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Telangana

Svelte strokes, vibrant palette, intense red 
background and an earthy Indian ethos coming 

together on an organic canvas has always been the 
hallmark of Cheriyal scroll paintings.

words  //  Meenakshi J

cheriyal
The vanishing strokes of

Hyderabad
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to have had its origins in Usta 
art of the Mughals, its name got 
corrupted over the years under 
the Nizams, and is now popularly 
known as Nakashi or Cheriyal 
paintings. They bear a stark 
similarity to the paintings on the 
ceilings of the Lepakshi temple and 
other sacred spaces built during 
the Vijayanagara rule, making 
it indigenous to the region with 
distinct Telangana indications in 
their form and depiction.

The earThy eThos of 
Cheriyal
Cheriyal paintings have their 
own ethos, with themes being 
earthy and not mystical. They are 
rooted in everyday traditions and 
happenings. Pastoral themes have 
been a favourite rendition of these 
artists since long and so are the 
indigenous festivals of Telangana, 
like Bonalu and Sankranthi.

This very unique scroll painting 
once stood out amongst the 
other miniature scrolls like the 
Pattachitra of Odisha and Bengal, 
with its red-hued background and 
vibrant palette. The Nakashi scrolls 
started as a visual prop for the 
'Kaaki Padagollu', a community 
of yesteryear bards, to entertain 
one hamlet after another in the 
absence of technology, somewhere 
in the early 15th century.

Each scroll was painted as a 
narrative with up to 50 frames, 
depicting important scenes 
from epics like Ramayana and 
Mahabharata, apart from local 
folk traditions with earthy 
themes. The painting of a scroll 
was traditionally commissioned 
in exchange of a barter, by the 
bard, according to his cue and 
requirement for portraying a 
story. Often, completion of these 
scrolls took months. As the bard 

Cheriyal paintings have their own ethos, with 
themes being earthy and not mystical.

At first glance, Cheriyal is 
just another unassuming 
village, a couple of hours 
drive from Hyderabad 

in Telangana. Nothing special 
about its appearance, but for its 
artisans who are the force behind 

this hamlet's claim to fame, thanks 
to their vibrant strokes and a 
centuries-old art form.

Cheriyal is home to an ancient, 15th 
century miniature scroll painting 
called Nakshi. Often mistaken 
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vistara has daily non-stop 
flights to Hyderabad from 
Delhi, Mumbai and pune, 

along with convenient 
connections from other 

cities.

How To GeT THere

The endowment of the GI tag on Cheriyal paintings in 2007, was 
the first step by the Government towards its revival.

gradually developed the story using 
dialogues from an epic, set to a 
background score by his musical 
troupe, these colourful  scrolls 
acted as a spectacular visual text, 
animating and unfolding the events 
to the joy of the spectators.

Their popularity made the Nakashi 
artisans find patronage under the 
Vijayanagara and Nizam rulers, 
so much so, that at one point 
there were more than a thousand 
families settled in the village of 
Cheriyal. Many a time, they were 
commissioned to paint murals 
in temples and mandapams by 
the rulers thus making the family 
members too involved in this art.

Designing a nakashi
Creation of a Cheriyal painting 
requires a lot of hard work, 
perseverance and time. The raw 
materials to design a Nakashi, are 
all naturally obtained, with Khadi 
of the desired measurement being 
used as a canvas. This canvas is 

then coated with three layers of a 
curdy-concoction, made by boiling 
the powdered seeds of tamarind 
mixed with white-clay, starch and 
Tragacanth gum herb.

Once the canvas is ready to be 
painted upon, the master artist 
does the primary sketch of the 
narration with a paste of red 
oxide called geru. Organic natural 
colours are extracted from soot 
(black), limestone (yellow), sea-
shells (white), et al, while the red 
colour is obtained from inglicum 
(an Ayurvedic medicine) and the 
brush is handmade with bamboo 
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shoots. Traditionally, coconut 
shells were used as a palette 
for mixing these colours. The 
same colours are used to make 
Cheriyal masks made of wood 
or coconut shells, sawdust and 
tamarind paste. 

aT The brink of revival
The decline of this traditional 
way of story-telling started 
during 1950s, with the advent of 
videotapes and movies. As did 
the popularity and demand for 
Nakashi artists. As of today, the 

world of Cheriyal paintings is left 
with just one family in Telangana 
(probably in the world) who holds 
this expertise.

Shree Vaikuntam (National Award 
Winner), a connoisseur and an 
expert of Nakashi, along with 
his and brother's family, is still 
involved in reviving this ancient art 
form, working from the confines 
of their home in Hyderabad. The 
womenfolk of the household 
have learnt the art too, taking it 
forward and pitching in with the 
completion of the orders.

The endowment of the GI 
tag on Cheriyal paintings in 
2007, was the first step by the 
Government towards its revival 
with little success. Though the 
enthusiasm for traditional ways 
of storytelling is waning, lately 
Cheriyal paintings have found 
newer and larger canvasses in 
the form of street art and murals 
across railway stations. The 
artists are now being employed 
by government organisations 
and NGOs to showcase their 
art and skill in public spaces. 
Apart from this, the next 
generation of the Vaikuntam 
family regularly conducts 
workshops in collaboration with 
organisations like Mudakaram 
(Chennai), teaching the nuances 
of this traditional art form to 
art-enthusiasts across various 
cities. They hope to create a 
much-needed surge for Cheriyal 
paintings and reinvigorate this  
vanishing art. 

visTara Quiz
Question 2: Which is the deepest lake in the world?

Answers in the next issue of Vistara magazine.

Share your answers at inflightmag@airvistara.com. Two winners for each question will be eligible for prizes.
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