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Mahari Tradition of S Jagannath Temple

The worship of Lord Jagannath involved with a
number of daily rituas Therituasof worshipping
the Lords are characterized by a roya manner.

Asaking is meticuloudy served by his servants

daily from morning to night, so
aso Lord Jagannath is served
in the like manner. Hence,
there is a dancing ritud in the
temple of Lord Jagannath at
the time of the Lord's

retirement to deep. There are

special Sevakas (servants)
employed for this purpose.
They areknown as“Mahari or
Devadas” and their dance is
known as“Mahari Nrutya’ or
“Devadas Nrutyd'.

Such dancing girls of

the temples are known by

different names in al over

India. In Tamilnadu they are

known as Devaradiyar,
Pediyilar, Tdiccherippandugd,

Empuremanadiyar, Adukkalaip-pendugal; in
Keral they are called Tevidicchis, Nangainar,
Kudikkaris, Muraikkaris, in Karnatak as Poti,
Jogtis® in southern part of Karnatak they are
cdled as Nayaka Sani, Ranga Sani, Muttukatti
Kondavlu, Devarasuli, Nityasumangdi, Kasabi,
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Patradeva? where as in centra Karnatak as
Basavi which are grouped as Gudi Basavi,
Nadikola Basavi, Bagada Basavi, Ura Basavi,
NadikolaBasavi and Chowri Basav.® In Andhra

Pradesh the dancing girlsare
identified with Sani and
Bogam.* The dancing girls of
Assam are named as
Kurmapus,® Kudipus, Nati or
Natiné, In Goa they are
known as Bhavin. But in
Bombay thedancing girlsare
named according to the
presiding deities as Murdli,
Bhavin, Jagavins, Naikine,
Kdavanti, Devdi, Matangis
and Sharnis.” In Odisha the
dancing girlsof Sri Jagannath
Templearecdled Mahari and
Nachuni.®

In Sanskrit lexicon
Sabdartha Kalpataru, the
Devadass are mentioned as

Deva paricharika or atendant of the Lords. In
Bengdi Viswvakosathey are known as the Deva
Nartaki or dancing girlsand Devadas or servant
of theLords. In Purnnachandra Bhashakosha, the
Odia Lexicon, the Devadasis are termed as the
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female dancing attendants of the Gods. On the
whole, the femde dancing attendants who are
offered to the Lords are known as “Devadas”.

In the ancient times the Devadasis were
divided into seven categories. They are known
as Duitta, Hruta, Bikrita, Bhrutya, Alankara and
Gopika or Rudraganika. Such categories reved
the origin and status of the Devadass.

When asacred man offered his daughter
toatempleasaDevadas, sheisknown as“Dutta
Devadas”. But when alady was kidnapped and
subsequently employed in atemple, sheisknown
as “Hruta Devadas”. Sometimes when a lady
was sold to the administrator or the priest of a
temple, sheisknown as“Bikrita Devadas”. If a
lady voluntarily worked inatempleasaDevades,
she is known as “Bhrutya Devadas”. Some
women who devationdly offered themsdves to
serve the temple are known as “Bhakta
Devadasi.” When a woman after-attaining a
certain degree of competence, is offered to the
templewith ornaments, sheisknown as* Alankara
Devadasi”. The Devadasis who were getting
remunerationsfor offering danceand musicinthe
templeinaparticular timeisidentified as* Gopika’
or “Rudraganika’. These classes of the Devadasi's
were receiving fixed remunerations and some
landed property for their personal use.

Theorigin of the Devadas sysem should
be properly investigated. In the Kashikavruti of
Panini, the progtitutes are taken asdancing girls?®
But it is still doubtful about their dancing
performance in the temple premises. At thetime
of theeminent classicd writer of Sanskrit literature
Kadidas (4th century A.D.) there were some
didtinct evidencesthet the prodituteswere dancing
in the temples. In the Meghaduta of Kdidas, itis
mentioned that the progtitutes were dancing in a
Savite temple known as Mahakaa Temple. Not
only that they were dancing exclusvey in the
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Saivite temples but aso the prostitutes were
dancing in a Sun Temple as mentioned by
Gaidhani quoting the description in the
Vikramorvadyam of Kaidas® Someinformetion
about the dancing girls were found in
Mruchhakatika of Sudraka, Kuttinimata of
Damodara Bhatta, Samayamatruka and
Srungarmanjari of Kshemendra, Ramacharita of
SandhyakaraNandi, in Seduktikarmamruta. From
these, it isevident that during thetime of Kdidas,
there was atradition of dancing ritua before the
Gods.

We can also find the description of
dancingritudsintheinscriptionsof different parts
of India Inthe stoneinscriptions of Bhujabeswvar
Temple* (975A.D.), Kdipadaswvami Temple!?
(1018A.D.), Brahmeswar Temple'® (1053A.D.),
Meghesvar Temple!4 (1070 A.D.), Sovaneswar
Temple®® (1080 A.D.), Narendraswar Templet®
(I083A.D.), Mukhdingam Temple'”(11th century
A.D.), Jaladhiswar Temple®® (1144A.D.),
Agastiswar Temple'® (1158A.D.), Laxmi
Nrusingha Temple?® of Smanchadam (15th century
A.D.), and Si Jagannath Temple?* (I6th century
A.D.), we find the evidence of dancing rituas.

In the Gita Govinda stone inscription a
the Jaya: Vijay gate of Sri Jagannath Temple, itis
found that Gajapati Prataprudradev of Surya
dyanasty had reintroduced the dancing ritua
before Lord Jagannath.?2

From the preceding discussions it is
evident that the dancing rituds are prevaent in
thetemplessincethe4th century A.D. Inthe 16th
Century A.D. inscription of Gajapati
Prataprudradev, it has been mentioned that the
dancing rituals were introduced in the Jagannath
Templeduring thereign of Gggpati Kgpilendradev
(1435-1466 A.D). These dancerswerefromthe
local aswd asfrom Teengacommunity.2® From
this we can assure that the Devadas tradition
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began from the period of Kapilendradev in Orissa
which wasinfluenced by the South Indian Culture
latter. H.K.Mahatab also accepted that
Kapilendradev in 1450 A.D. has introduced the
dance rituds of the Devadasis from ‘Dhupa to
‘Badasinghar’ (morning pujato desping a night)
in the Jagannath Temple?*

In a stone inscription of South India, it
can be found that during the reign of Jatavarman
diasVirgoandya, adancing girl named Virasekhar
Nangai received grant of land for enacting dance
on festive occasons?® Vachagpati Mishra dso
refersto the dancing girlswho gave performance
on the stage.?® On the Northern wall of
Korangunathan Templeof Trichingpoly digtrict of
Southern India there is an inscription which
mentionsthe provison madefor the playing music
during the Srivadi service by saven personsduring
the time of Rgargal.?” Besdes these, on the
southwadll of RipilikesvaraTemple of Trichingpoly
Tauk it isinscribed thet the land was endowed
to thetemple by the purchaser for the maintenance
of four atigs for snging the Tirupaddiyam.

On the north wal of the Sunderesvara
Templeof Trichingpoly didrict itisaso mentioned
that two persons were singing the Triuppadiyam
hymns during three sarvices (every day) in the
temple of Paramesvara®®

From the above evidences we can
assumethat theintroduction of Devadad tradition
in the temple of Lord Jagannath was influenced
by the South Indian Culture during the reign of
Gagpati Kapilendradev.

There is an interesting legend regarding
the recitation of Gita Govinda in the Jagannath
Temple. Once upon atime it was bdieved that
the-Lord-was fascinated by the Gita Govinda
recitation of agirl and followed her. Inthe process
garmentsof Lord Jagannath weretorn by thiswild
adventure. Next day the Sevakas discovered the
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torn clothes of the Lord and informed the matter
to the Ggjapati. Then the God explained the
incident in a dream to Gggpati. As a result the
concerned girl was employed as a Devadas in
the temple of Lord Jagannath.

According to tradition, the famous Odia
poet Jayadeva had accepted Padmabati, the
dancing girl of Lord Jegannath as hiswife*° The
eminent scholar of Odisha Late Kedarnath
Mohapatra on the basis of some verses of Gita
Govinda has proved that Jayadeva was inspired
by Padmaboeti, the devotiond dancing girl of Lord
Jagannatht? for composing the monumental work
Gita Govinda

The 17th century Assamese Poet, Rama
Saraswati aso describes these thingsin hislong
poem entitled ‘Jayadev.’®? The biography of
Jayadev by Maitheli Chandra Duitta, it is aso
mentioned regarding Padmabati the Devadas and
Lord Jagannath.

Thedancing ritud isapart of the services
(sevas) of Lord Jagannath since the time of
Jayadev 12th century A.D. The persons
employed in these services (sava) are known as
Devadas, Mahari, Gitagovindaetc. According to
thelr respective dutiesthey can broadly bedivided
into three classes such as Angila or Anangia,
GahanaMahari, and BhitaraGayeni. TheAnangia
girls were the attendants of the Ggjapatis. They
were considered as superior to the other
attendants in the paace®* The Gahana Mahari
class of dancing girlsisat present partialy meant
for Lord Jagannath. At different occasions they
are with Goddess Laxmi. The third category of
dancing girls is called Bhitar Gayani who
exclusvely dedicated to Lord Jagannath. They
are permitted to go up to the Kaahat door of
Lord Jagannath.

The surname of these dancing girls is
Devadas. Some scholars term them as Mahari.
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These girls resided at Anga Alasa Patina.®*
However, we do not find any such place in Puri
Town now. In the Record of Rites the resdence
of these girls are recorded as in Basdi Sahi,
Markandesvar Sahi, Kundhelbenta Sahi, Bali
Sahi, and Matimandop Sahi of Puri Town.3s

At thetime of dancing they put ontypica
Odishan garments and ornaments. They dso put
vermilion and collyrium as a mark of married
woman.

In their respective turn days of duty they
used to go temple with dl types of sanctity and
purity. The Devadas swere serving a many points
in the temple of Lord Jagannath. They used to
perform the ‘Alasa’ dance at the time of
Sakaladhupa (morning puja). Col. Phipps
observed that “thismesl lastsabout an hour during
which period the dancing girls attached to the
templedanceintheroomwith many Rillars®® This
meany pillar room isidentified with Jagamohan or
Natamandir. At thetime of Lord' sretiring to bed
after the ‘Badasinghar Besa' they stood near the
‘Kalahat door’ and were reciting the Gita
Govinda. Inthistime the Devadasis were Snging
songs devotiondly in adancing posture.

Besides the daily routine service, they
a 50 served during some specid festive occasions
like Chandan Jatra, Snan Jatra, Jhulan Jatra,
Rukmini Haran Ekadashi etc in the temple. At
present, out of so many dutiesonly afew of them
aurvive. Therituasobserved inthetempleof Lord
Jagannath had been stopped after the death of
KokilgprabhaDevadas snce 1993, Sashikaathe
last Devadas of Srimandir only participated as
Jashoda on the occasion of Nanda Utsab, on
Bhadrab Krushna Nabami.

For these services the Devadasis were
granted 18 Bati (Nearly 80 Acs) of landed
property near the village Usunabargpadaand were
adso given Rs9/- annudly. They had dso theright
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to recavethe sacred fire (Vashnabagni) fromthe
templeof Lord Jagannath. Oncethey atained the
kill of snging and dancing they were presented
‘Sarees as atoken of gppointment.

Lagtly, from Maddapanji officid records
aswdl asfrom other inscriptiona sources it can
be proved that the dancing girls of Sri Jagannath
Temple are known as Mahari or Nachuni. They
are different from the Devadasis of the South
Indian culture. This Mahari tradition was
introduced in the temple of Lord Jagannath by
Kapilendradev, theking of Suryadynasty. Hehad
anoble ambition of providing an opportunity as
well asright to women to servefor the Lord. For
this noble purpose, the Maharis of Sri Jagannath
templewere maintained aholy and piouslife. But
in some other temples of the country due to the
illegd, irrdigiousattitudes of some priests, nobles
and powerful persons, this sacred tradition
became extremely polluted. When the
degeneration of the sacred tradition as well as
theholy conduct and character of Devadasiswere
exploited, the reformists tried to abolish this
ancient tradition, for which now-a-days this
traditionisgoing to be abolished from thetemples
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