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ABSTRACT 
Through this project we have attempted to humanize the letterform in a context that was familiar to 
us. It is a work that has progressed from an interest in the printed word as well as a preoccupation 
with the performing and visual arts. 
 
Having made that first connection between the martial art form of Kalaripayattu1 and the English 
alphabet, we worked on continually refining the graphic outcome. We trod the fine line between 
faithfulness to the art form and a certain expectation of recognition that the alphabet demanded. In all 
honesty though, we weighed more to the former than the latter. In so doing, we may have created a 
typeface that delights the aesthete more than satisfies the pragmatic needs of a reader. But that is in 
the spirit of an endeavor that has always sought to be a bridge – the rootedness of identity vs. the 
openness of familiarity. 
 
Though it is obvious to see its application in the printed word, our experience has made us think 
beyond this. Photographing the performers in the act brought home to us a drama and dynamism 
that is perhaps best expressed when freed from the confines of a page. The paper thus describes a 
journey that is yet without pause; that can be a springboard to possibilities across media, and further 
married happily to the many art forms of India. 
 
KEYWORDS 

Indian type, Identity, Human form, Kalaripayattu 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The premise for the Type Dance project is that all type wants to be free and wants to attain a human 
quality – elevating the communication it serves. The alphabet acquires a presence in time and space, 
quite unlike pixels adjusted for effect. There is thus room for expression, gesture and body language 
to add subtlety to meaning. 
 
 
Historical references 

In 1970, designer Anthon Beeke interpreted the spirit of the times with a composition of nudes 
artfully arranged on the floor to construct a 2-letter alphabet. Forty years on, Domus magazine paid a 
more modest tribute to Anthon Beeke’s human alphabet in composing the word Libri (books) for its 

                                                           
1
 Kalaripayattu is an Indian martial art from the southern state of Kerala. One of the oldest fighting systems in 

existence, it is practiced in Kerala and parts of Tamil Nadu, Karnataka as well as northeastern Sri Lanka and 
among the Malayali community of Malaysia. It was practiced primarily by groups among Keralite castes such 
as the Nairs and Thiyyas, and was taught by a special caste named Kalari Panicker. It includes strikes, kicks, 
grappling, preset forms, weaponry and healing methods. 
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March, 2011 issue2. Thus in the spirit of anthropomorphism and with due regard to its varied 
interpretations over time, we set out to explore the theme in our familiarity. 
 
We were also conscious of the diverse art forms of our country, India and the possibilities of visual 
spectacle that such a rich context afforded us. In particular, the HandpaintedType project3 that 
preserves the typographic practice of street painters in India was an inspiration. 
 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
We set out to create letterforms in an Indian theme. On looking back, some of the motivations that 
guided us were - 

a) To contribute to the body of work that brings an Indian aesthetic to the letterform, or conversely a 
letterform aesthetic to the Indian art form. 

b) To create a family of letters that, within a certain frame of reference, can be expressed across 
media from print to the performing arts. 

c) To explore a connection between the human form and the alphabet in the context of India. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
In the making of the letters, we found a willing collaborator in Ranjan Mullarattu and his disciples at 
the Kalari Gurukulam, Bangalore. They were well integrated into the process of our creation, which 
progressed from a thought, through a period of uncertainty (would the human form and the 
vocabulary of Kalaripayattu converge at the English alphabet?), eventually ending in the letterforms 
that we see today. 
 
Early explorations in finding identity 
 
In the beginning, we simply sought forms that would lend themselves to the shape and proportions 
of the English alphabet. We chose the English alphabet for (relative) simplicity of form. We also felt 
that a set of 26 letters gave us a sufficiently tight frame within which to evolve a family feel. Out of 
this ‘blue-sky’ thinking there emerged the idea of doing something distinctly Indian. In effect we 
were looking for a frame of reference, a milieu, a context that would lend meaning. We considered 
dance forms, wrestling (!), yoga and made rough sketches. 
 
All of us in the team hailed from Kerala, and shared a certain feel for the place and its visual art 
forms. It was natural therefore for us to look in this direction. We chose the martial art form of 
Kalaripayattu that blends grace and aggression in its style. Set against the sandy shores and blue skies 
of Kerala, the image of two warriors – one leaping in combat, the other bracing for attack – offered 
tantalizing possibilities in typographic form. 
 
Kalari as font, an armchair interpretation 

 
Our first attempt was all innocence, all naiveté, as we took to the crouch-and-leap vocabulary of the 
art, its weapons (sword and shield) and costume; the swirling red sash held at the waist and the free 
flowing dhoti. Convinced of the range and flexibility that the premise afforded us, we set about 
framing the letters within a grid, to achieve consistency across letters in size and proportion. We 
chose a grid that allowed us freedom in arc and line, in keeping with the dynamism of Kalaripayattu.  
 
We then freed the exercise from the medium of pen and pencil, and turned to the free flow of brush 
and ink. In the new medium we further improvised the letterforms, and brought spontaneity into our 
compositions. This move allowed us to better express the dynamics of the art form we aspired to. 
 

                                                           
2
 Naked and Dressed Alphabets, Domus, 03 March 2011 issue, Author Italo Lupi 

3 HandPaintedType.com http://www.handpaintedtype.com  
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Fig.1. Early explorations 
Letters E, O, S, Y from the complete set 
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The performing artist as team member 
We realized that while this unfettered approach gave us ‘license-to-visualize’, it was removed from an 
art form ethic. We felt the need for an informed voice, an informed eye to guide the experiment. 
Drawing inspiration from our sketches, the martial artists of Kalari Gurukulam interpreted each letter 
as a discrete performance – one or more artists in full flow of the performance, working within the 
vocabulary of the art form. The sessions were exhilarating, where the lines between designer and 
performing artist dissolved, as we worked together in the spirit of uncovering something new. 
 
In so doing, we pushed the envelope of the art form too. Together, artists and designers discovered 
new ground, new configurations in a performance that would suit our objective. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Translating the seen 
We had recorded the artists performing at the Gurukulam; we also had photographs of formations 
that alluded to the letters. Armed with these, we began translating what we saw into a graphical 
form. A typeface is nothing but handwriting that creates the impression of unerring consistency, as 
they say; and so began the process of finding identity in the new medium of type. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Fig.2. Artist in performance 
Letter I with Parija (shield) and Vaal (sword) 

Fig.3. Artist in performance 
Letter I traced in brush and ink 
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Type or tradition? 
Obvious though it might have seemed, the transition from image to graphic was anything but. It led 
us willy-nilly into a debate on loyalties and integrity. Should faithfulness to the art form weigh over 
considerations of familiarity and legibility? Or should readability triumph over art? A balance 
between the two was easier said than sought. 
 
With an image everything is authentic, what you see is what you get, in color, in form and in 
movement. But with a graphic everything is suggestive of the original. Also, in the context of a 
‘family of letters’, there is the matter of coherence when they are rendered together in groups. Clearly 
we had to choose between - 
 

i. An earthy form that closely mimicked the photographic image in the medium of brush and ink, or 
 

ii. A stylized form that moved away from the earthiness of the original, embracing a contemporary 
aesthetic. 

 
We chose not to prefer one over the other; we retained both journeys. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recognition and legibility 
This is where we record our impressions on the outcome both from an artist’s and a reader’s point of 
view. 
 

i. Does the artist recognize his art in an unfamiliar (now familiar) medium? 
Can he claim an association with it and own it with pride? A yes would vouch for the integrity of the 
design. 

 
ii. Does the viewer read it well and with distinction? 

The answer to this question is laced with a caveat, that of context. Given its moorings, we do anticipate 
the need to frame the objective, contextualize it as it were. Given this introduction, would the viewer 
discern the letter in a practical application – e.g. a display signage? Would he at the same time, also 
appreciate the particular aesthetic that the letters contain? 

 
The answers to the above are yet to be ascertained, and await completion of the character set as a 
typeface. 
 
 

  

Fig.4. Abstracting the performance 
Letter I in earthy and stylized graphic forms 
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OBSERVATIONS / RESULTS 

At the time of writing this paper, it is yet premature to comment on results, both from an all-round 
perspective (viewer vs. aesthete vs. artist), as well as from a completion point of view (the complete 
set would include letters A-Z and numbers 0-9). Nevertheless, some observations from all of us who 
worked in the team – 
 
a) A certain ‘magic realism’ has found its way into the letters, well into the very ink of its making. 

What began as an exploration has transcended and evolved into a refined letterset, marrying 
perfectly well the demands of legibility and the pleasures of art. 

 
b) We found a marked inclination to the contemporary in the artists we worked with. Far from 

being trapped in time or inflexible, we found them keen to experiment. This to us is the resilience 
of an art form that actively seeks influences from outside to enrich itself. 

 
c) The letters designed represent the efforts and enthusiasm of a team of artistes, designers and 

photographers. It points to possibilities that lie when a team of many talents come together with a 
vision and a will. The experience has been both a humbling and an uplifting one. Respect for the 
other, an affirmation of one’s identity and a forward-looking spirit have been the cornerstones of 
the experience. 

  

    

Fig.5.From Photographic to graphic 
Journey of the letter I 

Continued on page 8 



~ 8 ~ 

 

  The character set A-Z 
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CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, we choose not to conclude; rather pause in the journey we’ve undertaken. Having 
completed the work in print, we aim to express the letter in other media, thereby uncovering fresh 
possibilities in the new medium. In the spirit of enquiry that has guided us thus far; we’d like to 
explore the worlds of dance, theatre, and other narratives that surface the letterform. 
 
We also see a future where other art forms too embrace such endeavors. There are many India’s 
within India as they say, each with its distinct warp and weft. We have but touched upon a fertile 
corner of South India. We see similar exercises being taken up by many among us – artistes, writers, 
designers, photographers alike, in bridging their identities with the world that we engage with. 
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