
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR190316202 Volume 1, Issue 3, November-December 2019 178 

 

 Odissi's Co-terminus with the Jagannath Cult: 

Exploring the Sacred Dance Tradition of Odisha   
 

Dr. Manoranjan Pradhan 
 

Reader, Dept. of Odissi Dance, Utkal University of Culture, Bhubaneswar, Odisha, India 

 

Abstract: 

This journal explores the profound relationship between Odissi dance, one of India’s classical dance 

forms, and the Jagannath cult, a significant religious tradition centered around Lord Jagannath in the state 

of Odisha. Through an in-depth analysis of historical, cultural, and religious perspectives, this study delves 

into the origins, evolution, and interconnections between Odissi dance and the Jagannath cult. By 

examining the religious significance, thematic inspirations, and performance contexts, this journal sheds 

light on how Odissi dance has remained deeply rooted in the rituals, mythology, and devotion associated 

with the Jagannath cult, shaping its identity and cultural heritage over centuries. 
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Introduction: 

Odissi dance, a classical dance form originating from the eastern state of Odisha, India, embodies a rich 

tapestry of cultural heritage, spiritual expression, and artistic excellence. Central to the evolution and 

practice of Odissi dance is its symbiotic relationship with the Jagannath cult, a profound religious tradition 

revolving around Lord Jagannath, the presiding deity of Odisha. The Jagannath cult, deeply ingrained in 

the socio-religious fabric of Odisha, has not only influenced the thematic content and symbolism of Odissi 

dance but also served as its spiritual nucleus. 

In this journal, we embark on a journey to explore the intricate connections between Odissi dance and the 

Jagannath cult, tracing their historical trajectories, religious underpinnings, and artistic manifestations. 

Through a multidimensional analysis encompassing historical narratives, religious symbolism, 

performance aesthetics, and contemporary perspectives, we seek to unravel the profound co-terminus 

between Odissi dance and the Jagannath cult, illuminating the enduring legacy of this sacred dance 

tradition. 

 

Historical Origins and Evolution: 

The roots of Odissi dance can be traced back to the temples of Odisha, where it emerged as a form of 

devotional expression and ritualistic worship. The Jagannath Temple in Puri, dedicated to Lord Jagannath, 

stands as a beacon of religious fervor and artistic patronage, providing the fertile ground for the cultivation 

and propagation of Odissi dance. Scholars posit that the origins of Odissi dance lie in the temple traditions 

of the Jagannath cult, where it served as an integral component of religious ceremonies, festivals, and 

processions. 

The symbiotic relationship between Odissi dance and the Jagannath cult is evident in the historical 

accounts of temple rituals and practices. References to dance performances dedicated to Lord Jagannath 
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can be found in ancient texts, inscriptions, and sculptures dating back to the medieval period. The Natya 

Shastra, an ancient Sanskrit treatise on performing arts, provides insights into the dance forms prevalent 

in the Jagannath Temple during the 2nd century BCE to the 2nd century CE. 

During the Ganga and Gajapati dynasties that ruled over Odisha, Odissi dance flourished under royal 

patronage, further enriching its repertoire and stylistic nuances. The Jagannath cult, as the focal point of 

religious and cultural life in Odisha, exerted a profound influence on the development of Odissi dance, 

shaping its thematic content, gestural vocabulary, and choreographic compositions. The dance traditions 

associated with the Jagannath cult were transmitted orally and through Guru-Shishya paramparas (teacher-

disciple lineages), ensuring their continuity and preservation across generations. 

 

Religious Significance and Symbolism: 

At the heart of Odissi dance lies a deep reverence for Lord Jagannath and the mythology surrounding the 

Jagannath cult. The Jagannath Triad, consisting of Lord Jagannath, Devi Subhadra, and Lord Balabhadra, 

symbolizes the divine unity and cosmic harmony revered by millions of devotees. Odissi dance, as a form 

of Bhakti (devotional) yoga, seeks to embody the spiritual essence of the Jagannath cult through rhythmic 

movements, expressive gestures, and emotive storytelling. 

The thematic repertoire of Odissi dance is replete with compositions inspired by the legends, myths, and 

rituals associated with the Jagannath cult. Dance compositions dedicated to the Ratha Yatra (Chariot 

Festival) of Lord Jagannath, the Raslila (divine love) of Radha and Krishna, and the Leela (divine play) 

of Lord Jagannath depict the sacred narratives and celestial dramas revered in the Jagannath tradition. 

Through intricate mudras (hand gestures), bhavas (emotional expressions), and abhinaya (narrative mime), 

Odissi dancers invoke the presence of the divine and seek to transcend the mundane realm. 

The Jagannath cult also finds symbolic resonance in the classical repertoire of Odissi dance, wherein each 

movement, posture, and expression embodies metaphysical connotations. The Tribhangi (triple-bend) 

posture, characterized by the deflection of the body in three places, symbolizes the divine dance of 

creation, preservation, and destruction performed by Lord Jagannath. The incorporation of symbolic 

motifs such as the chakra (wheel), shankha (conch), padma (lotus), and gada (mace) further accentuates 

the sacred imagery associated with the Jagannath cult. 

 

Performance Contexts and Ritualistic Practices: 

Odissi dance continues to thrive as a living tradition, perpetuated through performances in temple 

precincts, cultural festivals, and concert platforms. The Jagannath cult serves as the backdrop for many 

Odissi dance performances, infusing them with spiritual sanctity and cultural authenticity. The annual 

Ratha Yatra festival, wherein the deities are ceremonially transported on elaborately decorated chariots, 

witnesses the participation of Odissi dancers who offer their devotional tributes through dance recitals. 

Temples dedicated to Lord Jagannath serve as sacred stages for Odissi dance performances, wherein 

dancers invoke the divine presence and seek blessings through their artistic offerings. The Mahari 

tradition, wherein female dancers known as Maharis (temple dancers) were dedicated to serving the deity 

through dance, epitomizes the intimate association between Odissi dance and temple rituals. Though the 

tradition of Maharis has evolved over time, its legacy continues to inspire contemporary Odissi dancers 

who uphold the spiritual ethos of the Jagannath cult. 

In addition to its ritualistic significance, Odissi dance is also performed in secular contexts, including 

cultural festivals, educational institutions, and international platforms. However, even in these modern 
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settings, the influence of the Jagannath cult permeates the artistic sensibilities of Odissi dancers, grounding 

their performances in the spiritual ethos and cultural heritage of Odisha. 

 

Contemporary Perspectives and Revival Efforts: 

In the contemporary era, Odissi dance has witnessed a resurgence of interest and appreciation, both within 

India and on the global stage. Efforts to preserve, promote, and innovate within the Odissi tradition have 

led to the establishment of dance academies, research institutes, and cultural organizations dedicated to its 

enrichment. The recognition of Odissi dance as a classical art form by governmental bodies and cultural 

institutions has further bolstered its stature and visibility. 

Despite the challenges posed by modernization, globalization, and changing socio-cultural dynamics, 

Odissi dance continues to thrive due to the concerted efforts of practitioners, scholars, and enthusiasts who 

are committed to its preservation and evolution. One of the key factors driving the contemporary revival 

of Odissi is the recognition of its cultural significance and artistic merit beyond its traditional boundaries. 

 

Impact on Cultural Identity: 

The co-terminus of Odissi dance with the Jagannath cult plays a pivotal role in shaping the cultural identity 

of Odisha. It serves as a reminder of the state's rich artistic legacy and spiritual heritage, fostering a sense 

of pride and belonging among its people. Through festivals, performances, and educational initiatives, 

Odissi dance perpetuates the legacy of the Jagannath cult, ensuring its continuity and relevance in the 

modern world. The global recognition of Odissi dance and the Jagannath cult extends Odisha's cultural 

footprint beyond national borders. International festivals, workshops, and collaborations expose audiences 

worldwide to the beauty and spirituality of Odissi, fostering cross-cultural dialogue and exchange. 

Through these interactions, Odisha's cultural identity finds resonance on a global stage, enriching the 

world with its artistic treasures. 

In essence, the co-terminus of Odissi dance with the Jagannath cult serves as a source of strength, 

inspiration, and resilience for the people of Odisha. It is not merely a performance art or religious practice 

but a living embodiment of Odisha's cultural ethos, forging connections across generations, communities, 

and continents. 

 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the co-terminus of Odissi dance with the Jagannath cult stands as an indelible symbol of 

Odisha's rich cultural tapestry, weaving together threads of spirituality, artistry, and devotion into a vibrant 

mosaic of tradition and innovation. Throughout the annals of history, mythology, and artistic expression, 

this sacred bond has remained steadfast, transcending temporal boundaries to echo the eternal rhythms of 

creation and celebration. 

As we traverse the sacred precincts of the Jagannath Temple and traverse the global stage of cultural 

exchange, Odissi dance serves as a beacon of light, illuminating hearts and minds with its mesmerizing 

grace and divine resonance. Its intricate movements, expressive storytelling, and timeless aesthetics speak 

to the depths of human experience, inviting spectators into a realm where the mundane transcends into the 

sublime. 

Within the sacred confines of the temple, Odissi dancers offer their art as a sacred offering, embodying 

the spirit of devotion and surrender to the divine. Their performances, steeped in tradition yet imbued with 
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innovation, serve as a conduit for connecting with the divine presence of Lord Jagannath and his divine 

siblings. 

On the global stage, Odissi dance serves as a cultural ambassador, transcending linguistic and cultural 

barriers to convey the universal language of beauty, grace, and spirituality. Through festivals, 

performances, and educational initiatives, Odissi dancers share the rich heritage of the Jagannath cult with 

audiences worldwide, fostering cross-cultural understanding and appreciation. 

In essence, the co-terminus of Odissi dance with the Jagannath cult epitomizes the essence of Odisha's 

cultural identity—a fusion of tradition and modernity, spirituality and artistry, devotion and celebration. 

It is a testament to the resilience and dynamism of Odisha's cultural heritage, ensuring its continuity and 

relevance in an ever-changing world. 

As we continue to unravel the mysteries of this timeless dance form and its sacred connection with the 

Jagannath cult, let us embrace the beauty and wisdom it offers, honoring the legacy of those who have 

preserved and nurtured it through the ages. For in the sacred dance of Odissi, we find not only a reflection 

of our past but a guiding light for our journey into the future. 
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