
 
 
Greeting to all who READ this. Please excuse me to introduce myself. My name is Sankar 
Venkateswaran. I am a theatre-maker and a director. I am writing this because I do not want to 
be misunderstood as an anthropologist, a historian, a sociologist, or even an activist. I look at 
life through the prism of theatre, from artistic as well as applied perspectives. I am from Calicut, 
a city in Kerala, and I am ‘settled’ in Attappadi, which is a mountain valley bordering Kerala and 
Tamil Nadu. In Attappadi I have built a theatre space – Sahyande Theatre, which is named for 
its location in the Sahyadri mountains. I am among the recent addition to the increasing in-
migrant population of Attappadi.  
 
Attappadi is known for its Adivasi population who claim to be indigenous to this region and 
archeological findings substantiate the claims. The three Adivasi communities SPEAK their own 
languages, Irula, Kurumba and Muduga tongues, all of which do not rely on writing or written 
forms for communication and transmission; on the other hand, the in-migrant communities 
speak Tamil and Malayalam, which are both languages that have written scripts and are officially 
recognized by the state. This imbalance in the palette of languages and cultures in this region 
sets a nearly impossible context to imagine theatre, especially the kind of theatre which is reliant 
on the written script and representative. But the actual challenge lies beyond, beneath and 
around the theatre – the challenge for these communities who do not rely on writing to negotiate 
life in a world that is dominated by the power of the WRITTEN WORD.  
 
Just as I am writing, and as you are reading about these communities, in English language 
through the means of writing and reading, which are both generally inaccessible to majority of 
people belonging to these communities, the histories of these people are also always written by 
‘outsiders’ and in languages that are foreign and inaccessible to these people. Such writings 
always run into the danger of making misunderstandings, misrepresentations, objectification and 
othering of these communities. And adversely such writings also always have made it impossible 
for the Adivasi communities, specifically of Attappadi region to make their interests count in the 
formation and processes of the larger civil society in their own terms, in their own voices and in 
their own words. This is only one side of the multifaceted Adivasi question which continues as 
stubborn and elusive as a millennium math problem.  
 
Coming back to the question of tackling the near impossibility of a theatre reliant on the written 
word in the multilingual context of Attappadi, since 2020 the pandemic has presented yet 
another set of unknown circumstances and unpredictable restrictions and regulations making it 
doubly challenging to do theatre in a physical space. In the absence of the physical space and the 
written word, what is left of theatre? These questions have brought us to this digital space where 
it is possible to create a portal – an online repository of oral histories, memories, stories, 
interviews, and lived experiences; a portal that can perpetually grow and continue to host digital 
content related to life, agriculture, apiculture, food, medicine, even conversations from everyday 
life – attappedia.org, an approach to theatre during the pandemic and a way of looking at history 
without the written word.  
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