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Bhattathiri’s calligraphy demonstration:
A report

K. V. Rajeesh

Abstract

As a capstone for the TUG 2025 conference, renowned
calligrapher Narayana Bhattathiri of Trivandrum
presented an informal Malayalam calligraphy dem-
onstration in the last session, for nearly an hour.

Introduction

Bhattathiri is the first person in Kerala to be desig-
nated as a Malayalam calligrapher. Kerala has not
had a history of calligraphy, and he became a pioneer
in the field. He played with Malayalam alphabets,
did ‘lettering’ of titles for stories, poems, books, and
movies for more than four decades. He is the recip-
ient of the Jikji Excellence Award in International
Calligraphy for 2017 and 2018. Several Malayalam
fonts he designed are available in CTAN as part of the
rit-fonts (ctan.org/pkg/rit-fonts) package.

The demonstration

Bhattathiri opened the calligraphy demonstration
session by placing a 1.5 × 5 m roll of paper on the
floor. A few seconds of silent contemplation seems to
have helped to decide the composition. He started
by drawing a red circle followed by an outer yellow
circle of full width using a roller brush dipped in
fountain ink. In the white space between the circles,
Bhattathiri started writing Fraktur Latin alphabets
in black using a calligraphy pen; followed by a few
Malayalam letters in a bright blue color, which com-
pleted the circle. An eruption of applause from the
audience was heard.

He then took the roller brush again to draw an
orange-coloured tail in one stroke, which was again
well received by the audience. In the remaining white
spaces of the paper, he composed the phrase that
could be roughly translated to “Letters (or writings)
are beautiful” in three different scripts — Devanagari,
Tamil, and Latin; using a sponge brush. The last
word “Beautiful” was written using a calligraphy steel
brush with four teeth. To top it off, ‘TUG25’ was
written in the innermost circle he first drew.

Once the applause from the audience calmed
down, Bhattathiri opened the floor for questions and
answers. The first one from the audience was not
a question, but an exclamation “how does he do
it!?”. He was asked how many scripts he knows—
four, all of which are seen in the composition. He
has been doing calligraphy for 45 years; waking up
at 3 a.m. to practice for at least two hours, every
day. It is more of a form of meditation for him

than physical exercise, which an audience member
wondered whether Bhattathiri practised.

Memorabilia

Once the questions dwindled and pictures of the art
were taken by the audience, Bhattathiri announced
that he shall write a name or short phrase on request
from the audience, as a collectible. The next 30 min-
utes or so were utilized by the audience members to
write their names or their spouses’/children’s names,
or even their pets’ names — including that of a (toy)
bear, Bär. All these were written in different calli-
graphic styles with different pens and ink—brush,
parallel pen, and brush pen.

The video of his work may be viewed at youtube.
com/live/gR3F3GmK0lo?t=14272 (i.e., starting at
3:57:52) until the individual recording is made avail-
able.

Bhattathiri posts his daily doodles on social me-
dia, with an objective to disseminate the practice of
calligraphy (particularly in Malayalam). A couple
of years of such collections are made available un-
der Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial
ShareAlike license by the Sayahna Foundation:
2016: forum.sayahna.org/discussion/839/

kacatathapa-2016
2020: forum.sayahna.org/discussion/743/

kacatathapa-2020

It seems the audience thoroughly enjoyed the
calligraphy demonstration and were eager to obtain
memorabilia from the master calligrapher.

⋄ K.V. Rajeesh
https://books.sayahna.org
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