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The Famous Car Festiva of Puri

The higoric Car Fegtiva of Puri in Odishais an
important facet of Hindu civilisation in Indian
Peninsula since ages. It is important because it
annuadly registers globa brotherhood and offers
an unprecedented accessto the humanity at large
to come closer to the divinity. Man and God and
God and Man become one in the Ratha Jatra
No diginction in whatever form exigts.

The Car Fetiva of Lord Jagannath, Puri
isapopular Festiva celebrated dl over theworld.
Evenin Communigt country like Russig, acity has
been named as'* Purusottam K shetra and festiva
is observed with
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Fa-hien, the Chinesetraveler in 4" century have
described the Car Fedtival in Khotan, a city in
West China, where the image of Buddha was
ingtaled in chariot, and the king of Khotan used
to sprinkle water and sweep the chariot in
broomstick. It wasobserved inthemonth of June,
which synchronizeswith the period of Car Festival
a Puri. He has aso seen the Car Festivd at
Patdiputraonthebirth day of Buddha. Fromsuch
historical evidences this scholar infer that Car
Fedtival at Puri have its source from Buddhism.
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The Rig Vedic dokarunsthus

‘A Krushnena Rajasubartamano
Nibartayam mamrutam Martyam cha
Hiranmayena Sabita Rathena
Debo Jati Bhubanani Pashyan’

In Ramayana and Mahabharat there is
mention of Ratha in number of times. Ratha or
Chariot wasin anindgniaof aristocracy used by
roya order. ArthaSashtraof Kautilya (4" century
B.C.) mentions about the cars used by Gods. In
OdishaCar Fedtivd of Lord Lingarg isobserved
in Bhubaneswar, in the month the Chaitra (April-
May) on Ashokastami day. During the said month
the Car Festival of goddess Minakshi is aso
observed in Madura (Tamilnadu). In case of
Goddess Birgain Jgpur, the Car Festival isalso
celebrated in the month of Ashwin (September —
October).

The Puranic and Scripturd referenceson
Ratha or Chariot lead to inescapable conclusion
that ‘ Ratha isbadcaly Hindu concept, which has
been adopted by different religious communities
with regiond variationsin different partsof India,
traceable from a remote antiquity. In the early
Christian era of 29 Century, the chariots are
depicted in sculpturd art at Amaravati, Buddha
Gayaand Kerda, asthe seated Sun Godisdrawn
in Chariot.

During the period of Eastern Gangaking
Chodaganga Deva, the builder of Jagannath
Templeand hisillustrious successor Anangabhima
111(1211-1238 A.D). Lord Jagannath was given
the gtatus of State Deity and entire temple was
dedicated as Purosottam Samrgya. The sculpturd
description of Rathaor Chariot, with twenty four-
wheels at Konark, as has been said earlier,
suggests the popular and religious acceptance of
Ratha or movement of deities on Ratha
ceremonialy. Many foreign and non-Hindu
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scholars have described the Car Festival in their
own way asfar asback 1321 A.D.

TheMudimhigorian Abul Fazl describes
about Jagannath Templein thefollowing manner:

“In the town of Purusottam on the bank
of the Sea, sandsthetemple of Jagannath, where
the three images of Lord Krishna. His brother
and 9ger areingdled. They arewashed six times
every day and freshly clothed; fifty or sixty
Brahmin Priests are used to be on their feet in
their service and each time they are washed and
madeto new garments. They aremade an offering
of large dishes of food, the leavings of which are
taken by twenty thousand people. The Brahmins
a certain times carry the image in processon
upon a carriage of sixteen wheds, which in the
Hindu Languageiscaled Retha, and they bieve
that whoever assgs in drawing it dong obtains
remisson of dl hissns”

Alexander Hamilton who vidted Puri in
1708 A.D. has furnished a second-hand report
onthe Car Fedtival and hasmentioned: Jegarynat’s
effigy is carried abroad in processon, mounted
on acoach four storeyed high and peoplefdl flat
on the ground to have the honour to be crushed
to pieces by each whedl.’

After the British occupation of Orissa,
Harcourt vigted Puri and witnessed the car festiva
in 1805. According to him the Festival was
witnessed by at leadt fivelakhsof people. Hesays:
“l was astonished at the order and regularity
preserved. There was not the least tumult or
disposition to violence.”

James Fergusson witnessed the Car
Fedtival in 1837 A.D. Hepublished hisimpressons
in his book *picturesque illugtrations of Ancient
Architecture in Hindustan' in 1847 A.D. as
follows: | wasmost agreesbly disgppointed tofind
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the pilgrims hurrying to the spot talking and
laughing, like people going to a fair in England,
which in fact, it is”He saw no victims crushed
under the whedls of the Chariot.

Charles Grome, the callector of Jagannath
(Puri) in 1805 and George Webb, the collector
of Cuttack in 1807 at the behest of Governor
General in council made exhaustive probe in
respect of the management of thetempleof Lord
Jagannath which included various modes of ritua
worship, templerevenues, therole of Mathas, the
inflow of pilgrims to Puri, the structure of the
prevailing pilgrim tax etc in arationa manner. No
disrepect was shown by them. The British even
honoured the Rgja of Puri as the Superintendent
of the Temple and as the firs servitor of Lord
Jagannath by 1809, the practice which was said
to have been discontinued snce 1760 A.D. during
the Marahattarule.

TheRahaY araof Puri isto behigoricaly
andysadtotraceitsorigin. Eminent higtorianslike
Dr. SN. Raguru, Prof. K.S. Behera, Dr. Herman
Kulke and many others tender divergent views.
Many other Odia, Sanskrit and Hindi literary
works contain descriptions of Car Fegtivals. Out
of such huge number of Literary works, a few
can becited asvery popular work, ‘ Basantotsava
Kavyam' of Haadhar Mishra (17" Century),
‘Gundicha Champu of Bakravak Chakrapani
Pattanaik, ‘Gundichautsava Vernanam’ of
BhaguvetaBrahmaand GundichaVije, of the 18"
century by poet Brganath Bada Jena, Pandit
Narahari composed a commentary on the
Meghadutam of Kalidas, entitled Brahma
Prakaska Tika, in which he interpreted the text
inthelight of the Car-Fegtiva of Lord Jagannath.
In the Ganga-VVamsanucharitam by Vasudev Reth
(18" Century) an interesting description of the
fegtivd in given. The Odia poet-philosophers of
Mediaeva Orissa, including Salabega, aMudim
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devotee, have expressed through poetry, their
poignant visions of Lord Jagannath and the glory
of the Car-Festival.

Many other foreign travellers like
Mohammad-Bin-Amirwaa (1626), W. Brutton
(1633), Sebastian Menrique (1636), Bernier
(1667), and Thomas Bowery (1669-79) have
written about Lord Jagannath.

RathaYatra

The world famous Car-Festival of Lord
Jagannath held on* Ashadha SuklaDwitiya i.ethe
2" day of the bright fortnight of Ashadha (June-
Jduly) every year. Thisfedtivd is popularly known
asRatha Y atra, GundichaY atraand also Ghosha
Yatra. On the Car Fegtival day, the deities are
carried to the Chariotsin atraditiona ceremonia
manner first Sudarshana, then followed by
Baabhadra Subhadra and Jagannath are made
to swing forward and backward in a manner
caled ‘Pahandi’.

The Chariot of Lord Jagannath isknown
as Nandighosha. It has 16 (sixteen) whedls and
the colour of the fabricsthat cover theroof of the
Chariot are red and yellow. The Chariot of Lord
Bdabhadra is known as Tdadhwaga It has 14
(fourteen) whedls and the colour of the fabrics
are red and green. Subhadra’s chariot
‘Devaddan’ has 12 (twelve) whedls and fabrics
are red and black. Sudarshana is seated by the
side of the Subhadra in her Chariot.
Madanmohan, arepresentativedeity of Jagannath
gtsinthechariot of Lord Jagannath. So dso two
other smdl idols-Rama and Krishna take their
segts in the chariot of Baabhadra. These small
idols are made of metal. Thus actualy seven
deities namely Jagannath, Balabhadra and
Subhadra, Sudarshana, Madanmohan, Ramaand
Krishna are seated on three chariots and moved
to atemple known as ‘Gundicha Ghar’ which is

37




Odisha Review

at adistance of about 3 kmsaway from Jagannath
temple. The chariot of Baabhadraisdragged firdt,
followed by those of Subhadra and Jagannath.

Onthefirg day if any chariot cannot reach
the Gundicha Ghar, it isdragged on he next day.
On the Return Car Fegtivd day, the dedties are
brought to the Smhadwar area of the Jagannath
Temple. A ritud performed onthe 5" day (darting
from and including the day of Car Fedivd) is
known as‘ HeraPanchami’ when GoddessLaxmi
proceeds to Gundicha. In the evening of the 10"
day (i.e the 11*" day of the bright fortnight of
Asadha) the deities are adorned with gold
ornaments and dressed gorgeously in their
respective chariots parked in the Smhadwar area.
Onthe sameday another ritud caled ‘Hari Sayan
Ekadas’ is performed. On the following day i.e.
the 12" day of the bright fortnight, another
important ceremony known as ‘ Adharapana
Bhog'is performed. A sweet drink is offered to
the daties. On the evening of the following day,
the deities are taken to the temple in atraditiond
procession amidst gathering of thousands of
devotees.
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Themod didtinctivefestureof RathaY ara
of Puri isthe dose and peculiar religious linkage
of the Gajapati king of Odisha with Lord
Jagannath. Sweeping of the Cars by the king
before the multitude of devotees standing below
is the height of religious humility in comparable
and unconceivable. Besides, such agrand function
suggestsequality of human beingsbefore the God
who carries the entire humanity with Him in a
fedival.

References:

Bernier, F. Travelsin the Mughal Empire (1656-1668).

Mohapatra, S.C. ed. Car Festival of Lord Jagannath.
Puri, 1994.

Malley, LSS O’ Bihar and Orissa Gazetteer, Puri (1908),
Review Ed, 1929.

Mishra, R. Orissa Review, 2003.P. 79-81.
Tripathy, M. Ibid, p.38.

Rabindra Kumar Behuria, Retired Lecturer, Chandbali,
Bhadrak, Odisha, Pin- 756133.

The esteemed authors of Utkal Prasanga
and Odisha Review are requested to
furnish the name of their Bank, Account
No. along with IFSC Code to facilitate

onlinepayment towardstheir articlesashas
been decided by Information and Public

Relations Department, Government of
Odisha.

38





