
Journal of Creativity in                Volume: 2 Issue: 9 Year: 2024  

Art and Design      ISSN: 3030-3028 | http://journals.proindex.uz 

 

6 
 

 

VISUAL STORYTELLING IN INDIAN FOLK ART: 

NARRATIVE TECHNIQUES IN KALAMKARI AND 

PATTACHITRA 
 

Dr. Komal, Ph.D. 

(Drawing and Painting – 2018), Banasthali University, Rajasthan, Ware House Road, Opp. Shiv 

Mandir, Charkhi Dadri, Haryana, India 

 

 

Abstract: Indian folk art traditions such as Kalamkari and Pattachitra serve as rich visual narratives 

that convey myths, epics, and social messages. This research paper examines the visual storytelling 

techniques employed in two prominent Indian folk art traditions: Kalamkari from Andhra Pradesh 

and Pattachitra from Odisha. Both art forms represent rich cultural heritage with distinct narrative 

approaches that have evolved over centuries. Through comparative analysis, this study identifies 

key narrative strategies including sequential storytelling, symbolic representations, compositional 

hierarchy, and the integration of text with imagery. The research demonstrates how these traditional 

art forms function as repositories of mythological, religious, and cultural knowledge, while adapting 

to contemporary contexts. By examining the structural elements of visual communication within 

these traditions, this paper contributes to a deeper understanding of indigenous narrative aesthetics 

and their significance in preserving cultural identity. 
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1. Introduction 

Visual storytelling in Indian folk art represents one of the most enduring modes of cultural 

expression, serving as a repository of mythology, religious teachings, and social customs (Mittal, 

2019). Among the diverse traditions, Kalamkari and Pattachitra stand out for their elaborate 

narrative techniques and historical significance. These art forms not only preserve cultural 

knowledge but also demonstrate sophisticated visual communication systems developed outside 

Western artistic paradigms. 

Kalamkari, which literally means "pen-craft" (kalam: pen, kari: craftsmanship), originates from 

regions of Andhra Pradesh, particularly Srikalahasti and Machilipatnam (Chandra, 2018). 

Traditionally practiced using natural dyes on cotton fabric, Kalamkari encompasses both hand-

painting and block-printing techniques. The narrative content often depicts scenes from Hindu 

epics, specifically the Ramayana and Mahabharata, as well as themes from local folklore. 

In contrast, Pattachitra (patta: cloth, chitra: picture) from Odisha and West Bengal represents one of 

India's oldest continuing pictorial traditions (Das, 2021). Created on cloth treated with a mixture of 

tamarind paste and chalk, these paintings typically center on religious themes, particularly the 

Jagannath cult and episodes from the life of Krishna. 

This paper aims to analyze the visual storytelling techniques employed in these two traditions, 

examining how they organize narrative space, convey temporal sequences, and create meaning 
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through symbolic representation. By understanding these indigenous approaches to visual narrative, 

we gain insight into alternative systems of visual communication that have evolved independently 

from Western artistic conventions. 

2. Literature Review 

The study of Indian folk art narratives has gained scholarly attention in recent decades, though 

comprehensive analyses of narrative techniques remain relatively limited. Jain (2020) provides a 

foundational examination of Indian pictorial traditions, highlighting their function as visual texts 

that preserve cultural memory. However, this work focuses primarily on their historical 

development rather than narrative mechanisms. 

More specific to Kalamkari, Krishna's (2019) ethnographic study documents the production 

processes and cultural contexts but offers limited analysis of storytelling techniques. Similarly, 

Mohanty (2022) examines the socio-economic aspects of Pattachitra artists' communities while only 

briefly addressing narrative content. 

Several scholars have examined the religious iconography in these traditions. Rao (2017) analyzes 

the representation of deities in Kalamkari, while Panda (2018) explores the Jagannath cult imagery 

in Pattachitra. These studies provide valuable insights into symbolic representation but do not fully 

address narrative sequencing or compositional strategies. 

A gap exists in the comparative analysis of narrative techniques across different folk art traditions. 

While Chandramouli (2020) compares the aesthetic principles of various Indian folk arts, the study 

does not specifically address storytelling approaches. This paper seeks to address this gap by 

conducting a focused analysis of narrative structures in Kalamkari and Pattachitra. 

3. Methodology 

This research employed a qualitative approach combining visual analysis with contextual research. 

Primary materials included: 

1. Documentation of 45 Kalamkari textiles from collections at the National Crafts Museum (New 

Delhi), Victoria and Albert Museum (London), and private collections. 

2. Analysis of 38 Pattachitra paintings from the National Museum (New Delhi), Crafts Museum 

(Bhubaneswar), and workshops in Raghurajpur village. 

3. Field observations conducted in artist communities in Srikalahasti (Andhra Pradesh) and 

Raghurajpur (Odisha) between 2022-2023. 

4. Semi-structured interviews with 12 practitioners (7 Kalamkari artists and 5 Pattachitra artists) 

regarding narrative conventions and storytelling approaches. 

The visual analysis identified narrative elements including: 

 Spatial organization and composition 

 Character representation and identification 

 Temporal sequencing 

 Symbolic devices 

 Text-image relationships 

 Framing and boundary mechanisms 

Interview data was analyzed thematically to understand artists' perspectives on narrative 

construction and traditional conventions. 
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4. Narrative Techniques in Kalamkari 

4.1 Sequential Storytelling 

Kalamkari textiles typically employ continuous narrative techniques, where multiple episodes from 

a story appear within a single visual field. Kumar (2021) identifies this as "simultaneous narration," 

where temporal progression is indicated through spatial arrangement rather than discrete scenes. 

Analysis of temple hangings revealed that stories commonly progress in horizontal registers, with 

narrative events arranged from left to right and top to bottom. 

For example, a Ramayana narrative cloth from Srikalahasti (c. 1890) depicts the entire Kishkindha 

Kanda (fourth book of the Ramayana) in four horizontal registers. The viewer "reads" the story 

from the top left, following Rama and Lakshmana's meeting with Hanuman, proceeding through 

Sugriva's coronation, and concluding with the search for Sita in the bottom right register. 

4.2 Compositional Hierarchy 

Kalamkari artists employ visual hierarchy to emphasize narrative significance. Central figures in a 

story typically appear larger than secondary characters, regardless of their position in the 

composition. This technique, known as "hierarchical scaling," communicates the relative 

importance of characters within the narrative (Vasudevan, 2020). 

In religious narratives, deities are consistently represented as the largest figures. For instance, in 

Kalamkari cloths depicting Krishna-leela scenes, Krishna invariably appears larger than other gopis 

(milkmaids) or cowherds, immediately signaling his divine status and central role in the narrative. 

4.3 Identifying Devices 

To maintain narrative clarity across complex visual fields, Kalamkari artists employ consistent 

identifying devices for main characters. As noted by Sharma (2020), these include: 

1. Distinctive color schemes (e.g., Rama consistently depicted in blue) 

2. Characteristic physical attributes (e.g., Hanuman's monkey features) 

3. Signature props or weapons (e.g., Krishna's flute, Shiva's trident) 

4. Consistent facial features maintained throughout the narrative 

These identifying elements allow viewers to track characters across multiple episodes within a 

single composition, facilitating narrative comprehension. 

4.4 Text-Image Integration 

A distinctive feature of Kalamkari storytelling is the integration of textual elements within the 

visual narrative. Inscriptions in Telugu, Sanskrit, or occasionally Tamil appear alongside figures, 

serving multiple narrative functions: 

1. Character identification 

2. Dialogue representation 

3. Narrative explanation 

4. Temporal markers 

According to Reddy (2019), these textual elements do not merely supplement the visual but 

function as integral components of the narrative construction. This text-image relationship creates a 

multimodal storytelling approach that offers additional layers of interpretation for literate viewers. 

5. Narrative Techniques in Pattachitra 

5.1 Framed Episodic Structure 

Unlike the continuous narrative approach of Kalamkari, Pattachitra paintings typically employ 

discrete episodes contained within decorative borders. Mishra (2021) describes this as 
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"compartmentalized narration," where individual scenes are visually separated yet conceptually 

linked. 

Analysis of Pattachitra paintings reveals a preference for organizing narrative content within 

geometric frames, often arranged in grid-like patterns. For example, a traditional Dashavatara 

Pattachitra (depicting the ten incarnations of Vishnu) typically presents each avatar in a separate 

framed compartment, with a hierarchical arrangement placing the primary deity at the center. 

5.2 Narrative Density 

Pattachitra paintings are characterized by exceptional narrative density, with minimal empty space. 

As observed by Devi (2022), the "horror vacui" (fear of empty space) principle operates strongly, 

with artists filling all available areas with ornamental details, subsidiary figures, or decorative 

patterns. 

This density serves both aesthetic and narrative purposes, creating visually rich compositions while 

conveying multiple narrative layers simultaneously. For instance, a Jagannath Pattachitra might 

feature the central deity surrounded by concentric layers of narrative content, including: 

1. Core sacred narrative (central) 

2. Devotional activities (middle register) 

3. Ritual processions (outer register) 

4. Ornamental border (framing device) 

5.3 Symbolic Environments 

Pattachitra artists employ highly stylized environmental elements that serve as narrative shorthand. 

According to Mahapatra (2021), specific landscape features immediately signal particular narrative 

contexts: 

1. Particular tree forms indicate forest settings for Krishna narratives 

2. Stylized water patterns signify river scenes for Ganga-related stories 

3. Distinctive architectural elements denote palace, temple, or village settings 

These environmental codes function as narrative anchors, immediately establishing context for the 

informed viewer. 

5.4 Cyclical Temporality 

Unlike the linear progression often seen in Kalamkari, Pattachitra frequently employs cyclical 

narrative structures. Nayak (2019) observes that this circular approach to time reflects Hindu 

cosmological concepts, where narratives exist in eternal repetition rather than linear progression. 

This temporal approach manifests in compositions that can be "read" in circular patterns, 

particularly in paintings depicting seasonal festivals or ritual cycles. For example, a Pattachitra 

showing the Ratha Yatra (chariot festival) might arrange narrative elements in a circular 

composition that mirrors the festival's recurring nature. 

6. Comparative Analysis 

6.1 Spatial Organization 

Both traditions demonstrate sophisticated approaches to spatial organization, though with distinct 

strategies. Kalamkari typically employs horizontal registers that suggest temporal progression, 

while Pattachitra favors compartmentalized frames that establish narrative hierarchies. 

These spatial approaches reflect underlying conceptual differences. Kalamkari's continuous 

narratives emphasize the interconnectedness of narrative episodes, creating visually unified 

storytelling. In contrast, Pattachitra's framed approach emphasizes the discrete nature of individual 

scenes while maintaining thematic unity through stylistic consistency. 
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6.2 Character Representation 

Both traditions employ consistent visual codes for character identification, though with varying 

emphasis. Kalamkari relies heavily on color symbolism and physical attributes to distinguish 

characters across complex narratives. Pattachitra, while also using these devices, places greater 

emphasis on posture and gesture as character indicators. 

The representation of divine figures reveals particularly interesting differences. In Kalamkari, 

deities often appear in dynamic poses engaged in narrative action. Pattachitra, especially in 

Jagannath-themed works, frequently presents deities in frontal, iconic poses that emphasize their 

status as objects of devotion rather than narrative actors. 

6.3 Narrative Temporality 

The temporal frameworks differ significantly between the traditions. Kalamkari typically presents 

linear narratives that progress through clearly defined episodes, even when these are presented 

simultaneously within a single visual field. Pattachitra more frequently employs cyclical or non-

linear temporality, reflecting cosmic cycles rather than historical progression. 

This difference manifests in how viewers engage with the artworks. Kalamkari guides the viewer 

through a predetermined narrative path, while Pattachitra often allows for multiple entry points and 

viewing sequences. 

6.4 Audience Engagement 

Both traditions presume viewers with cultural knowledge who can decode visual symbolism and 

narrative conventions. However, they differ in their approach to viewer guidance. Kalamkari often 

incorporates textual elements that provide explicit narrative information, while Pattachitra relies 

more heavily on visual symbolism that requires prior cultural knowledge to interpret. 

As Panda and Rao (2022) note, this difference reflects the historical contexts of these art forms. 

Kalamkari's development as temple art meant it often served explanatory functions for diverse 

audiences, while Pattachitra's connection to temple rituals positioned it within contexts where 

viewers already possessed relevant mythological knowledge. 

7. Contemporary Adaptations and Innovations 

Both Kalamkari and Pattachitra have undergone significant transformations in contemporary 

contexts, balancing traditional narrative methods with new content and formats. 

7.1 Kalamkari Innovations 

Contemporary Kalamkari artists have expanded beyond religious narratives to include secular 

themes, environmental messaging, and social commentary. Ramana (2023) documents how artists 

in Srikalahasti have adapted traditional techniques to address contemporary issues such as climate 

change and gender equality. 

These innovations include: 

1. Adoption of new narrative formats, including book illustrations and wall hangings designed for 

urban audiences 

2. Introduction of contemporary symbols while maintaining traditional stylistic elements 

3. Experimentation with narrative sequencing, including comic-like panel arrangements 

Significantly, many contemporary artists maintain traditional narrative devices while applying them 

to new content. For example, artist K. Srinivas creates environmental narratives using traditional 

hierarchical composition to emphasize ecological relationships. 

7.2 Pattachitra Adaptations 

Contemporary Pattachitra has seen similar evolutions, though with stronger emphasis on 

maintaining traditional iconography. According to Mohanty (2023), innovations include: 
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1. Development of smaller, portable formats for tourist markets 

2. Expansion into new media, including painted wooden boxes and paper 

3. Introduction of contemporary themes while maintaining traditional stylistic elements 

Notably, contemporary Pattachitra artists often maintain traditional narrative structures even when 

adapting to new formats or content. For example, the compartmentalized framing devices continue 

to appear in works addressing contemporary themes. 

7.3 Market Influences 

The tourist market and international art circuits have influenced narrative content in both traditions. 

Das (2022) notes a tendency toward simplified narratives and decontextualized imagery in pieces 

created for tourist consumption. However, this has been counterbalanced by growing interest from 

collectors and museums seeking works that maintain narrative complexity. 

Artists interviewed for this study described consciously navigating market demands while 

preserving traditional narrative techniques. As Kalamkari artist G. Lakshmi explained: "We 

maintain our traditional storytelling methods even when creating smaller pieces. The stories may be 

simpler, but the way we tell them visually remains connected to our tradition." 

8. Conclusion 

This comparative analysis of Kalamkari and Pattachitra reveals sophisticated narrative systems that 

have evolved over centuries to communicate complex cultural content. Despite their distinctive 

approaches, both traditions demonstrate the fundamental importance of visual storytelling in 

preserving and transmitting cultural knowledge. 

Key findings include: 

 Both traditions employ systematic visual languages with consistent codes for character 

identification, setting establishment, and temporal indication. 

 Kalamkari typically employs continuous narrative techniques with linear progression, while 

Pattachitra favors compartmentalized approaches with cyclical or hierarchical organization. 

 Both traditions balance symbolic representation with narrative specificity, allowing works to 

function simultaneously as decorative objects and as vehicles for cultural transmission. 

 Contemporary practitioners actively negotiate tradition and innovation, adapting narrative 

techniques to new contexts while maintaining core visual languages. 

These findings contribute to our understanding of indigenous narrative systems that exist outside 

Western artistic conventions. Further research could explore how these narrative techniques 

compare with other South Asian visual traditions, or how they inform contemporary graphic 

storytelling practices. 

By recognizing the sophisticated narrative strategies embedded in these folk art traditions, we gain 

appreciation for alternative visual communication systems and their role in cultural preservation. As 

living traditions, Kalamkari and Pattachitra continue to evolve while maintaining connections to 

narrative techniques developed over centuries of practice. 
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