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Tribal Culture : An Invisible Roots of
Odissi Dance
Towards a Conceptualization :
"Culture is the vehicle of progress and civilization. It's an way of life, a predominant way of life.
Johan Von Herder has rightly remarked, The culture of a people is the blood of it's being. In other
words it can be said that whatever a man thinks, feels, acts is the final product of culture. Whatever
we are practising in our day to day life, its rhythm and tempo, its direction and momentum is
directed by its own culture. Every society has its own culture which has centripetal force binding in
each individual member. The tribal culture brooms in the isolated high lands and forest of India. It is
called as Fourth World and is the most delicate culture in the world. Tribal life and culture of Orissa
has a warmth and vitality. It has a range, complexity, grandeur, colourfulness which is perhaps
unmatched by any other states in the country. Oriya society, religion and culture have been
enriched through countries of cross fertilization between this culture and non-tribal culture which
has created and nurtured the pertaining classical folk tribal continuum.

Tribal Culture - An overview :
The amazing conglomeration of traditions, beliefs, sorrows and philosophies that together
constitute and visualise the rituals and festivals of Tribal Culture : An Invisible Roots of Odissi
Dance Ms. Manjushree Panda the tribes, has descended from antiquity and has been preserved to
the present day. It is these aspects of their culture, that give meaning and depth to their lives and
solidarity to their social structure. In Orissa, varieties of such folk traditions, tribal cultures enhance
our glory at the national and international level and at the same time they no doubt provide the
matrix, deliver the nourishment for all our creativity and help to promote our way of life. The Indian
religion of tradition by which we mean Hindu Religion is stronger and broad based in Orissa than
most of other religions of Indian. Orissa is the rich repository of an amazing wealth of cultural
tradition mainly of dance and music surviving through ravages of time and nature. It sustains its
continuity rather enriching by evolving its folk traditions. At different periods of history different
races and tribes have come down to theland, got rooted to the soil. With them various impulsive
religions and religious sects rolled on this land culminating the Jagannath cult.

Jagannath Culture
Nilamadhab Purusottam- Sri Jagannath of Sri Kshetra (Puri) in Orissa stand out as historic
departure from Hindu Pantheon. He is claimed as a Savara God. From the Puranic record and 18
Orissa Review * December - 2009 ever-lasting tradition it is evident that a Visnuite deity called
Nilamadhava was worshipped in Purusottam Kshetra by the Savaras. The worship of
Nilamadhava (Jagannath) by the Savaras also finds mention in other Oriya texts like the
Daru Brahmagita of Jagannath Das (16th Century AD) and the Deula Tola by Nilambara
Das. (17th Century AD) The Savaras inhabiting in the deep forests, usually worship trees.
They cut the unnecessary branches and worship only the stem with two branches,
which represent the hands of the tree-deity. On the top of it, they
painted a human head: The almighty Lord Jagannath resembles the
stem of a tree and his hands stretched towards like the branches of a
tree.
According to Deula Tola of Nilambara Das, we got lot of information
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about Srikshetra Dham and the mythical descriptions about Jagannath Trinity. All these
legendary description testify to the fact that Jagannath Tinity has a tribal origin and Jagannath
in the ancient times was worshipped as Sabari Narayan by the tribal living in Utkal Khanda. The
tribal are those people who have a innate sense of beauty and they love to beautify their
immediate surrounding according to their generations. Performing art is the complex of communal
activity, which includes singing, dancing,religious celebration and celebration of social occasions.
The songs, dances and the relevant festivals are integrally linked. For celebrating each important
religious festivals orsocio religious ceremony, they have appropriate songs and dances.

A cultural synthesis :
Most of the tribal communities have retained the rich and varied heritage of colourful dance
developed over countries and maintained by them in a continuous tradition. To them dances and
songs are part of their life and sources of enjoyment and relaxation. Although every tribe has its
unique pattern of dance there are several characteristics features which are common to all. Tribal dances
are usually accompanied by songs and orchestra. Both men and women, young and old, dance but the
accompany orchestra is usually provided by the male members. Invariably the dancers song to the
accompaniment of music. To them dance and song are group activities forming integral part of the
celebration of religious festivals, wedding and funeral and occasionally for enjoyment and relaxation. So
tribal dance is characterized not only by its originality and spontaneity but also for its rhythmic movement of
limbs, the free expression of emotion and colourful dancing costumes and attire. The tribal songs and
dances have versatility in itself. It is the only via-media through which people express themselves. The song
and dance have invaluable congenial social atmosphere and feelings of oneness as human being. In itself it
combines arts, literature and music which are essential assets of human beings and separates man from
animals species. Amusement among them, in general develops directly and with spontaneity as an integral
part in their lives in everyday activities and social interaction which arises out under various life situations and
experiences of the people in time dimensions as well as of the needs, aspirations and interests and continues
as traditions. As such it reflects the whole behavioural lives of the people as well as their way of thinking and
feelings. So it is pointed to the fact that work and entertainment go together in tribal society for it Orissa
Review * December - 2009 19 reduces the physical pressure and refreshes the energy. Besides the stated
occasions of merriment, music and dance are the regular features of every tribal village where during
evening hour, prior to retiring to bed, dance and song are organized in the village "Akhra".
From different studies it is found that not only the tribal origin and tribal religion had a link with Jagannath
Culture but also their socio cultural life has been considerabley shaped and influenced the Jagannath /
Orissan culture. A very high degree of social equality and natural tolerance are primarily ingredients of the
Jagannath Culture which has influenced and enriched Orissa's society and culture. It is not merely the songs,
poems but the dance numbers which accompany the culture, that one can discern the same authenticity
and intensity of shared community experience. The music and dance used in Saora / tribal culture has a great
similarity with Mahari / Gotipua / Classical Odissi dance.

Invisible root of Odissi Dance :
The dance postures of Odissi trace their origin to the ancient Indian Culture.
Researchers accept that the growth of Odissi Dance since fundamental
principles can be reviewed as glimpses of the original style are available
through the beautiful sculpture of the ancient majestic temples of Orissa.
Musicians and dancers were deeply involved in the temple culture in which
musical and dance recitals were just not part of rituals and worship they
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were considered essential like tribal dance. Thus the Odissi dance form was bonded to culture to
spiritual devotion and became the medium to propagate religion. It's growth, development,
support and existence have been inseparably asked with the temple rituals. With the temple acquiring
importance as the focal point of the life the dance as a ritual performed by the "Maharis" grew in
importance. It is this class of dances who have kept the dance tradition alive in Odissa. These dances
dedicated themselves to the service of God in the temples. Odissi dance purposely and with deliberate
design emphasized only certain types of movement. It seeks to depict the perfect point or the movement of
balance along the "Brahmasutra" (the vertical median) so much so that all movement emerges from the
"Sama" (the point of perfect balance, a kin to the Sambhanga of sculptures) and come back to this. Both the
Bhramari of the Abhinaya Darpana and the Rechka of the Natyashastra belong to a class of circular
movement which could be termed as Spinning or a Pirouette (Chakkar). These movements are also found in
the tribal dance (Saora Dance) like dancing in a circular movement. The principles which govern the
techniques of Odissi dance are the same as those which governs the technique of tribal dance (Saora
Dance).
In the art of both dances different aspects of spirit and technique merge harmoniously to make beautiful
synthesis. The nritta portion of both dances depends for its life breath on the music and rhythm which
accompany it : the abhinaya portion depends for its expression on the theme of the narrative or lyrical
composition (term Sahitya by practicing dancers) which is sung. The costumes, ornaments, musical
instruments of Odissi dance have also similarity with tribal dance as they are somewhat the developed and
adopt form of tribal dance. The principles, techniques and the collaboration of ritual put light on the songs
and the dances which accompany both the Jagannath Culture and Saora Culture and the invocation of
blessings for the prosperity and well being of the community as a whole. The regular features of every day 20
Orissa Review * December - 2009 performance in the evening hour, prior to retiring to bed by the tribal are
also accepted as customized performance of Mahari dance before Lord Jagannath went to sleep in the
temple premises. So the different similarities which we find in both the dance forms give an insight into the
process and links between both the art form. From this it is evident that, (i) The dance performed in group
form in both the dance style gives a feeling of oneness in the society. (ii) Combination of art, literature, music
and dance gives a complete entertainment of social, psychological and spiritual atmosphere to the
audience in both the dance form.
(iii) The movements, patterns, expressions, postures, costumes of Saora dance resemble with Odissi dance
and so on. In toto, Odissi dance is not only an attempt at reconstruction of a dance form, from all these
fragments of Mahari tradition, of the Gotipua tradition, of the Bandhanrutya tradition, of the Martial and
Chhau tradition known to Orissa but also the inspiration, techniques, process and rituals drawn from the
tribal (Saora dance). References: 1. Dash, Durgamadhava (2002), Darubrahma and the Cult of Jagannath.
Orissa Review. 2. Das, Biswarup (1985), Orissa : Social, Cultural and Religious Sects, Sandeep
Prakashan, Delhi. 3. Elwin, Verrier (1955), The Religion of an Indian Trib,. 4. Kothari Sunil and
Parischa, Avinash (1990), Odissi: Indian Classical Dance Art. Mumbai. 5. Mahapatra, Sitakanta
(1993) 6. Pani, Jiwan (2000), Celebration of life, Publication Division, Govt. of India. 7.
Suraj, S.C., Tribal thought and Culture., 8. Shah, A.P. (1997), Devadasi
tradition in Sreemandir, Orissa Dance Academy, Bhubaneswar., 9. Tiwari, S.
K. (1998), Antiquity of Indian tribes., 10. Vidyarthi, L.P., The Tribal Culture of
India. Manjushree Panda lives at Plot No : 737/4, Jayadev Vihar,
Bhubaneswar .
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World famous Lord Jagannath
Famous deities associated with Indian culture and worshipped
long since are Vishnu in different forms in four Dhams, twelve
Jyoti Lingas (Shiva) in different forms and fifty two Shakti
dieties in different forms in Shakti Pithas. Out of four dhams
(sacred land) Badrinath in Badrika Dham of
Uttarakhand,Dwarakadhis in Dwaraka Dham of Gujrat, Sri
Jagannath in Puri Dham of Orissa and Shrirameswar in
Rameswar Dham of Tamilnadu are being worshipped.

Shri Jagannath in Puri Dham
Odisha is known to common men of other states as the land of
Shri Jagannath, who is not only famous in India but is all over
the world. Jagannath temples have been built and car festivals
are celebrated in many places outside India also. Puri Dham
close to shore of the Bay of Bengal is known as Shrikshetra (Land of prosperity) Sankha
Kshetra, Bhouma Kshetra, Purosottam Kshetra (land of the supreme being), Nilachal (blue
hill), Jamanika Kshetra, Uddiyaman Kshetra, Martya Baikunth (Paradise on earth) et al.
Many ancedotes are cited in support of the names. Jagannath is the Kalpa Bruksha (boon
giving tree), Yogamurti of the Siddhas, Bishnu for the Vaishnavites, Shiva for the Shaivites,
Mahabhairab for the Tantrics, Buddha and "Anupurusha" (void) for Boudhas and Ganesh
for the Ganapatya. The rituals, the adornment outfits and festivals support one god in
different names and adornments. Four gods namely Jagannath, Balabhadra, Subhadra and
Sudarsan have been installed on the raised platform called Ratna Bedi (sanctum
sanctorum). Jagannath stands for Shrikrishna, Balabhadra is the elder brother, Subhadra is
the sister and Sudarsan is the all conquering wheel weapon.
Subhadra, Jagannath and Balabhadra represent the Trinity of Hinduism i.e. Brahma, Vishnu
and Maheswar. The three deities represent the entire humanity. Jagannath black in colour
represents the black race, Balabhadra white in colour represents the white race and
Subhadra, yellow in colour represents the yellow race. In other temples, idols are made of
stone or metal but here the idols are made of specified wood. The eyes of Jagannath are
circular and devotees therefore call him "Chakadola". All these idols are unusual
and sculpted in incomplete form. It indicates that true and complete picturisation
of God is not possible. It is said God completes his morning works at Badrika
Dham, puts on his robes and ornaments at Dwaraka Dham, takes his lunch at
Puri Dham and wears night dress at Rameswar Dham and goes to
bed. Therefore Mahaprasad or sacred food in large quantities in
different varieties is available at Puri. Sudarsan, the wheel
weapon, due to influence of Buddhism is shaped like a cut-out
part of pillar with a wheel painted on it. Wood is a short living
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material. Consequently "Navakalevar" (New idols) are made and their installation is
celebrated at specified intervals. Every year renovation of the idols is done observing
specified rituals.

Origin of Shri Jagannath
In this context there are varying opinion in legends. The anecdote generally accepted is as
follows:- Autochthonous Sabar King Viswabasu was worshipping "Nilamadhab" in "Nilagiri"
Hill. Indradyumna, the king of Abanti was a devotee of Vishnu. He wanted to build a temple
and install Vishnu therein. Minister Bidyapati sent by the king to search for Nilamadhab
came to Biswabasu. In no time Bidyapati and Lalita, the daughter of the Sabar king were
entangled in love. Consequent upon earnest request of both, Biswabasu took Bidyapati to
Nilagiri. He stood spell-bound to see dazzling Nilamadhab. Thereafter Bidyapati stealthily
left the house of Biswabasu and rushed to Indradyumna to report about the precious
discovery. The king galloped with his entourage to Nilagiri only to see vacant mountatin. He
heard a heavenly voice that He would float as a tree trunk at Banki Muhani of the Bay of
Bengal. The king managed to collect the tree. After failure of all artisans, an old artisan
volunteered to complete the idols within a period of 21 days inside a closed chamber. After
15 days the door was opened on the insistence of Queen Gundicha in apprehension of
untoward situation when no sound was heard.
The old artisan had vanished leaving behind incomplete and unique idols. The king went to
Brahma, one of the Trinity, to conscerate the idols. Long time elapsed, by the time the king
returned only to find another king Galamadhab contending to have built the temple.
However Galamadhab yielded, the problem was solved, and the three idols were
consecrated in the temple. With time the old temple gave way. It is said that construction of
the present temple was started by Jajati Keshari and completed by Chodaganga Dev in 12th
century. There are differing opinions in different books but historical truth is not available.

Shri Mandir (The Grand Temple)
One of the many names of spouse of Jagannath is Shri Shri means prosperity. Campus of
Jagannath temple covers 10 acres of land. Two compound walls surround the temple. The
outer wall is called Meghanad Prachir which is 650 ft in length, 644 ft in breadth and 20 ft in
height. The inner wall is called Kurma Prachir which is 400 ft in length, 278 ft in breadth and
20 ft in height. The height of the majestic temple is 214 ft 8 inch from the level of Bada
Danda (Grand Road). The massive temple is full of sculptures in Orissan style of
architecture. A lime coating was provided in the past to protect the sculpture from
effect of saline wind blast on the sea coast. Recently the coating has been
removed to expose the wonderous sculpture. 15 ft high Neelachakra (Blue
Wheel) made of a compound of 8 metals soars at the top of the temple and
very large pennant, a symbol of relief to the suffering hovers at
the top of the wheel. There are four gates to enter into the
campus of the temple. East (Main), West, North and South gates
are called Lion, Elephant, Tiger or Khanja and Horse gates. A 33
ft monolithic Maths (monasteries) on specified days.
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Veshas of Jagannath
Throughout the year Jagannath, Balabhadra, Subhadra and their representative
deities assume different decorated personae on different occasions. Main vesas are as
follows:- Chandana Vesha for 42 days from third day of second fortnight of Kartika Month,
Elephant or Ganesh personae on full moon day of Jyestha,Rukmini Harana Vesha on 11th
day of second fornight of Jyestha, Naba Jouban Vesha on new moon day of Asadha, Suna
Vesha on 11th day of second fortnight of Asadha, Chitalagi and Rahu Rekha Lagi
(Ornaments) on new moon day of Shraban, Banabhoji Vesha on 10th day of first fortnight of
Bhadrab, Kaliyadalan Vesha on 11th day of first fortnight of Bhadrab, Pralambasura Badha
Vesha on 12th day of first fortnight of Bhadrab, Krushna Balaram Vesha on 13th day of first
fortnight of Bhadrab, Baman Vesha on 12th day of second fortnight of Bhadra, Raja Vesha
on 10th day of second fortnight of Aswina, Radhadamodara Vesha from 11th day of second
fortnight of Aswina to 10th day of second fortnight of Kartik and Harihara Vesha on
Mondays within this period, Thiakia or Laxminarayan Vesha on 12th day of second fortnight
of Kartik, Bankachuda Vesha and Tribhubana Vesha on 13th day of second fortnight of
Kartik, Laxmi Nrusingha Vesha on 14th day of second fortnight of Kartik, Rajarajeswari
Vesha on full-moon day of Kartik, Shradha Vesha from 14th day of first for night to first day
of second fortnight of Margashira, Abhiseka Vesha on full-moon day of Pousa, Padma Vesha
on Saturday and Tuesday between new-moon day and 5th day of second fortnight of
Magha, Gajaudharan Vesha on fullmoon day of Magha, Chacheri Vesha from 10th day of
second fortjight to full-moon day of Phalguna, Raja Vesha on full-moon day of Phalguna,
Nagarjuna Vesha is adopted in the year in which Panchaka covers six days in place of normal
five days upto end of Kartik and lakhs of people congregate to celebrate the festival.
Different personae of one God and syncretism of different faiths and different idols is
reflected in the Vesha's (Note: Months are Indian lunar months of almanac). Servitors of
Shri Jagannath It is said Shri Mandir provides for Chhatisha Nijoga or 36 grades of servitors.
In fact the number of grades of servitors is about 250 and total number of servitors is very
large. Raja Seva (Royal service) and other services are the two main kinds of service to the
temple. Gajapati Maharaja is the first and main servitor. People treat him as roving God. He
alone is permitted to go inside the temple borne in a palanquins to the accompanyment of
drums and trumpet and bow before the Lord in the sanctum sanctorum. He sweeps Lords'
chariots with the help of a gold broom at the time of car festival, sweeps Dolabedi and
Snana Vedi during Dola festival and Snana festival. Daitas (autochthonous servitors) and
priests receive betel nut as token of authorisation by the Maharaja to proceed in search of
wood for Nabakalebara (New Idols). He is the Chairman of temple management committe.
Other services are taken care of by the large number of servitors. There are
servitors even to chase crows at the time of cutting, rolling and grinding vegetable
and spices necessary for cooking in the temple kitchen. There are also many kinds
of servitors for service outside the temple premises.

Snana Jatra (Bath Festival), Rath Jatra
Bahuda Jatra (Return Car Festival)

(Car Festival)

and

Jagannath, Balabhadra and Subhadra are taken from sanctum
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sanctorum to bath altar one by one in ceremonial procession called Pahandi. Bath is
alsoconducted with festive ceremony. It is said that the three deities suffer from fever
after the bath. Therefore the deities are confined to Anasarapindi up to end of first
fortnight of Asadha and they are worshipped by Daitas following their rituals. The damage
or disfiguration during one year is taken care of by restoration of Idols during this period.
People congregate for Nabajoubana Darshan or to set eyes on the youthful Idols on the first
day of second fortnight of Asadha. On the second day of second fortnight of Asadha
Jagannath, Balabhadra, Subhadra and Sudarsan are taken in slow ceremonial procession to
the three chariots which move to Gundicha temple in ceremonial procession called Rath
Jatra (Car Festival). Lakhs of people congregate to take part in this festival.
The deities remain in Gundicha Temple till 9th day of second fortnight of Asadha and
worshipped with the same rituals in Shri Mandir. The deities return in Rath Jatra - like
procession on 10th day of second fortnight of Asadha. The deities remain on the chariots on
that day and the next day on which Suna Vesha is made. The deities are adorned with
precious apparel and heavy crown and ornaments of gold. The deities retreat to the
sanctum sanctorum of Shri Mandir on 12th day of second fortnight of Asadha. The Car
Festival is famous in the world for the unique ceremony and huge gathering of people
irrespective of caste, creed, colour, religion etc. Running commentary of the festival is
transmitted in radio and television during the festival.

Naba Kalebar (New Body)
As the bodies of four idols are made of wood, changing bodies after reasonable period is
inevitable. Nabakalebar is made during the year in which the month of Asadha comes in a
pair for reconciliation between lunar and solar months. In the past Naba Kalebar was held
in 1912, 1931, 1950, 1969, 1977 and 1996. Observing specified rituals Daitas and priests
proceed to Kakatpur and worship deity Mangala who reveals the location of appropriate
trees for making the idols. Trees are located, cut to appropriate sizes and transported to
Puri observing prescribed rituals. Brahma Pinda- (Divine matter) is extracted from old idols
and inserted in new idols. Naba Kalebar festival is more famous than car festival in terms of
spendour and convergence of multitude of people. Bodies of old idols are cremated in-Koili
Baikunth- (sacred burial ground).

Supernatural Powers of Shri Jagannath
Jagannath responds to prayer of persons in distress and therefore one of his names is
Artatrana (Great Healer). There are many accounts from the devotees depicting
relief due to grace of Jagannath and instances are: episodes of Jayadev, Jagannath
Das, Balaram Das, Raghu Arakshit, Dinakrushna, Salabeg, Dasia Bauri, Bandhu
Mohanty, Nilambar Das, Rajkumari Bishnupriya, Gita Panda, Paramesti,
Ganapati Bhatt, Sadhu Mohanty, Raghu Das, Krupana Panda.
Famous example of grace of Jagannath is Kanchi Abhijan (Kanchi
expedition). Princess of Kanchi was famous for beauty and
erudition. Purosottam Deb was the Maharaja of Utkal. A
proposal was mooted for his marriage with the princess. Raja of
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Kanchi declined with satirical remark that marriage with a sweeper who sweeps the
chariots of Jagannath is not possible.
Treating the refusal as an insult to Lord Jagannath, Purusottam went on expedition to
Kanchi seeking blessings of Jagannath. At Adipur near Chilika lake Manik Gouduni (milkmaid) obstructed the Maharaja pleading for unpaid cost of cheese and curd eaten by his
two leading soldiers riding black and white horses producing a gold ring as evidence.
Purusottam identified the ring as that of Lord Jagannath leading the expedition. It was a war
between Jagannath-led army with that of Ganesh-led army of Kanchi. Purusottam won the
war, brought he princess to Puri and instructed his Minister to get the princess married
with a sweeper. During next car festival, when Purusottam was sweeping Lord's chariot, the
clever Minister offered the princess to the Maharaja.

Parting Words
Pre-eminence of Laxmi, the consort of Jagannath is exemplified in "Laxmi Puran". Attracted
by the welcome wall painting and devotion of Shriya, of low caste, Laxmi went to her house.
Jagannath ordered to banish Laxmi from the temple at the behest of elder brother
Balabhadra as contact with low-caste people was forbidden. Laxmi left pronouncing the
curse thatpoverty would rage in Shri Mandir after her departure. Jagannath and Balabhadra
saw vanishing act of food in Shri Mandir and whereever they went. At last they agreed to
take food from the house of a low-bred woman in a seaside house. Items served proved that
the food was prepared by none other than Laxmi. Responding to the apology of the two
brothers, Laxmi consented to return to Shri Mandir on condition that caste-bias would be
discarded from that day. But servitors prohibit entry of Muslims and Christians into the
temple. Most probably such prohibition is in practice due to waves of invasions by Muslims
on Orissa, Shri Mandir and other Temples and anti-Hindu activities and patronisations of
Christianism by Christians as a safety measure.
All corporeal beings have to undergo cycles of weal and woe and Shrimandir and Jagannath
are no execeptions. At the time of coronation of Jajati Keshari in the 9th century AD, Shri
Mandir was devoid of the idols. It was ascertained from servitors that the idols were
secretly transported to Sunupura (Sonepur) and buried somewhere secretly. The Maharaja
salvaged the "Brahma Pinda" and conscerated new idols inserting the same and worship
was resumed. In the year 1510 AD, Hussain Saha, Sultan of Bengal (Kalapahad) destroyed
the idols during his attack. Brahma Pinda was secretly removed from the idols and carried to
Kujangagarh before the attack.
In 1575 AD, Brahma Pinda was salvaged, inserted in new idols and installed in
renovated temple by Gajapati Ramachandra Dev. Therefore he earned the title
second Indradyumna. In 1620 AD in apprehension of attack by Moghul
Commander Ahmed Baig, Brahma Pinda from the idols was
removed and secretly hidden in Gadamanitri area of Banpur.
Sacred stone was restored in the idols after four years and
worship was resumed.
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