceremony, while Malappuram offers unique regional variations. Originating 
in Valluvanad, the art form’s development was influenced by the region’s administrative restructuring, 
which also affected its local adaptations and distribution.

Historical Origin and Development
The myths surrounding Poothan and Thira are deeply rooted in the legendary tale of Goddess 

Bhadrakali’s battle with the demon king Daarika. After an intense eighteen-day struggle, Bhadrakali 
defeats Daarika, symbolising the triumph of good over evil and the restoration of Dharma. According to 
the myth, Daarika gained immense power through intense Tapasya, granted by Lord Brahma, including 
the strength of ten thousand elephants and a deadly boon: each drop of his blood would spawn a 
thousand more like him. However, his downfall could only come at the hands of a woman. As his 
tyranny spread across the worlds, the distressed Devas appealed to Vishnu, who directed them to seek 
Shiva’s help, setting the stage for Bhadrakali’s creation and ultimate victory.

In response to their prayers, Lord Shiva sent the sage Narada to reason with the demon king Daarika 
at the Devas’ request, but Daarika’s arrogance incited Shiva’s wrath. Goddess Bhadrakali and the 
Poothaganas emerged from Shiva’s third eye to fight evil with ferocity. Bhadrakali engaged Daarika in 
a fierce battle of light and darkness while riding the legendary beast Aswavethali. By licking every drop 
of the demon’s blood and preventing his regeneration, Aswavethali ensured Bhadrakali’s victory. After 
re-establishing Dharma, Bhadrakali triumphantly returned to Kailash. This myth forms the foundation 
for the ritual art of Poothan and Thira. Poothan and Thira, who represent courage, devotion, and 
moral triumph, bless and guard homes against evil. This performance sustains communal memory and 
spiritual resilience, preserving the legend of Bhadrakali for future generations.

The Spiritual Significance and Cultural Heritage of Poothanum Thirayum: A 
Valluvanadan Celebration
A folk tradition with spiritual significance, Poothanum Thirayum embodies devotion and collective 

participation. The ritual, performed from December to May before temple festivals, seeks divine blessings 
and purges the village of evil spirits. It represents Bhadrakali and her attendants, the Poothaganas. More 
than a ritual, it is a communal effort to restore social harmony. As Bhadrakali’s companion, Poothan 
serves as a vital link between the divine and humanity. By uniting the community, performers, and deity 
in a sacred space, the performance reinforces spiritual bonds and cultural identity.

On the morning of the festival, a vibrant and sacred atmosphere envelops the village between 2 and 
3 AM. This early hour is significant for the men who portray the characters of Poothanum Thirayum 
in a rich cultural performance. The performers begin with a ritual bath, symbolising purification and 
readiness to enter the festival’s spiritual realm. Dressed in distinctive attire, they first wear the Pudayaada, 
a traditional garment marking the initial step in their ritual folk art.

In the early hours of the festival (2–3 AM), a sacred atmosphere fills the village as performers prepare 
for Poothanum Thirayum. After a ritual bath signifying purification, they dress in traditional attire, 
beginning with the Pudayaada and Adimundu. Additional layers of cloth are added for visual effect and 
secured for the vigorous performance ahead. Body painting with rice flour and sandalwood enhances 
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their transformation. Poothan performers also wear hay bundles around the waist, symbolising a 
connection with nature, secured with rope and adorned with a pleated, bordered dhoti for dynamic 
movement and visual elegance (fig. 2).

Performers complete their transformation with symbolic details as preparations continue. To 
symbolise strength, they carry a white cloth or a warrior’s shield (Veeralipatt) on their backs. The 
intricate Aalavattam headpiece, made from pleated dhotis arranged in a circle, adds grandeur and 
presence. Traditional ornaments (Meyyabharanam) showcase regional craftsmanship. A protective face 
shield (Thaadithappu) preserves the intricate makeup, allowing actors to inhabit their roles confidently 
and authentically.

The final step in preparation is wearing the elaborate Poothan mask, rich in symbolic detail and design, 
reflecting the character’s role in the festival narrative. Performers then add the Pinpeeli, symbolising 
Poothan’s hair, to complete the ensemble and enhance authenticity. These bamboo strip headdresses, 
decorated with glass, stones, and metallic foil, further enhance the visual beauty of the portrayal (fig. 3).

Poothanum Thirayum features a visual and spiritual metamorphosis, with performers transcending 
the human world through intricate masks, costumes, and makeup. Makeup rituals, particularly the use 
of black kajal and colourful facial patterns, enhance divine expression, while the striking Poothan mask, 
with its large eyes and protruding tongue, inspires awe. These aesthetic elements are believed to ward off 
evil and represent spiritual embodiment, especially protecting the Lakshmi icon in the Thira headdress. 
Together, they uphold the sacred and cultural significance of the ritual.

The culmination of the preparation is a powerful display of cultural heritage that is both spiritual 
and visual. Armed with a sword and shield, Poothan and Thira lead the village procession, stopping 
at homes to offer blessing s and request divine protection. As a sign of the dispelling of darkness and 
spiritual purification, households welcome them with lit lamps. Poothan’s slow, deliberate steps contrast 
with Thira’s energetic movements, creating a dynamic performance that captures the essence of the 
ritual’s divine-mortal connection (figg. 4 & 5).

Rice was traditionally offered to Poothan and Thira as a token of respect. Nowadays, cash gifts 
signifying gratitude from the community have replaced this custom. Despite their modesty, these offerings 
honour the performers’ dedication and the spiritual legacy they uphold. Poothanum Thirayum is more 
than a custom; it strengthens community bonds and preserves cultural heritage. Each performance 
connects the villagers to their history, spirituality, and pride in their shared identity. Poothan and 
Thira reinforce the sacred link between the divine and daily life by bestowing blessings for protection, 
prosperity, and health as they visit each home. Their presence brings spiritual energy, instilling hope and 
a sense of security in households. By taking on these roles, performers respect tradition while reinforcing 
group identity and faith. The ceremony maintains a living legacy, guiding future generations in spiritual 
and cultural continuity through drumbeats and glowing lamps.

Music: The Role of Thudi and Para Drums in Cultural Expression
The pulsating rhythms of the Thudi and Para (Ezhupara) drums energise the atmosphere as Poothan 

and Thira traverse the village. Poothan is accompanied by the deep tones of the Thudi, while Thira’s 
dramatic movements are accentuated by the high-pitched, sharp Para. In addition to providing music, 
these traditional instruments unite the community, fostering a strong sense of spirituality and heritage, 
and transforming the village into a vibrant platform for cultural expression (figg. 5 & 6) 

Uniqueness of Headgears: A Symbol of Craftsmanship and Cultural Identity
Made from sturdy Varikka Plavu (jackfruit timber), the Thira headgear is a masterful creation 

comprising 16 interlocking wooden pieces for strength and visual appeal. Atop the ferocious Vyali 
(Veerabhadran), a statue of Lakshmi as Bhadrakali symbolises divine power. The headdress enhances 
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the performance’s visual grandeur, flanked by carvings of priests, musicians, and elephants. Beyond its 
function, it is an essential part of the Thira tradition, representing the community’s spiritual beliefs and 
cultural identity (figg. 6 & 7).

Thirayum Poothanum’s artistry lies in its extensive use of cultural artefacts that enhance both symbolic 
meaning and visual impact. Deep tradition and craftsmanship are evident in the performers’ meticulous 
self-adornment with layered costumes and accessories before facial painting. Key components include 
the Arapoov with Chittumbram for support and contrast, the Kalketti and Chittaada for colourful 
layering at the hips, and the Podiyaada for ankle protection. The Kaambacha ensures the Aramani, a 
brass bell belt that enhances rhythmic movement, is correctly positioned, while the Thaakkam adds 
boldness. In this visually striking and spiritually rooted performance, the ensemble is completed by head 
accessories such as Thalapothi and Nettithanda, which provide both function and cultural expression, 
and heavy Chilamb anklets that produce dynamic sound.

The Mannan Community, Guardians of the Poothan-Thira Tradition
During the Pooram festival, the Mannan or Peruvannan community, primarily from north-central 

Kerala, are essential to preserving and performing the ritualistic folk art Poothanum Thirayum. Their 
identity reflects rich cultural diversity, and they are known by various regional names, including Neriyan, 
Velan, and Vannan. Mannans from Thrissur, Palakkad, and Malabar belong to the Scheduled Caste 
and are mythologically linked to the earth through the creation stories of Parameswaran and Parvati. 
Their Idukki counterparts, classified as Scheduled Tribe, trace their roots to Madurai. The ritual is more 
than a performance; it is a sacred act in which Mannan artists bridge the divine and human worlds 
by embodying deities through symbolic makeup, elaborate costumes, and storytelling. This spiritual 
representation reinforces their cultural identity and social role within Kerala’s religious traditions. 
Mannan artisans also craft the Poothan masks using regional materials. Their intricate designs, reflecting 
generations of craftsmanship and cultural continuity, hold profound symbolic meaning.

The Poothan mask, weighing between 20 and 25 kilograms, requires considerable skill and practice 
to wear and balance effectively. These masks are made from a single piece of jackfruit wood, carved into 
the shape of a mask with attractive carpentry work (fig. 8).

Current Status: Passing on the Poothanum Thirayum Legacy
This vibrant oral tradition is being preserved today by dedicated Poothan and Thira performers who 

actively mentor younger generations. A Peruvannan artist recalls his grandfather teaching him, and he 
now strengthens identity and belonging by instructing his son and local youth. The expressive depth 
of the art form is maintained through this hands-on transmission. Through programmes such as the 
Diamond Jubilee Scholarship, the Kerala government supports these initiatives and provides resources 
to inspire young students. Poothanum Thirayum is flourishing and securing its place in Kerala’s cultural 
future, thanks to the guidance of elders and the participation of young people.

Discussion
Poothanum Thirayum, which combines ritual, performance, and community involvement, is 

a powerful representation of Kerala’s intangible cultural heritage. Rooted in mythology and ritual 
embodiment, this art form exemplifies key anthropological concepts such as symbolic representation, 
ritual performance, and community, illustrating how people can transcend social boundaries to 
share in a sacred experience. The use of expressive masks, music, and movement serves not only as 
artistic elements but also as culturally encoded symbols that maintain social cohesion, convey values, 
and mediate between the material and spiritual realms. The intergenerational transfer of knowledge 
highlights the oral and performative aspects of cultural continuity, while the enactment of the eternal 
struggle between good and evil reflects a profound cosmological framework. Participation across caste, 
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class, and gender lines demonstrates the democratising potential of ritual folk arts in fostering social 
unity and reinforcing collective memory.

Conclusion/Final Reflections
Poothanum Thirayum is a living cultural system that upholds Kerala’s spiritual and communal 

identity; it is more than a performative tradition. Its continued practice offers insight into how traditional 
art forms preserve their core principles while adapting to modern challenges. This ritual remains an 
important means of expressing culture and religion, supported by governmental organisations and 
dedicated community members. Through embodied cultural performance, Poothanum Thirayum 
connects the past and present, preserving historical narratives and ancestral wisdom. It also fosters a 
greater sense of belonging and shared humanity.
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Images
Fig. 1 - The map showing the distribution of Poothan & 
Thira in Kerala State

Fig. 3 - (left) The performer from the Peruvannan 
community getting ready with Poothan mask, photo courtesy: 
Prasadh Vellaloor.

Fig. 2 - The performers wearing adornments & 
doing body decoration (courtesy: wikipedia).

Figg. 4 & 5 - Poothan and Thira moving with divine steps through the villages for blessings, photo courtesy: Prasad Vellaloor

Figg. 5 & 6 - Poothan with associated musicians, courtesy: Prasad Vellaloor
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Figg. 6 & 7 - Heardgear of Thira representing Lakshmi statue sits on the Vyali’s head, courtesy: Jayan Vellaloor

Fig. 8 - Poothan Mask with Pinpeeli (Hair of Poothan), courtesy: Prasad Vellaloor


