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The relationship between music and literature is crucial in the cultural history of Odisha. Literary works 
composed during different periods of Odia history provide valuable evidence of the ways music 

functioned in social, religious, and artistic life. This paper examines the representation and development of musical culture 
through three major literary phases—Sarala Yuga, Panchasakha Yuga, and Riti Yuga. It also discusses the contribution of 
Jayadeva's Gitagovinda and selected musicological texts to the preservation and transmission of musical knowledge. Literary 
references from these periods reveal a gradual shift in the role of music, from its presence in social and ceremonial activities to 
its use in devotional performance and aesthetic expression. The study shows that literary traditions not only reected 
contemporary musical practices but also contributed to shaping the cultural environment in which musical traditions evolved in 
medieval Odisha.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Music and literature have long been interconnected in the 
cultural life of Odisha. Literary works produced in different 
periods of Odia history contain valuable references to social 
customs, religious practices, festivals, and artistic activities in 
which music formed an integral part of cultural life. Since 
many compositions were intended for recitation, singing, or 
performance, literature became an effective medium through 
which musical ideas were preserved and transmitted.

The growth of Odia literature between the fteenth and 
eighteenth centuries coincided with signicant cultural and 
religious developments. Literary traditions reected changing 
patterns of social life, devotional expression, and artistic 
taste, all of which inuenced musical activity. References to 
music found in these works provide insight into the ways 
musical practices evolved within society and how they were 
understood by different communities.

This paper examines the relationship between music and 
literature in medieval Odisha through three major literary 
phases—Sarala Yuga, Panchasakha Yuga, and Riti Yuga. It 
also considers the inuence of Jayadeva's Gitagovinda and 
selected musicological texts. Together, these sources reveal 
how literature documented, shaped, and enriched musical 
culture in Odisha over several centuries.

2. Literary Phases and Musical Culture
2.1 Sarala Yuga: Music in Social and Cultural Life
Sarala Yuga marks an important phase in the history of Odia 
literature and provides valuable insight into the cultural life of 
medieval Odisha. The works of Sarala Das, particularly the 
Odia Mahabharata, contain references to festivals, religious 
observances, marriage ceremonies, and public celebrations 
in which music formed a regular part of community life. 
Although these works were not composed as musical texts, 
they preserve evidence of the ways music functioned within 
contemporary society.

The literary descriptions suggest that singing and 
instrumental performance accompanied a variety of 
communal activities. Music appears as a familiar feature of 
cultural life rather than an art restricted to temples or royal 
courts. Such references indicate that musical practices were 
already well established and widely shared among different 
sections of society. They also highlight the role of music in 
bringing communities together during important social and 
religious occasions.

Sarala literature presents music as an everyday feature of 
social and ceremonial life. These references reveal a society 

in which music was closely connected with everyday 
experience and public life. The period therefore provides an 
early literary record of the musical environment that later 
supported the devotional and artistic developments 
associated with subsequent literary traditions in Odisha.

2.2 Panchasakha Yuga: Music and Devotional Expression
The Panchasakha period occupies a distinctive place in the 
literary and religious history of Odisha. The ve poet-
saints—Jagannath Das, Balaram Das, Achyutananda Das, 
Ananta Das, and Jasovanta Das—contributed to the spread of 
popularizing devotional literature through the Odia 
language. Their writings emerged within the broader Bhakti 
movement and sought to make religious teachings accessible 
to ordinary people.

Music became closely associated with this devotional 
tradition. Many compositions were recited, chanted, or sung 
during religious gatherings, creating a direct connection 
between literature and performance. Bhajans and kirtans 
gained popularity as forms of collective worship, allowing 
devotional ideas to reach a wider audience. Through these 
practices, music moved beyond ceremonial functions and 
became an important medium of spiritual expression.

The Panchasakha movement strengthened the relationship 
between music and devotion. Literary works became part of a 
living performance tradition, expanding the role of music in 
religious life. This development helped create a musical 
culture that was participatory in nature and deeply connected 
with spiritual experience.

2.3 Riti Yuga and Artistic Renement
The Riti Yuga introduced a greater emphasis on poetic 
elegance and artistic expression in Odia literature. Writers of 
this period explored themes of beauty, love, emotion, and 
aesthetic experience, moving beyond the predominantly 
devotional focus of earlier literary traditions. Their works 
displayed a heightened concern for style, imagery, and 
literary craftsmanship, qualities that encouraged musical 
interpretation and performance.

Among the notable poets of this era, Upendra Bhanja 
occupies a prominent place. His compositions are known for 
their linguistic richness and imaginative expression, 
reecting the artistic ideals of the period. Such literary 
developments contributed to a cultural environment in which 
music was increasingly appreciated not only as a medium of 
devotion but also as a form of aesthetic experience.

The Riti period represents an important stage in the evolution 
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of musical culture in Odisha. Through its emphasis on 
emotion, beauty, and rened expression, it strengthened the 
relationship between literature and performance and 
broadened the artistic possibilities of musical expression.

3. Gitagovinda and Musical Expression
Among the literary works associated with the cultural history 
of Odisha, Jayadeva's Gitagovinda holds a distinctive place 
because of its close relationship with music, devotion, and 
performance. Composed in the twelfth century, the work 
presents the divine love of Radha and Krishna through lyrical 
songs that combine poetic beauty with devotional feeling. Its 
inuence extends far beyond literature and has remained 
visible in the musical traditions of Odisha for centuries.

One of the distinguishing features of Gitagovinda is its 
performative nature. The text was designed to be sung and 
recited, allowing poetry and music to function together as 
complementary forms of expression. Its songs became closely 
associated with the Jagannath tradition and were 
incorporated into ritual and devotional practices. Through 
regular performance, the work became deeply embedded in 
the cultural life of Odisha and contributed to the preservation 
of a rich tradition of devotional singing.

The emotional depth of Gitagovinda also played an important 
role in shaping musical expression. Themes of love, longing, 
separation, and union provided performers with opportunities 
for artistic interpretation and emotional communication. 
These qualities enhanced its appeal among singers and 
audiences alike and helped establish a lasting connection 
between literary composition and musical performance.

The signicance of Gitagovinda lies not only in its literary 
excellence but also in its ability to bridge devotion and artistic 
expression. By bringing together poetry, music, and 
spirituality, the work contributed to the growth of a musical 
culture in which performance became an important vehicle for 
both religious and aesthetic experience.

4. Musicological Texts and Musical Knowledge
The development of musical culture in Odisha was supported 
not only by literary and devotional traditions but also by a 
body of musicological writings that preserved and organized 
musical knowledge. These texts demonstrate that music was 
not solely a matter of performance; it was also the subject of 
scholarly study and theoretical discussion. Through written 
documentation, musical concepts could be transmitted 
beyond oral tradition and preserved for future generations.

Among the important works associated with Odisha's musical 
heritage are Sangita Kaumudi, Gitaprakasha, Sangita 
Kalpalatika, Sangita Narayana, and Sangita Muktabali. 
These texts contain discussions of musical principles, melodic 
structures, rhythmic patterns, and performance practices. 
Their authors sought to record aspects of musical knowledge 
that were essential for understanding and maintaining artistic 
traditions.

The signicance of these works lies in their role as sources of 
musical scholarship. They provide evidence that musicians 
and scholars in Odisha were actively engaged in examining 
the theoretical foundations of music. Such writings helped 
create a framework through which musical knowledge could 
be studied, taught, and preserved with greater consistency.

Together, these musicological texts represent an important 
stage in the history of music in Odisha. While literary works 
reected social, devotional, and artistic dimensions of 
musical culture, theoretical writings contributed to its 
documentation and intellectual development. Their 
preservation allows modern scholars to better understand the 
musical thought and practices of earlier periods.

5. DISCUSSION
The literary evidence discussed above suggests that music 
occupied different roles within medieval Odishan society and 
evolved alongside broader cultural developments. The 
progression from Sarala Yuga to Riti Yuga reects a gradual 
expansion in the functions of music, moving from social 
participation to devotional practice, artistic expression, and 
scholarly inquiry.

The works of Sarala Das indicate that music was already 
embedded in community life and accompanied various social 
and ceremonial activities. The Panchasakha poets 
strengthened the connection between music and religion by 
encouraging devotional singing and collective participation 
in spiritual practices. Their compositions helped extend the 
reach of music beyond specic institutions and made it an 
accessible medium of religious expression.

A different dimension emerges through Gitagovinda, where 
poetry and music become closely intertwined. The text 
demonstrates how literary composition could serve as a 
foundation for performance and contribute to the 
development of a distinctive aesthetic tradition. The emotional 
qualities of the work encouraged forms of musical expression 
that combined artistic renement with devotional feeling.

The musicological texts discussed in this paper represent 
another stage in this process. They show that musical 
knowledge was increasingly documented and examined 
through theoretical study. Together, literary works and 
musicological writings preserved valuable information about 
musical practices and ensured their transmission across 
generations.

Viewed collectively, these sources highlight the importance of 
literature as a medium through which musical culture was 
expressed, preserved, and developed in medieval Odisha. 
They provide evidence not only of musical activity but also of 
the changing cultural contexts in which music was understood 
and practiced.

6. CONCLUSION
The literary traditions of Odisha provide an important 
perspective for understanding the region's musical culture. 
References found in the works of Sarala Das reveal the 
presence of music in social and ceremonial life, while the 
writings of the Panchasakha poets highlight its growing role in 
devotional practice. The artistic and emotional qualities of 
Jayadeva's Gitagovinda further strengthened the relationship 
between literature and musical performance, and the Riti 
period expanded the aesthetic dimensions of artistic 
expression. Musicological texts complemented these 
developments by preserving and organizing musical 
knowledge in written form.

These sources demonstrate that literature served not only as a 
record of musical activity but also as a medium through which 
musical traditions were shaped and sustained. The study 
shows that the musical culture of medieval Odisha developed 
through the combined inuence of social customs, devotional 
movements, literary creativity, and scholarly inquiry, leaving a 
lasting impact on the cultural heritage of the region.
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