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The diversity of art forms from various regions of India never ceases to amaze. Somewhat lamentable, however, is how little Indians know about their art forms. I spent a significant portion of my life in Kerala, enchanted by the sanctity of its temples and their spectacular festivals of elephants, song, dance and drama. Among the pride of Keralites is one of India's vaunted art forms, Kalarippayattu. I have always found myself lacking when asked to elaborate on this art, and was more than a little curious when the Bharatiyam and Sangam associations at ucla announced a demonstration cum workshop on Kalari on Nov 5th.

As little kids, we are often reminded about our rich cultural heritage. Kalari is one of the ancient temple arts of Kerala, blending physical, mental and spiritual practices to form a uniquely beautiful spectacle of beauty and power. This "mother of all martial arts" is widely considered to be a precursor to East-Asian arts such as Kungfu, believed to have been taken from South India by BodhiDharma. The word "kalari" stands for gymnasium, typically a 42 by 21 by 21 ft bamboo enclosure constructed according to the vasthushastra, and "payattu" for training.  There are two schools of Kalari: Vadakkan (northern) kalari is more combat oriented while the Thekkan (southern) school focuses on knowledge of marma (vital spots). The art of body massage and bone healing is an important aspect of Kalari learning. Also called marma chikilsa (treatment), Kalari practitioners use knowledge of vital spots to paralyze the enemy and heal body aches.

The two exponents of Kalari, Krishnadas and Dinesh, whose demonstration we had the honor of attending manage one of the oldest schools of Northern Kalari, the SNGS Vallabhatta Kalari Sangham. The demonstration began with a ritualistic routine during which they paid obeisance to the Kalari deities and their ancestoral gurukkal. Hari Rangaswamy accompanied on the percussion, shifting effortlessly between the chenda melam, mridangam and a host of South Indian instruments. The artists proceeded into a series of breathtaking and complex unarmed combat manoeuvres, showcasing their flexibility. The two men glided past each other gracefully, they eyes unwaveringly focused on their opponent. They displayed their skills and agility with a wide variety of weapons, from the traditional sword and shield, curved daggers (kattaram), long staff (kettukari), flexible swords (urumi), drawing immediate applause from a captivated audience.

The demonstration was followed by a workshop, during which Krishnadas introduced some basic steps to the audience. The exercises emphasized flexibility and balance, and have their roots in nature – imitating snake, elephant, peacock and other animal stances. "Kalarippayattu is not about physical prowess", said Krishnadas. In fact, weight training is inherently at odds with the essence of Kalari, which requires muscles to be as loose as possible. Kalarippayattu is about self-defense and should not be used to attack an opponent. "When you are being attacked and need to escape, you should know how to paralyze and maim the opponent", explained Krishadas. 

Some of us had the opportunity to have an extended discussion with the performers over dinner. It was truly humbling to see these artists transform from intimidating warriors, to very unassuming people. Their time is spent teaching Kalari at their school in Kerala, and touring various countries. There is tremendous interest in Kalarippayattu in Europe, and they have toured Belgium, France and Germany extensively. This is their first US tour, and the Kerala Dance Theater has been instrumental in bringing the trio together in the US. It is a gratifying experience, and one that arouses my curiosity further. I am glad that some of our ancient arts are being revived by tourism and interest abroad.

