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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the transformative influence of the Bhakti Movement and Vaishnavism on the lyrical and
performative dimensions of Odishi music, a classical tradition deeply rooted in Odisha's cultural and spiritual life. The
devotional ethos of Bhakti, emphasizing personal, emotional communion with the divine, reshaped Odishi music by
introducing vernacular accessibility, symbolic richness and a profound emphasis on bhava, or emotional expression.
Central texts such as Jayadeva's Geeta Govinda and the Odia devotional compositions of the Panchasakha poets played
pivotal roles in redefining the lyrical landscape, foregrounding themes of divine love, spiritual longing and surrender.
These works not only enriched poetic content but became integral to temple liturgy, ritual music and classical
performance.The paper also explores how Vaishnavism, centred on the worship of Krishna and Jagannath, expanded the
devotional character of Odishi music and dance. The integration of bhakti poetry into Odishi dance deepened
expressive abhinaya, while ritual practices at the Jagannath Temple shaped musical structure, repertoire and
performance conventions. The participatory culture of sankeertan further blended folk and classical influences,
creating a shared devotional environment that broadened the social reach of the tradition. Collectively, these
developments marked a significant cultural renaissance in Odisha, transforming Odishi music from a primarily
ritualistic form into an emotionally charged, spiritually resonant art form that continues to thrive today. The legacy of
Bhakti and Vaishnavism remains central to contemporary Odishi practice, sustaining its devotional core while

maintaining its classical integrity.

Odishi music, one of India's classical musical traditions, is
deeply embedded in the cultural and spiritual landscape of
Odisha. Among the many forces that shaped its evolution, the
Bhakti Movement and the spread of Vaishnavism stand out as
especially transformative. These devotional traditions not
only redefined the lyrical themes of Odishi music but also
reshaped its performance styles, its artistic philosophy and its
emotional character. Together, they enriched the devotional,
poetic and aesthetic dimensions of this heritage.

The Bhakti Movement, which took root in India between the
Tthand 17th centuries, brought about a major shift in religious
thought and practice. It emphasized personal devotion to a
chosen deity rather than rigid ritualism, caste boundaries or
adherence to Sanskritic orthodoxy. Its strength lay in its
emotional appeal and its use of regional languages, allowing
people from all social backgrounds to participate.Through its
songs, poetry and music, the movement nurtured an intimate,
heartfelt experience of the divine.

In Odisha, the movement became especially prominent
through the worship of Lord Jagannath, regarded as a form of
Vishnu or Krishna. The Jagannath Temple in Puri became not
only a religious centre but also a cultural lighthouse of
inclusiveness and unity. Jagannath's distinctive iconography
and tribal connections helped link classical Hindu traditions
with local folk beliefs, drawing devotees from all corners of
society.

Two major devotional figures had a deep impact on Odisha's
Bhakti landscape. Jayadeva, the 12th-century court poet,
composed the immortal Geeta Govinda, a work that shaped
the region's devotional literature and temple music. Later,
Chaitanya Mahaprabhu's spiritual fervour during the 15th and
16th centuries further energized Krishna bhakti in Odisha.His
focus on sankeertan, or collective singing of divine names,
and his message of egalitarian devotion deeply resonated
with Odiasociety.

Alongside these major figures, numerous regional bhaktas
contributed greatly to Odisha's devotional literature,
composing spiritually rich verses in the Odia language. Their
works stressed divine love, surrender and grace, bringing
religious ideas closer to ordinary people. Thus, the Bhakti
Movement in Odisha became a cultural renaissance,
influencing literature, art, music and the spiritual

consciousness of the region.

Vaishnavism in Odisha developed as a vibrant devotional
tradition centered on the worship of Krishna and Jagannath.
Krishna represented a playful, intimate form of the divine,
while Jagannath was seen as a universal, syncretic deity
blending tribal, regional and pan-Indian identities. This dual
reverence gave OdiaVaishnavism a distinct cultural texture.

During the medieval period, Vaishnavism strongly shaped
Odisha's artistic expressions. Its emotional and devotional
ideals became deeply ingrained in classical Odishi music,
dance and poetry. Art moved away from Vedic formality and
toward personal, expressive devotion. Poets such as Jayadeva
and later the Odia Panchasakha saints composed verses that
depicted divine love and spiritual longing in vivid detail.
These literary works were not confined to books; they were
sung, enacted and integrated into daily worship.

Odishi dance too evolved in this devotional environment. The
dance form, known for its graceful movements and expressive
abhinaya, portrayed episodes from Krishna's life, especially
the love of Radha and Krishna. The dance thus became a
spiritual offering rather than just an aesthetic performance.
Odishi music, with its lyrical intensity, refined ragas and
devotional poetry, reflected these Vaishnava themes deeply,
creating a tradition where art was inseparable from devotion.

The lyrical tradition in Odishi music became increasingly
devotional under the influence of Bhakti and Vaishnavism.
Themes of divine love, surrender and emotional union with
God became dominant. Jayadeva's Geeta Govinda played a
central role here.This 12th-century Sanskrit text,composed of
24 ashtapadis, portrays the spiritual and emotional
relationship between Radha and Krishna. The poetry is
celebrated for its sensual imagery infused with spiritual
meaning. It became integral to temple rituals in Puri and
forms a core part of Odishi music and dance repertoire.

The Panchasakha poets further expanded devotional
literature in Odia. Balarama Das, Jagannatha Das,
Achyutananda Das, Ananta Das and Yasovanta Das wrote
prolifically on themes of devotion to Jagannath, using simple,
accessible Odia verse. Their writings emphasized moral
values, divine love and spiritual wisdom. Many of their
compositions were meant to be sung and continue to
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influence bhajana, keertan and Odishi music today.

Bhakti poetry in Odisha is renowned for its symbolic
language, particularly the theme of spiritual longing (viraha).
The separation of Radha from Krishna became a powerful
metaphor for the soul's yearning for God. Poets used
everyday emotions like joy, jealousy, despair and hope to
convey profound spiritual truths. This symbolic tradition
allowed complex theological ideas to be expressed simply
and beautifully, leaving a lasting mark on Odishi lyrical
aesthetics.

Odishi music has long been intertwined with temple rituals,
especially at the Jagannath Temple. Music in this context was
viewed as a sacred offering, not entertainment. Maharis and
Gotipuas performed devotional songs and dances as part of
daily worship. Selected portions of the Geeta Govinda were
sung at specific times of the day, showing how music served as
aritual necessity.

Bhakti ideals intensified the emotional and devotional
dimensions of temple music. Devotion became the guiding
principle,and music was seen as a path to spiritual realization.
Odishi dance evolved in close connection with Bhakti poetry
and music. The expressive abhinaya of the dance form
perfectly suited the emotional nuances of Vaishnava themes.
Dancers often portrayed Radha or the gopis, enacting stories
of divine love and longing. The dance was originally
performed as a temple service, and the Bhakti movement
enhanced its emotional richness and spiritual meaning. The
harmony between Odishi music and dance reflects this
devotional integration.

One of the Bhakti Movement's most transformative
contributions was its emphasis on communal singing.
Sankeertan brought people together across caste and social
boundaries. Folk musical traditions of Odisha blended
naturally with classical forms, enriching Odishi music with
new rhythms, melodies and instruments. This fusion made the
music more accessible and emotionally engaging for the
masses. Festivals such as the Ratha Yatra showcased this
communal devotional culture, where classical and folk
traditions met seamlessly.

Odishi music retained its classical foundation but absorbed
emotional and devotional characteristics inspired by Bhakti.
Ragas were selected for their ability to evoke spiritual
emotions, and performances emphasized bhava, or
emotional expression. The goal was not technical display but
the evocation of divine feeling, aligning with Bhakti's focus on
personal spiritual experience.

The devotional traditions established during the Bhakti
period continue to shape Odishi music today. Contemporary
musicians and dancers still draw heavily from the Geeta
Govinda and Vaishnava poetry. The emotional depth,
symbolic richness and spiritual intensity introduced during
this era remain central to the identity of Odishi music and
dance.

The Bhakti Movement and Vaishnavism profoundly reshaped
Odishi music, turning it into an art form rooted in devotion,
emotional expression and spiritual symbolism. By
emphasizing personal connection to the divine, celebrating
vernacular creativity and infusing art with deep feeling, they
transformed Odishi music into both a classical tradition and a
living devotional practice. Its lyrical beauty and performative
grace continue to stand as enduring evidence of the
transformative power of Bhaktiin Odisha's cultural heritage.
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