
FEATURE DOCUMENTARY: VALLAM KALI 
RUN TIME: 93 MINUTES	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 


“An ancient boat race in a place few outsider have experienced…until now” 

SYNOPSIS:  
	 Captain Sunil Kumar prepares for an epic race during the festival of Onam 
against his neighboring villages for the pride and glory of his community and team.  He 
narrates the film from a boat as it drifts through the rivers and canals of the 
backwaters. Sunil describes the legend of Vallam Kali(boat races), the importance of 
water conservation, the massive hand made snake boats and the epic race he and his 
team is about to embark on.  He explains the rich heritage of snake boats use as war 
vessels and the feuding kingdoms, the family of carpenters who build the boats and a 
long legacy of boatmen he is part of.   Along the journey the family of boat builders 
describes their legacy and what building snake boats generation after generations 
mean to their family and the people.  A snake boat is being built while Sabu the son of 
the most famous snake boat engineer in the land describes the honor bestowed on him 
and his family.  

	 An original score has been composed with classical South Indian instruments to 
accompany the beauty of this diverse landscape and people.  




Sunil Kumar wants to win but what is more important to him is the competition.  The 
experience of competition above all else.  His wisdom about life, competition, winning 
and losing is profound and enlightening  

	 Vallam Kali builds up to moments before the race  where Sunil and his his team 
prepare for the race of a lifetime. He gives a moving speech with his team just before 
they compete. “to put fire in their blood” as he describes it. 

	 The film ends with Sunil contemplating the race and the lessons learned. 
Contemplating the meaning of success and what it takes to reach it.  


DIRECTOR BIO: 
	 Independent filmmaker Phillip Abraham makes his directorial debut with his 
feature documentary film Vallam Kali.  Shot entirely in south India he spent 3 years in 
remote regions conducting intensive research on this ancient tradition of snake boat 
racing.  

	 He has won several awards for his short film and short documentaries.  

He has traveled and worked all over the world and speaks fluent English, Spanish and 
Malayalam. Phillip studied English literature in England and holds degrees in 
Psychology and Sociology from the University of Texas.  




FAQs: 
How did the film come to fruition? 
I wanted to show the rest of the world this culture and it’s ancient traditions.  The 
festival of Onam was always fascinating to me but the subject matter was to vast.  So I 
decided to focus on one aspect of the festival, Vallam Kali.  It took me over 3 years, at 
first I went to Kerala and did some research on the snake boats and the races.  There’s 
very little info available most of it is an oral history so it was very difficult to go about 
getting info.  The following year I did a shoot from America I directed a DP and crew 
there to cover the race.  It was the third year that I came across Captain Sunil Kumar 
after meeting and being referred to several people.  I spent a good amount of time with 
him, I decided to focus on him and the boat builder Sabu to anchor the film.  


What was it like producing and directing a film in a remote part of India?  
It was very difficult, this part of India is very remote and people want to talk in person, 
theres no emails, phones are used just to schedule a meet.  It’s why the film took so 
long to make.  People don’t really trust people or want them to have access to their 
lives so going from one village to the next referred by people was unique.  A lot of 
times someone would say go to this persons house and talk to them, no phones no 
dresses, just asking around the areas and being directed by strangers.  


If you had to do over again what would you do differently? 
I don’t know if anything can be done differently, it would have been nice to find our 
main subject earlier but it was an entirely organic process.  I think theres no way we 
could have made this film if we went about it differently.  


What did you learn making your first feature?  
I learned that you better care a whole lot about your film and the subject matter 
because you have to spend years on it from inception to completion.  You have to be 
passionate about the film or you just might burn out.  Also, I found things along the 
way that motivated me to continue working.  We did our entire post production in India 
which I learned wouldn't have been possible to do here since we didn’t have the 
budget.  So go where you need to, adapt, by any means.  


How did you get your main subject in the film?  
We were told by a friend of a friend that there was a captain who was very good with 
his team and came from a long line of boatmen.  We literally hunted him down, going 
from one persons reference to another.  We finally were able to meet him in a chai shop 
and have a good hour long conversation. He was a very a good speaker and had a vast 
knowledge of Vallam Kali and its history.  I came away from that meeting thinking this 
was our main subject, he could give us a perspective into this insulated world of snake 
boat racing.  


What was your biggest challenge completing the film?  
Budget was a major factor but more then that was trying to narrow down the subject 
matter, theres so much going on during the festival of Onam each part of it could be a 



documentary in itself so narrowing it down to Vallam Kali, the snake boat races was 
difficult.  From there I had to narrow it down even further. 


What motivated you while working on Vallam Kali? 
At first it was exposing this culture, history and it’s traditions.  Coming to a new place 
with new people gives me a fresh prospective which is always motivating.  Chasing 
down leads during development and investigating the sport and key figures was very 
interesting.  The shoot itself was very exciting, nothing planned all organic and 
spontaneous.  Our main subject, Sunil was extremely motivating his passion for the 
snake boat racing was infectious, I think it kept me and my crew going. 
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