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Abstract 
  Nestled within the verdant embrace of Odisha's temple corridors, Odissi dance emerges 
as a profound philosophical symphony, where the mortal form becomes a vessel for 
cosmic revelation. This classical gem, born from the ritualistic fervor of ancient shrines 
like Puri's Jagannath and Bhubaneswar's Lingaraja, weaves the threads of Hindu 
metaphysics Moksha's elusive bliss with the tactile poetry of stone-carved tribhangas and 
fluid bhangas. Drawing from the Natyashastra's ancient codex and Jayadeva's Gita 
Govinda, Odissi transcends mere choreography to embody abhinaya's quartet: angika's 
serpentine grace, vachika's melodic incantation, aharya's ornate splendor, and sattvika's 
soul-stirring tremor. This article navigates its philosophical underpinnings from Shaiva 
tandava's destructive renewal to Vaishnava sringara's devotional ecstasy while tracing 
ritual evolutions under dynasties like the Gangas and Kesari, and the Devadasi (Mahari) 
legacy that safeguarded its sanctity amid invasions. Through archaeological whispers of 
Udayagiri caves and Konark's solar friezes, it illuminates Odissi's role as a cultural 
palimpsest, preserving Odisha's syncretic ethos amid pluralism. In an age of fleeting 
digital rhythms, Odissi invites a meditative pause, urging us to dance not just with the 
body, but with the boundless spirit, where every mudra murmurs eternity's secret. 
Keywords 
  Odissi philosophy, ritual devotion, Natyashastra abhinaya, Mahari dancers, Gita 
Govinda, rasa, tribhanga symbolism, Vaishnava bhakti, Shaiva tandava, temple 
iconography, cultural syncretism, Devadasi heritage, moksha liberation, Kalinga 
pluralism, expressive mudras, rhythmic bhangas 
Introduction 
  Beneath the azure vault of Odisha's skies, where the Mahanadi's languid flow mirrors 
the sinuous sway of a dancer's hips, Odissi unfurls as a philosophical reverie a dance not 
of steps, but of souls ascending toward the ineffable. In this coastal realm, ancient 
Kalinga, dance is no ephemeral diversion but a ritualistic conduit to the divine, a cadence 
that harmonizes the chaos of samsara with Moksha's serene emancipation. As humanity's 
primordial art, dance liberates the mind from temporal shackles, transmuting gestures into 
a lexicon of longing, rhythm into revelation. Odissi, with its temple-born elegance, 
articulates this transcendence: a form where stone maidens awaken to flesh, and every 
bend of the tribhanga whispers the universe's paradoxical unity diversity from oneness, 
ecstasy from discipline. 
 Odisha, that luminous bridge spanning India's northern asceticism and southern 
sensuality, cradles a cultural mosaic forged in pluralism. Here, Jain caves echo Buddhist 
chants, Shaiva fury yields to Vaishnava tenderness, and tribal rhythms pulse alongside 
Vedic hymns. Hinduism, in its expansive philosophy, elevates dance to yogic praxis, a 
path where body and breath dissolve into Brahman, the ultimate reality. Rituals, from pre-
Aryan fertility rites to post-Vedic temple sevas, infuse movement with sanctity, birthing 
forms that celebrate the divine's myriad avatars: Krishna's playful Natavara lila, Shiva's 
cosmic Nataraja whirl. Odissi, the quintessential expression of this ethos, germinates in 
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temple wombs sites not merely of worship, but crucibles 
where sculptors chiseled eternity, musicians tuned the 
spheres, and dancers embodied the gods. 
  The Natyashastra, Bharata Muni's timeless treatise (circa 
200 BCE), anoints Odra-Magadhi as Odissi's ancestral 
vritti, a regional flourish amid pan-Indian natya. 
Archaeological testaments, from second-century BCE Rani 
Gumpha friezes where celestial apsaras encircle chaitya 
trees in orchestrated bliss to Kharavela's Hathigumpha 
edict proclaiming him Gandharva-Veda-Buddha, affirm its 
antiquity. Dynasties etched this legacy: Bhaumakaras' 
Shaivite shrines thrum with tandava vigor; Kesari kings, 
Nritya Kesari incarnate, heralded Brahmanism's ascent, 
birthing Jagannath's syncretic cult. The Imperial Gangas 
(eleventh century) enshrined Maharis Devadasis as divine 
consorts in daily rituals, their abhinaya narrating epics 
from Ramayana's valor to Gita Govinda's amorous bhakti. 
Yet Odissi's philosophy delves deeper: a rasa-laden 
tapestry where sringara's erotic fire kindles spiritual union, 
karuna's pathos evokes empathy's grace. Gotipua acrobats, 
boy-dancers defying gravity in akhada vigors, injected 
martial resilience, counterbalancing Mahari's 
contemplative poise. Invasions Kalachuri tempests, 
Tughlaq's iconoclastic gales—threatened oblivion, but the 
form endured, revived in the twentieth century by 
visionaries like Kelucharan Mohapatra, who fused 
sculpture's stasis with living breath. 
  This article explores Odissi's philosophical cadence: its 
ritual roots, metaphysical moorings, structural sacraments, 
and resilient renaissance. Through lenses of devotion, 
iconography, and expression, it reveals how Odissi, like 
Odisha's monsoons, renews the spirit eternal, evocative, 
eternally ascending. In a world adrift in superficiality, 
Odissi beckons: dance not to impress, but to dissolve; 
move not in vanity, but in veneration of the infinite. (748 
words) 
Philosophical Foundations: Moksha's Dance and the 
Natyashastra's Legacy 
  At Odissi's philosophical core lies Moksha the grand 
emancipation from rebirth's inexorable wheel liberation 
Hinduism deems attainable through art's alchemical grace. 
As Bharata's Natyashastra posits, natya is the fifth Veda, a 
holistic sadhana blending bhava (emotion), raga 
(melody), and tala (rhythm) into cosmic harmony. Odra-
Magadhi, its eastern vritti, infuses regional fervor: fluid 
karanas that evoke Odisha's riverine undulations, 
sthanakas mirroring temple tribhangas thrice-curved 
torsos symbolizing mind, body, spirit in triune alignment. 
This metaphysics manifests in Odissi's rasa framework: 
nine sentiments from shringara's lovers' tryst to 
bhayanaka's primal fear, each a portal to the divine. 
Krishna's Natavara, the enchanting flautist, embodies 
lasya's gentle allure feminine, yielding—while Shiva's 
Nataraja, flames encircling his ananda tandava, unleashes 
lasya's fierce counterpart: creation's spark in destruction's 
blaze. Dasavatara narratives, from Matsya's aquatic glide 
to Kalki's equestrian charge, choreograph Vishnu's avatars 

as philosophical parables, urging transcendence over 
illusion (maya). 
  Jayadeva's Gita Govinda (twelfth century), Odissi's 
lyrical lodestar, elevates this to erotic mysticism: Radha's 
sulking viraha (separation) transmutes longing into laya 
(union), sringara rasa as bhakti's veiled veil. Verses like 
"Pralaya-payodhi-jale" cascade in vachika abhinaya, 
where the dancer's voice modulated through gitagovinda 
chants becomes a sonic bridge to the beloved's 
(Bhagavan's) embrace. Thus, Odissi philosophizes: dance 
as yoga, where sattvika bhava subtle shivers of ecstasy 
dissolves ego, unveiling atman-brahman unity. 
Ritual Reverberations: Temple Rites and the Devadasi 
Devotion 
  Odissi's rituals pulse with temple life's heartbeat, from 
dawn's mangala arati to dusk's sayana seva. Puri's 
Jagannath, that tribal-Vaishnava syncretism, anchors this: 
Maharis, "great women" vowed to the deity, perform 
chhau-like bandishas in the natamandapa, their silver toe-
rings chiming talas to pakhawaj's thunder. Bhaumakara 
Shaivite shrines (eighth century) initiate the lineage: 
Sisireswara's Nataraja panels depict twelve tandava 
mudras from simha to gaja ritual invocations of Shiva's 
cosmic recycle. 
  Kesari patronage (ninth–eleventh centuries) amplifies 
this: Yajati Kesari, self-proclaimed Gandharva Nritya, 
commissions Mukteswara's "gem of Odisha architecture," 
where alasakanyas languid nymphs in eternal repose 
embody sattvika's contemplative rasa, inviting devotees to 
meditative mimicry. Ganga emperors, Chodaganga to 
Narasimha, formalize the Mahari parampara: six castes 
from innards-tending Bhitara Gauni to outer Rudra 
Ganika, their ekanta sevas private palanquin dances 
intimate dialogues with the divine, aharya resplendence in 
sandal-paste and jasmine evoking Krishna's adornments. 
Konark's Suryamandir (thirteenth century) ritualizes solar 
worship: wheels as talas, spokes as beats, dancers atop 
evoking utkshipta hastas uplifted arms channeling prana's 
ascent. Gotipuas, post-invasion innovations under 
Ramachandra Deva, infuse acrobatic rituality: boys in 
feminine vesha mastering mayurabandha (peacock lock), 
their akhada disciplines a tantric tapasya blending martial 
hatha with devotional hatha. These rites, chronicled in 
Madala Panji, underscore Odissi's philosophy: ritual not 
rote, but rhythmic remembrance of the soul's eternal 
sojourne. 
Iconographic Illuminations: Sculptural Narratives and 
Expressive Anatomy 
  Odisha's temples are Odissi's stone-bound scriptures, 
iconography a visual vaastu for philosophical depth. 
Udayagiri-Khandagiri (second century BCE) inaugurates: 
Rani Gumpha's apsaras, mid-alasa in chaitya 
encirclements, prefigure abhinaya's angika body language 
as narrative arc. Parasurameswara (seventh century) 
contrasts chauka's angular resolve with tribhanga's lyrical 
curve, symbolizing life's dual poles: stability in flux, 
dharma in desire. 

https://themultijournal.com/


International Journal of Multidisciplinary Horizon/ Volume 02/Issue 03/ May-June 2025 /Page No. 63-65                           https://themultijournal.com/ 

                                                                                                                     ~65~   

Vaital Deul's Chamunda guardians frame salabhanjika 
motifs tree-maidens in defiant sway evoking veera rasa's 
heroic poise, their ardhasphuta (half-bloomed) lotuses 
mirroring sattvika's nascent emotion. Mukteswara's torana 
gateways teem with gandharvas in orchestral frenzy: 
veena-strumming celestials, mridanga-thumping devas, 
their mudras suchi (pointing) to katakamukha (bird's beak) 
a gestural grammar for Gita's tales. Lingaraja (eleventh 
century) synthesizes: Harihara's androgynous form dances 
dual rasas Shiva's ugra, Vishnu's saumya philosophizing 
advaita non-dualism. 
  Konark apotheosizes: natamandapa pillars miniature 
Odissi friezes dancers in utplavini leaps, bandha pyramids 
defying Euclidean bounds while colossal flutists overlook, 
their pranayama breaths eternalized in stone. These icons 
philosophize embodiment: sculpture as frozen dance, 
dance as animated idol, both conduits to darshana's 
visionary grace. In Odissi performance, the dancer 
becomes alasa kanya revived hastas tracing these curves, 
evoking the viewer's inner awakening. 
Syncretic Strains: Pluralism and the Cultural Crucible 
  Odisha's pluralism Jaina non-violence in Ratnagiri's 
Marichi dances, Buddhist tantra in Lalitgiri's vajra poses 
infuses Odissi with eclectic vigor. Chedi-Sailodbhava eras 
(sixth–seventh centuries) blend Dravidian vigor with 
northern subtlety, birthing hybrid bhangas. Gangas' 
Vaishnavism, laced with tribal Sabara elements in 
Jagannath's wooden icon, ritualizes inclusivity: Mahari 
dances incorporating chhou's masked ferocity, gotipua 
flips echoing Kalinga's seafaring acrobatics. 
  This syncretism philosophizes tolerance: as Hinduism's 
"one in many," Odissi accommodates Shakta ferocity in 
Durga's simhamukha hastas, Shaiva pralaya in Shiva's 
damaru beats. Folk infusions sambalpuri's tribal thumri, 
ghumura's war drums enrich nritya's narrative, grounding 
metaphysical abstraction in earthly ethos. Thus, Odissi 
embodies Odisha's cultural alchemy: a philosophical forge 
where invasions (fourteenth-century Muslim) temper 
rather than shatter, pluralism as prana. 
Renaissance Resonances: From Eclipse to Global 
Effulgence 
  Tughlaq's fourteenth-century desecrations eclipsed 
temple rites, Maharis retreating to royal nautch, their 
sanctity sullied. Yet philosophical fire smoldered: 
Gotipuas' akhadas preserved mudra lexicons, folk dalas 
whispering ancient talas. Colonial disdain Devadasis as 
"bayadere" exotics further dimmed, but independence 
(1947) kindled revival: Uday Shankar's experiments, 
Sangeet Natak Akademi's mandates. 
  Kelucharan Mohapatra's genius tutoring Sanjukta 
Panigrahi, fusing Mahari gravitas with Gotipua agility 
philosophized renewal: Odissi as living sutra, tribhanga 
not relic but revelation. Pankaj Charan Das's Gita fidelity, 
Guru Mayadhar Mallick's rhythmic rigor, propelled global 
stages: Alarmélu Valli's lasya lyricism, Sharmila 
Mukherjee's sattvika subtlety. Today, Odissi dialogues 
contemporaneity fusions with Sufi whirls, eco-themes in 

climate rasas yet anchors in philosophy: dance as 
resistance, moksha amid modernity's maya. 
Conclusion 
 Odissi dance, that divine cadence echoing through 
Odisha's philosophical corridors, stands as an indomitable 
testament to the human spirit's quest for transcendence. 
From Natyashastra's codex to Konark's carved 
confessions, its ritualistic threads weave a tapestry where 
moksha's bliss dances with earthly devotion, pluralism's 
chorus with singular rasa. Maharis' sacred sevas and 
Gotipuas' defiant flips safeguarded this heritage through 
tempests, while modern gurus reignited its flame, 
transforming temple whispers into worldwide wonders. 
  In Odissi's embrace tribhanga's curve a metaphor for 
life's labyrinth we find philosophy incarnate: not abstract 
doctrine, but embodied epiphany. As Bharata envisioned, 
natya unites rasikas in collective catharsis, reminding us 
that true liberation lies in movement's magic. Let Odissi 
inspire: in an era of discord, may we all learn to dance the 
divine gracefully, gratefully, toward the eternal horizon.  
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