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A rich forest cover ensures an abundance of wood carvings in Kerala’s 
homes and temples while its location next to the Arabian Sea leads 
to art and design influences from major maritime civilisations

Wooden wonders
of Kerala
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The style of architecture in Kerala 
is unique in comparison to the 
Dravidian architecture often 
seen in other parts of south 

India. Kerala is a narrow strip of land 
between the Western Ghats on its east and 
the Arabian Sea on its west. Lavish use of 
wood is seen in most homes and temples due 
to the rich forest cover. Monsoon rains and 
undulating topography create large water 
bodies. The shores on the Arabian Sea and 
the rich spice cultivations of Kerala have 
lured several countries to actively engage 
with it as trading partners. This paved way 
for art influences from major maritime 
civilisations like Roman and the Arab. 

Depending on the functionality, 
architecture in Kerala is broadly classified in 
two categories – domestic and religious. The 
most defining aspect of Kerala architecture 
is the high steep sloping roofs, often covered 
with tiles, copper plates or thatched palm 
leaves supported on a roof frame made 
of hard wood or timber. It 
protects the walls and inner 
skeletal framework from the 
vigorous climate. 

Building materials used are 
stones, timber, clay and palm 
leaves. Timber is the prime 
material abundantly available 
in the region and a choice for 
joining, artful assembly and intricate carving. 
Dark brown bamboo is used for walls and 
roofs frames. 

A home in Kerala is called a nalukettu, 
a quadrangle building comprising of four 
blocks, with a central rectangular courtyard 
in the centre left open to the sky. The four 
blocks enclosing the courtyard are divided 
into rooms for different activities such as 

Wood carvings of Kerala show high level of sculptural excellence of its artists
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cooking, dining, sleeping and storage of 
grains. These rooms have teak doors and 
are studded with brass. Depending on the 
size and importance, the buildings may have 

one or two upper storeys or 
enclosed courtyard by repetition 
of the nalukettu to form 
ettukettu (eight-halled building). 
The architecture caters to 
large families of a traditional 
tharavadu (ancestral family) to 
live under one roof.

Temples in Kerala are 
constructed differently. A walled enclosure 
houses buildings which are all integral parts 
of the complex. The central sanctum is 
referred to as the srikovil where the idol is 
worshipped. It does not share a roof or walls 
with any other building in the compound. 
The srikovils are built on stone basements 
that are either circular, square, rectangular 
or apsidal in shape and the roof comprises 
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of a super structure made of wood and 
covered with tiles. The shape of the roof is 
in accordance with the plan of the sanctum. 
If the base is circular, a conical roof is seen 
while square plan results in a pyramid at the 
top. The roof is often multi-storeyed and 
diminishes in height as well as area as one 
moves to the top. The downward slope of 
roofs project well beyond the walls to protect 
the murals and wooden carvings on the walls.

Situated in front of the sanctum is the 
namaskara mandapam, a square pavilion 
with a raised platform, a set of pillars and a 
pyramidal roof. The size of this mandapam 
is decided by width of the shrine cell. The 
chuttuambalam is the outer structure along 
the periphery within the temple walls. A 
separate complex called thevarapura is 
constructed for cooking food meant to be 
offered to the deity and distribution among 
devotees as prasadam. Every temple has 
a sacred pond within the complex that is 
normally used only by the priests for sandhya 
vandanam or holy bath.

The shrine and mandapa buildings are 
enclosed in a rectangular structure called 

An intricately carved Kalamandalam; a wooden sculpture

the nalambalam the rear of which is set 
aside for ritualistic activities. The front is 
divided into two halls viz the agrasalas 
and koothuambalam. The agrasalas 
are used for feeding Brahmans 
and performing rituals while 
koothuambalam is a theatre hall for 
Kathakali, musical performances 
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and other recitals. The koothuambalam, an 
edifice, is a large pillared hall with a high roof 
with a stage inside called the rangamandapam. 
Visual and acoustic considerations are taken 
into account for the layout of the pillars so 
that the audience can enjoy the performances 
without any hinderances.

The aspect that distinguishes temples 
is the emphasis on sanctity, simplicity and 
naturalism. A visit to a temple 
underscores the importance 
of nature in a religious 
environment. The interiors 
are lit using oil lamps for a 
serene ambience. Wood is 
the key structural element 
there. Carvings are seen in 
pillars, beams, ceiling, rafters 
and brackets. The usage of 
the available raw materials has become an 
integral part.

The intricate carvings on the wooden 
pillars, ceilings and beams inside the 
temple compound speak of the craftsmen’s 
skills. The wood carvings are commonly 
seen in the namaskara mandapas and depict 

scenes from religious epics on the walls, 
the navagrahas on the ceiling and figures 
from the Puranas on the rafters and beams. 
The koothuambalams are famous for their 
fabulous wood carvings. One of the finest 
specimens of wood carving is that of Lord 
Brahma, seated on a swan in the centre 
of the ceiling at the Mahadeva Temple in 
Katinakulam near Trivandrum. 

In temples, rich carvings are 
found in the archways of doors 
and ceilings. Some temples 
famous for their exquisite 
carvings are the Sri Mahadeva 
Temple at Kaviyur, Narasimha 
Temple at Chathankulangara, 
Sri Vallabha Temple at 
Tiruvalla, Sri Rama Temple at 
Triprayar, Krishna Temple at 

Trichambaram to name a few.
There are many tales in folklore about a 

master carpenter Perumthachhan who was 
proficient in the art and science of carpentry 
as well as architecture. The perfection of 
his craft is evident on pillars, brackets and 
ceilings in many temples even today.

The themes for wood carving are taken from the Puranas; a wooden boat
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