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ABSTRACT 
This research examines the historical significance of costume design in Indian theatrical 
performance, focusing on its role in defining character and identity through case-based 
analysis. By investigating specific case studies from key historical periods and traditional 
Indian theater forms—Classical Sanskrit drama, Kathakali, and Parsi theater—the study 
explores how costumes have been utilized to convey complex character identities and 
cultural narratives. Each case study provides an in-depth examination of costume design 
practices, materials, and symbolic meanings, highlighting the profound relationship 
between attire and character portrayal. Drawing on primary sources such as historical 
texts, visual records, and contemporary accounts, this research traces the evolution of 
costume design in Indian theater and its impact on narrative and audience perception. 
Through focused analysis, the study underscores the enduring power of costume in 
theatrical storytelling and its significance in India's cultural heritage. This case-based 
approach offers comprehensive insights for historians, theater practitioners, and 
costume designers interested in the legacy and ongoing influence of historical costume 
design in Indian performance traditions. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Costume design in Indian theatrical performance stands as a vibrant testament 

to the rich tapestry of cultural heritage and artistic expression spanning millennia 
Vatsyayan (1991), Bharata Muni (1996). This introduction embarks on a scholarly 
journey to unravel the intricate relationship between costume design, character 
identity, and cultural narratives within the context of Indian theater. Through a 
comprehensive exploration of case studies drawn from key historical periods and 
traditional Indian theater forms, including Classical Sanskrit drama, Kathakali, and 
Parsi theater, this research endeavors to illuminate the profound significance of 
costumes in shaping the theatrical landscape of the Indian subcontinent Don Rubin 
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(1998), Katari (1981). In the annals of Indian theater, the Classical Sanskrit drama 
emerges as a cornerstone, replete with a treasure trove of insights into the art of 
costume design. Delving into the works of luminaries such as Kalidasa, Bharata, and 
Bhasa, scholars have unearthed invaluable clues regarding the intricate symbolism 
and aesthetic nuances embedded within the costumes of ancient Indian theater. 
Texts such as the Natya Shastra provide a blueprint for understanding the 
meticulous craftsmanship and philosophical underpinnings that informed the 
creation of costumes to delineate characters, evoke emotions, and enrich narrative 
depth Bharata Muni (1996). 

Beyond the realms of Sanskrit theater, the kaleidoscopic world of Kathakali 
beckons with its mesmerizing blend of dance, drama, music, and elaborate 
costumes. Kathakali, originating from the southern Indian state of Kerala, boasts a 
distinctive visual vocabulary characterized by vibrant makeup, intricate 
headdresses, and resplendent costumes. Through an exhaustive examination of 
traditional Kathakali performances and scholarly treatises such as "The Art of 
Kathakali" by Kapila Vatsyayan, 

researchers have uncovered the symbiotic relationship between costume 
design and character identity in this classical dance-drama Vatsyayan (1991). 

Transitioning to the colonial era, the Parsi theater emerges as a pivotal chapter 
in the evolution of Indian theatrical aesthetics. The fusion of Western theatrical 
techniques with indigenous storytelling traditions gave rise to a theatrical milieu 
characterized by grandiose productions, flamboyant costumes, and larger-than-life 
characters. Drawing upon historical accounts and archival materials, researchers 
have meticulously documented the sartorial splendor of Parsi theater, shedding 
light on the role of costumes in shaping the cultural imagination of colonial India 
Katari (1981). 

In this captivating journey of exploration, we draw inspiration from renowned 
scholars and the rich historical archives to unravel the fascinating world of Indian 
theatrical costume design. Through a blend of ancient texts, scholarly insights, and 
vibrant visual records, our research aims to uncover the meaningful role of 
costumes in Sanskrit drama, Kathakali, and Parsi theater. Our goal is to shine a light 
on these traditions' enduring cultural significance within India's vibrant theatrical 
heritage, celebrating their beauty and impact through the ages. 

 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Costume design in Indian theatrical performance has garnered significant 
scholarly attention, reflecting its multifaceted role in character portrayal, narrative 
construction, and cultural representation. This literature review provides a 
comprehensive synthesis of existing research, drawing upon a diverse array of 
historical texts, scholarly treatises, and visual artifacts to explore the nuanced 
interplay between costume design and theatrical expression within the Indian 
context. 

 
2.1. CLASSICAL SANSKRIT DRAMA 
Classical Sanskrit drama, exemplified by masterpieces such as Kalidasa's 

Shakuntala and Bhasa's Swapnavasavadatta, serves as a foundational pillar of Indian 
theatrical tradition. Scholars have extensively analyzed the principles of costume 
design outlined in Bharata Muni's Natya Shastra, a seminal treatise on dramaturgy 
and performance aesthetics Bharata Muni (1996). Through meticulous textual 
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analysis and archaeological evidence, researchers have illuminated the intricate 
symbolism embedded within Sanskrit theatrical costumes, highlighting their role in 
delineating characters, conveying socio-cultural contexts, and evoking emotive 
responses from audiences Gaston (2018). 

The Natya Shastra provides a meticulous and comprehensive classification of 
characters, enriching the depth and complexity of narratives within Sanskrit drama. 
This classification categorizes characters based on their qualities, roles, and 
emotional states, offering a nuanced understanding that guides artists and 
playwrights alike Subbiah (2021). 

Nayaka (Heroes) in Sanskrit drama represent a diverse array of archetypes, 
each contributing to the emotional richness and narrative complexity of these 
classical works. The Dhira Nayaka embodies unwavering virtues, such as composure 
and wisdom, exemplified by Lord Rama in the epic Ramayana, where his steadfast 
adherence to righteousness anchors the narrative Subbiah (2021). Similarly, the Vir 
Nayaka, like Arjuna from the Mahabharata, showcases courage and valor on the 
battlefield, embodying the heroic spirit Subbiah (2021). 

Abhinaya Nayakas specialize in expressive acting, adeptly conveying a 
spectrum of emotions through gestures and facial expressions. King Dushyanta from 
Kalidasa's Shakuntala serves as a prime example, skillfully portraying a range of 
emotional states essential to the unfolding drama Subbiah (2021). The Natya 
Shastra's classification also includes Dharmabhinaya Nayakas, who uphold moral 
integrity, and Nirddesa Nayakas, versatile characters adapting to various contexts, 
ensuring narrative dynamism Subbiah (2021). Nayika (Heroines) in Sanskrit 
theatre are equally diverse, embodying a spectrum of emotions and archetypes that 
resonate deeply with audiences. The Kanta Nayika, such as Sita from the Ramayana, 
symbolizes profound love and devotion, expressing a myriad of emotions from 
longing to joy Subbiah (2021). Conversely, the Svadhinapatika Nayika challenges 
societal norms with her independence and agency in love, reflecting dynamic gender 
roles within classical narratives Subbiah (2021). 

In modern theatre, these archetypes continue to evolve, adapting to 
contemporary contexts while retaining their timeless qualities. Characters like 
Alexander Hamilton from "Hamilton" embody elements of both Nayaka and Nayika 
archetypes, navigating complex narratives that resonate with modern audiences 
Subbiah (2021). The portrayal of Nayaka and Nayika characters in Sanskrit drama 
is a complex art form, requiring mastery of abhinaya techniques, intricate costumes, 
and nuanced stagecraft. These characters transcend time and cultural boundaries, 
embodying enduring human virtues, emotions, and societal dynamics that enrich 
the tapestry of classical Indian theatre Subbiah (2021). 

 
2.2. KATHAKALI 
Kathakali, the classical dance-drama of Kerala, epitomizes the synthesis of 

music, movement, and visual spectacle. Studies on Kathakali costume design have 
delved into its rich iconographic repertoire, exploring the symbolic significance of 
colors, motifs, and accessories Vatsyayan (1991). Scholars such as Kapila Vatsyayan 
have underscored the role of costumes in character transformation and narrative 
exposition, tracing their evolution from ancient ritual traditions to contemporary 
performance contexts Vatsyayan (1991), Rajan (2010). Through interdisciplinary 
collaborations with anthropologists, art historians, and performing artists, 
researchers have shed light on the socio-religious dimensions of Kathakali 
costumes, illuminating their role in embodying mythic archetypes and cultural 
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ideals Kuriakose (2019). To visually support these insights, Figure 1 depicts Bheem 
and Hanuman from the "Kalyanasougandhikam" play, showcasing the intricate 
costumes and makeup that symbolize heroic characters in Kathakali (Source: 
Gaatha.org). Similarly, Figure 2 illustrates Duryodhan and Lord Krishna in the 
"Duryodhanavadham" Kathakali performance, highlighting the contrasting 
costumes and their role in narrative portrayal and cultural symbolism (Source: 
Gaatha.org). 

These images not only exemplify Kathakali's visual richness but also 
demonstrate how costumes contribute to the dramatic portrayal of characters and 
the embodiment of cultural and mythic ideals within the dance-drama tradition. 
Figure 1 

 
Figure 1 Bheem and Hanuman in Kalyanasougandhikam Play  
Source https://gaatha.org/  

 
Figure 2 

 
Figure 2 Duryodhan and Lord Krishna in Duryodhanavadham Kathakali  
Source https://gaatha.org/  

 
2.3. PARSI THEATER 
The emergence of Parsi theater in colonial India heralded a theatrical 

renaissance characterized by grandiose productions, melodramatic plots, and 
flamboyant costumes. Scholars have explored the socio-political dimensions of Parsi 
theater costume design, examining its role in negotiating colonial identities, 
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subverting Orientalist stereotypes, and fostering nationalist sentiment Banerjee 
(2017). Through archival research and performance analysis, researchers have 
documented the sartorial splendor of Parsi theater productions, tracing the 
evolution of costume styles from indigenous textiles to European imports Katari 
(1981). 

Moreover, gender dynamics within Parsi theater were intricate and 
multifaceted. Hansen (1999) discusses how female impersonators in Parsi theater 
aimed for a seamless portrayal of femininity, employing a high mimetic mode 
characterized by scenes of pathos and tragedy reminiscent of epics and domestic 
melodramas. This approach involved actors attempting to conceal their male 
characteristics entirely, emphasizing identification with feminine sensibilities. 
Photographs from the era illustrate these efforts, showing impersonators adopting 
poses and gestures that mirrored those celebrated in nineteenth-century reform 
discourse and fiction, portraying companionate heroines Hansen (1999), 127-147. 

Specifically, photographs of the impersonator bending his head in submission 
to the hero, gazing up at him, or with body turned away coquettishly, demonstrate 
the alignment between the actors' poses and the postures of the companionate 
heroine idealized during the nineteenth century Hansen (1999), 127-147, Figure 3. 

Furthermore, cross-dressing in Parsi theater encompassed various meanings 
dependent on dramatic context and audience interpretation. While some 
performances utilized cross-dressing for comic effect, often caricaturing the female 
form and engaging a misogynistic gaze, others employed it strategically within 
narratives to enhance emotional depth and societal commentary Hansen (1999), 
127-147. This nuanced approach to gender representation within Parsi theatre not 
only challenged Victorian norms of propriety and femininity but also reflected 
broader societal debates on gender roles and identity during the colonial era. 
Figure 3 

 
Figure 3 Krishna and Rukmini in the Drama Saubhadra, Performed by the Gandharva Natak 
Mandali. Reproduced with Permission of the National Centre for the Perforating Arts, Mumbai. 

 
2.4. CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVES 
In the contemporary landscape of Indian theater, costume design continues to 

evolve in response to globalization, urbanization, and technological advancements. 
Scholars have examined the integration of digital technologies in costume 
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production, exploring its potential to enhance visual effects, streamline production 
processes, and democratize access to costume design resources Bhattacharjee 
(2018). Through ethnographic research and practitioner interviews, researchers 
have elucidated the collaborative nature of contemporary costume design practices, 
highlighting the synergistic relationship between designers, directors, performers, 
and cultural consultants Singh (2016). Studies on indigenous theater forms such as 
Yakshagana and Bhavai have underscored the resilience of traditional costume 
traditions in the face of modernization, celebrating their role in preserving cultural 
heritage and fostering community cohesion Shah (2020). 

 
3. DISCUSSION 

The discussion section critically engages with the findings presented in the 
literature review, contextualizing them within the broader themes outlined in the 
abstract. By synthesizing the insights gleaned from diverse sources, this section 
elucidates the historical significance of costume design in Indian theatrical 
performance and its enduring impact on cultural identity and artistic expression. 

 
3.1. COSTUME AS A VEHICLE FOR DEFINING CHARACTER AND 

IDENTITY 
The literature review underscores the pivotal role of costume design in defining 

character and identity within Indian theatrical traditions. Drawing upon Bharata 
Muni's Natya Shastra, scholars have highlighted the intricate symbolism and 
aesthetic nuances embedded within Sanskrit theatrical costumes, emphasizing their 
ability to convey socio-cultural contexts and evoke emotive responses from 
audiences Bharata Muni (1996). Similarly, studies on Kathakali and Parsi theater 
have illuminated the transformative power of costumes in embodying mythic 
archetypes, negotiating colonial identities, and challenging gender norms Vatsyayan 
(1991), Lal (2014), Rajan (2010). 

 
3.2. EVOLUTION OF COSTUME DESIGN ACROSS HISTORICAL 

PERIODS 
The discussion extends beyond character portrayal to explore the evolution of 

costume design across different historical periods and theatrical forms. From the 
opulent productions of Parsi theater to the ritualistic traditions of Kathakali, 
researchers have documented the diverse array of influences that have shaped 
Indian theatrical costumes Katari (1981), Shah (2020). By tracing the trajectory of 
costume styles from ancient rituals to contemporary performances, scholars have 
illuminated the dynamic interplay between tradition and innovation in Indian 
theater Gaston (2018). 

 
3.3. PRESERVATION OF CULTURAL HERITAGE THROUGH 

COSTUME DESIGN 
Central to the discussion is the theme of cultural heritage preservation, wherein 

costume design emerges as a potent vehicle for transmitting indigenous knowledge 
and traditions across generations. Studies on indigenous theater forms such as 
Yakshagana and Bhavai have underscored the resilience of traditional costume 
practices in the face of modernization, celebrating their role in fostering community 
cohesion and preserving cultural identity Shah (2020), Kuriakose (2019). Through 
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interdisciplinary collaborations and community engagement initiatives, 
researchers have advocated for the safeguarding of India's diverse costume 
heritage, ensuring its continued relevance in contemporary theatrical practices 
Bhattacharjee (2018). 

  
3.4. CONTEMPORARY INNOVATIONS IN COSTUME DESIGN 
The discussion concludes by examining contemporary innovations in costume 

design, which are reshaping the landscape of Indian theater in the 21st century. 
Scholars have explored the integration of digital technologies in costume 
production, highlighting its potential to enhance visual effects, streamline 
production processes, and democratize access to costume design resources 
Bhattacharjee (2018). Through collaborative creativity and experimentation, 
costume designers are pushing the boundaries of tradition while honoring the 
legacy of Indian theatrical aesthetics Singh (2016). 

 
4. IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

In light of the findings presented in the literature review and discussion, 
avenues for future research and practice emerge. Scholars are encouraged to 
explore the intersections between costume design and other aspects of theatrical 
production, such as set design, lighting, and sound, to gain a more holistic 
understanding of the theatrical experience. Additionally, efforts to document and 
preserve India's diverse costume heritage should be prioritized, ensuring that 
future generations can continue to draw inspiration from the rich tapestry of Indian 
theatrical traditions. 

 
5. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this research has delved into the historical significance of 
costume design in Indian theatrical performance, emphasizing its crucial role in 
defining character, conveying cultural narratives, and shaping the artistic landscape. 
Through a comprehensive literature review and discussion, key themes have 
emerged, highlighting the transformative power of costumes across different 
historical periods and theatrical traditions. 

From the classical elegance of Sanskrit drama to the vibrant spectacle of 
Kathakali and the opulent productions of Parsi theater, costume design has served 
as a visual language, communicating complex narratives, social hierarchies, and 
emotional depths. Scholars have meticulously documented the evolution of costume 
styles, tracing their adaptation to changing socio-political contexts and 
technological advancements. The resilience of traditional costume practices in 
indigenous theater forms underscores their enduring relevance in contemporary 
performance contexts, serving as repositories of cultural heritage and community 
identity. 

Looking ahead, this research calls for continued exploration into the 
intersections between costume design, cultural identity, and technological 
innovation. By fostering interdisciplinary collaborations and community 
engagement initiatives, scholars and practitioners can ensure the preservation and 
revitalization of India's diverse costume heritage. Moreover, the integration of 
digital technologies offers exciting opportunities for experimentation and creative 
expression in costume production, promising to redefine the boundaries of Indian 
theatrical aesthetics in the 21st century. 
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In conclusion, costume design stands as a vibrant testament to India's rich 
theatrical legacy, embodying the spirit of creativity, innovation, and cultural 
resilience. As custodians of this legacy, it is incumbent upon researchers, 
practitioners, and enthusiasts to safeguard and celebrate the transformative power 
of costumes in Indian theatrical performance for generations to come.  
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