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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Religion is the most powerful ideology in the world. It combines the eternal values 

of life with popular customs and practices of the people. The trade relations of Kerala 

with countries in the Persian Gulf, Europe, China and the Far East facilitated the advent 

of religions like Judaism, Christianity and Islam to this land. Gradually these religious 

communities integrated to Kerala’s social mosaic. Christianity developed in Kerala 

essentially as an Indian religion in all respects except in matters of faith and forms of 

worship. The Kerala church developed as an independent church without hierarchical or 

juridical subjection to any foreign church despite its connection with the churches of 

Persia to preserve their apostolic succession. 

The historical documents pertaining to Syrian Christians are rare and few. The 

sources of the history of Christians up to 16th century are confined to a few copper plate 

grants which indicate their social and economic status. All the other documents seem to 

have burnt or destroyed as heretic, during the Synod of Diamper. Even the remaining 

documents could not be preserved properly and is lost. These palm leaves consists of day 

books, documents and the accounts of the church and similar to the ones now being 

discovered in many other churches. Many studies have been done in Kerala on the 

redistribution processes of temples based on palm leaves and other documents. But no 

comprehensive study has been initiated so far on the palm leaves of the churches. This 

study mainly deals with the Palm leaves available in the churches in Thrissur district. I 

have identified palm leaves of three major churches in this district. They are St. Lazarus 

church, Chiralayam, St. Mary’s Church, Arthat and Marth Mariam Church (Chaldean 



 

Church), Thrissur. These palm leaves belongs to 18th and 19th century and were written in 

Kolezhuthu and Old Malayalam Script. 

The palm leaves of St. Lazarus church, Chiralayam and St. Mary’s Church, 

Arthat throws light on the economic aspects of Kerala in the 19th century. The 

churches, like the temples acted as landlords and took part in the redistribution 

processes. Another important fact that emerges from the study of this document is that 

this church retained a corporate character. It was governed by Yogam (assembly). The 

lands received by the church in the form of Attiper and Danam was owned as birth 

right and leased out as various types of Pattam. The rent they earned from these lands 

was used for the maintenance of the church and for conducting church festivals. It 

shows the shift in the functions of the church, which is from spiritual to material. 

Churches were not just religious institutions but, like the temples of Kerala, played a 

significant role in the economy. The concentration of Syrian Christians in these areas 

helped for the improvement of land and extension of cultivation.  

 

An important fact that emerges from the Palm leaves of Marth Mariam Church  

(Chaldean Church) is that the relation with Rome and East Syrian church greatly 

influenced the way of worship of the this church. They followed certain traditions 

which are part of their chequered history-a blend of Roman, East Syrian and local 

practices during the 19th century. The Chaldeans accustomed to worship statues and 

observe the festivals of saints, usually celebrated by Catholics, in the 19th century. But 

later they tried to discard certain traditions that are not in conformity with its culture 

and faith. By the first half of twentieth century this church restored their Nestorian 

customs, traditions and ecclesial habits.This Christian community boldly decided to 

which faction they owe their allegiance to. This church exercised their right to 

discipline the parish members in the religious matters. It is obvious from the history of 

the Chaldean Church is that they were able to enlighten the people and to consolidate 

them together under the parent church by the end of twentieth century. By imbibing 

the East Syrian liturgy, consecration, worship etc the Chaldeans kept a separate 

identity from other Christian communities of Kerala. 



 

The palm leaves analysed here are just an instance. A fuller picture will emerge 

only after a thorough study of the other hundreds of palm leaves preserved in the various 

Christian churches of Kerala. Such studies help to enrich the history of Kerala but also 

and lead to a deeper understanding of the past of the Christian community. The data 

collected from the palm leaves will also facilitate us to write the hitherto unknown history 

of indigenous Christianity in Kerala. It is a high time to create awareness among the 

society and authority regarding the preservation of these priceless manuscripts. The palm 

leaf manuscripts are indispensable to the study of the socio-economic, political, cultural 

and religious life of Kerala. 
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