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The Cherial paintings are vividly coloured scrolls that tell tales of life as it 
used to be. The vibrant tone of red instantly arrests the eye, as one’s gaze 
wanders across the scroll, each frame narrating an episode from the epics. 
The wedding of Lord Rama and Sita or Lord Krishna dancing atop the 
snake Kaliya, the famed ten avatars of Vishnu or the village folk reveling 
during the Bonalu festival of the region, to describe only a few. 
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Cherial Paintings
Scrolls with Epic Tales
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Telling stories from scrolls
Cherial is a village in the Warangal district of 

Andhra Pradesh and home to the Cherial scroll paintings 
that depict stories from the epics and Puranas, as well as 
daily life scenes in rural settings. These scroll paintings 
are a highly stylized form of Nakashi art (nakashi 
means: one who makes pictures). The folk artists or 
the nakashis are said to have migrated from Rajasthan 
a couple of centuries ago. 

Hundreds of years ago, long before audio visual 
entertainment in the form of cinema and television was 

prevalent, art and crafts were created with the aim of 
entertaining people. The genre of scroll paintings was 
one such art form, where touring bards carried scrolls 
from village to village singing and narrating stories 
using the scrolls as visual aids, often accompanied by 
music and folklore. 

This traditional art form of scroll painting 
eventually became an inseparable part of the profession 
of the story-telling community known as kaki padagollu. 
Very often, under a banyan tree in a temple compound 
or at a village square, people would gather as the bards 
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The Cherial scrolls are distinct from paintings 
from other parts of the country due to their subject 
matter: they adopt a community-specific storyline and 
visual vocabulary. The stories of the Cherial scroll 
paintings usually stem from the vast collection of the 
Indian mythology: tales from the epics of Ramayana, 
Mahabharata and the Puranas. While it was common 
belief that on listening to the stories from the epics, a 
person would be blessed and attain punya (virtue), these 
stories also served to preach the path of righteousness 
over evil. The scroll paintings were also a depiction 
of the everyday village life and culture of the people 

narrated lively renditions of the epics as well as folk 
tales to the enthralled audiences, with the help of the 
colourful, eye-catching visuals. These long, vibrant 
scrolls would flow out infusing life into these tales. 
Generally the vertical scrolls would be three feet 
wide and the length would depend on the story, and 
sometimes it would go as long as 40 feet consisting of 
40-50 panels. Each panel would portray a part of the 
story and would be displayed as the story was narrated. 
Thus, these scrolls became important to the cultural as 
well as sociological setting in the region.
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living in the  region of Andhra 
Pradesh. A farmer reaping a 
paddy field, a woman doing 
her chores in the kitchen, a 
marriage procession with a bride 
being carried in a palanquin 
and men climbing palm trees to 
tap toddy in the pots are some 
commonly depicted scenes. The 
communities in the region were 
categorized mainly by their 
occupations, some of the more 
prominent being goud (toddy 
tappers), mudiraj (fishermen), 
padamshali (weavers), yadav 
(cattle rearers), chamarlu 
(cobblers) and each community 
had its own sub cultural 
identity. Different stories from 
the Puranas were narrated to 
people based on the community 
they belonged to. For example, 
the weaver community would 
listen to tales from Markandeya 
Puranam, while cobblers 
would listen to tales from Adi 
Puranam and Jambavantha 
Puranam. Each community 
thereby had its own specific 
gods, rituals, tales, heroes, and 
hence, scrolls.

Making a Cherial scroll
The making of a scroll 

is a time-consuming and tedious 
process and involves many 
steps. The canvas is created 
from a white khadi cloth. 
Tamarind seeds are powdered 
and made into a paste, which 
is boiled, resulting in a rather 
gum-like substance. A mixture 
of tree gum and sudda matti 
(white clay) is added to this 
paste. The fabric is treated 
with three coats of this paste, 
letting each one dry before 
the subsequent coat is applied. 
Usually, a roughly 20m stretch 
of fabric is treated at one time.

The base canvas is 
then washed and burnished 
smooth. Once the sketching 
of the figures is complete, the 
colours are filled in. The work 
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becomes increasingly difficult as the panels have to be 
planned and within every panel the proportion, the style 
and the look have to be maintained for uniformity. The 
first panel will always belong to Lord Ganesh followed 
by Goddess Saraswati, as it is customary for artists 
to seek blessings of these deities in order to ensure 
the art flourishes without any obstacles. The sequences 
are illustrated in a series of horizontal panels and 
framed with the help of a floral or ornamental border. 
The drawing is intricate and requires a great degree 
of skill and precision. Within the narrow panels, the 
details of the backdrop such as curtains, pillars, trees 
and buildings are to be maintained uniformly across 
the scroll. When a big scroll is being made, a greater 
number of characters are to be drawn. So, maintaining 
similarity in style, look and size throughout a scroll 
comprising of 50 panels calls for dexterity and 
painstaking attention to detail.

The figures in the scroll paintings are depicted 
in a profile view. They appear animated and exaggerated 
and sport identical facial features that stand out 
prominently: receding foreheads, eyes that are wide and 
almost almond-shaped, sharp-nosed and wide-mouthed. 

Apart from a narrative format, the use of 
striking and vibrant colour schemes is a hallmark of 

the Cherial scroll paintings, lending them a pronounced 
folk flavour. Bright hues of blues, greens, maroons and 
yellows are frequently used. Colour is added to the 
scrolls in a pre-defined sequence. The background is 
first filled with a striking shade of red. The colour 
of the face is decided by the character that is being 
depicted. The colour blue is reserved for special gods 
and yellow is for the goddesses and ladies. While the 
evil or demonic characters are coloured in a dark tone 
of brown, light pink or a skin tone is used for other 

Exterior of Man Sing Tomar’s palace
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characters. The colours and costumes are influenced 
by the local lifestyles, customs and traditions. The 
male characters are attired in dhotis and the females 
are depicted clad in sarees. The ornaments are filled 
in with lemon yellow. White is used for the jewels in 
the ornaments as well as eyes and finally, black is used 
for outlines and finishing.

In the past, natural dyes were used to add 
colours to the scrolls. White was obtained from ground 
seashells, black from lamp soot and yellow from 
turmeric. Other colours were derived from vegetable 
dyes and stones. Today, most of the natural colours are 
being substituted with readily available water colours. 
Cakes of minerals and chemical colours are mixed with 
tree gum before they are applied onto the scroll.

Apart from the scrolls, the folk artists of Cherial 
also make dolls and masks. While smaller masks are 
made on coconut shells, the bigger ones are made with 
sawdust and tamarind seed paste. In the past, when 
sawdust was not available, the masks were made from 
cow dung and those are called peda bommalu or gobar 
bommalu. The eyes and nose are embossed onto the 
core and then left for drying and the dried mask is 
then painted. The full-fledged dolls are made from a 
lightweight wood called tella puniki which is smeared 
with sawdust and tamarind paste. The colouring is done 
at the end and as with the scrolls, defines the characters 
to be displayed. There is a wide repertoire of icons that 
can be created.

Modern-day Cherial art
In the past, this folk art form thrived under the 

patronage of the Kakatiyas of Warangal. Even in  the 
19th century, there were many scroll painters in the 
Telangana region earning their livelihood from these 
Cherial scrolls. However, with the advent of the many 
other forms of audio visual entertainment, the number of 
storytellers and balladeers have dwindled and with them 
demand for these scrolls and dolls fell drastically. Had it 
not been for the efforts of the veteran D. Venkatramiah, 
the traditional folk art form from the Telangana region 
would have perished. D. Venkatramiah pursued the art 
form with great perseverance and unwavering devotion 
despite many Cherial scroll painters deserting it to take 
up more lucrative art forms. 

Today, even after the profession of storytelling 
has ceased to exist, the sons of D. Venkatramiah and 
their families continue to practice the scroll painting. In 
Cherial, D. Vaikuntam and his family actively practice 
the art form. In 1978, a study was made and it was 
found impractical to prepare a 50 ft scroll which had 
no buyers. In order to keep the craft alive and make 
the paintings more affordable, widely known stories 

from Indian mythology were selected and single panels 
were painted. Sometimes, smaller panels were painted 
in a miniature painting style on a diminished canvas. 
Even with a significantly reduced size, the painting 
takes a long time to complete as the emphasis is on 
the colours and details. Apart from experimenting with 
the length of a scroll, the artists are also trying out 
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different mediums like cardboard and paper. The artists 
have also made panels which do not have any colour. 
The larger scrolls are made for art collectors on order 
or commission, and the smaller ones for regular buyers 
as souvenirs or wall hangings. 

It is a great wonder that the centuries-old 
tradition of the folk art of Cherial scroll painting is 

alive despite the challenges. The passion of the artists 
who work on the scroll paintings is such that the lack 
of patronage isn’t a discouragement.  Over the years, 
this traditional art has remained unadulterated in its 
themes, designs and colour schemes and it is indeed 
commendable that artists have managed to preserve this 
valuable piece in India’s rich cultural mosaic.




