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Puri isthe holy seet of Lord Jagannath, the Lord
of the Universe "The sanctity of the place exids
from pre-historic period where tradition can not
reach”, remarks Manomohan Ganguly in hisbook,
'Orissa and Her Remains. The origin and the
antiquity of Jagannath Cult has so far baffled
amost al scholars. Anybody studying the
Jagannath Cult can eesly noticethat variouscastes
and creeds, customsand traditions, communities
and sectsare found to have been assmilated into
thiscult. Whatever may bethe genesisof thiscullt,
it has been admitted both by the scholars as well
aspersonsbd onging to different rdigioustraditions
that the cultureisthe center around whichin course
of timedivergent currentsand cross-currentshave
revolved.

Eminent higtorian Dr. HarekrushnaMahtab
has pointed out thet L ord Jagannath was originaly
the embodiment of Buddha. It is known from
history that Buddhism had a strong foothold in
Orissa from the pre-Christian era. After the
conquest of Kainga by Ashok in 261 B.C.,
Buddhism must have got an extraimpetus under
roya patronage. It is known from the Travel
Accounts of the famous Chinese traveller Hiuen
Tsang that Mahayana form of Buddhism
flourished in Orissain the 7th century A.D. The
'‘Brahman’ which is believed to be inside the
wooden body of Lord Jagannath is nothing but
the tooth of Buddha. Sir Alexander Cunningham
advocated the theory that the figures of Jagannath,
Subhadraand Ba abhadrahad been derived from
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the Buddhist Triratna sgnifying Buddha, Dharma
and Sangha. According to Dr. Mahtab the
Savaras of Orissawere converted to Buddhism
during the reign of Ashoka and worshipped the
Triratna symbol. Buddha is considered as an
Avatara of Vishnu. Jagannath isaso considered
to bean Avatara of Vishnu. Gradudly Buddhism
logt itsdf in Vashnaviam.

The absence of cagte distinction in the
temple of Jagannath especidly in partaking the
Mahaprasad, the Car Fedtivd and bathing festiva
(Snanayatra) of the Lord are ascribed to
Buddhigt influence.

Pandit Nilakantha Dasthinksthat thethree
images of Jagannath, Subhadra and Baabhadra
represent the Jaina Trinity. Kedarnath Mohapatra
and Pandit Binayak Mishrahavetried to identify
Indradyumna, the legendary propounder of the
Jagannath Worship at Puri, with Kharavela, the
great Jaina emperor of Kadinga Sudarsan isthe
Jainasymbol of Dharmachakra and Kaivalya
(liberation), a term so exclusvely common in
Jagannath has been derived from Jaina sources.
Some scholars regard Jagannath as Daru
Brahma, godhead manifested in awooden image.
Pandit NilakanthaDasisof the opinion that inthe
Vedic literature of Rigveda (x-81-4) the word
'‘wood' (Daru) isused to indicate the materid of
which the universe (Jagat) is made of. Scholar
M.M. Ganguly pointsout that Buddhism isan off-
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shoot of the Hindu religion and the idea of the
Triratna has been taken from the parent stock.

It is maintained by some scholars that
Jagannath, Subhadra and Balabhadra were
origindly worshipped by the primitive Savaras.
Oriyatexts like Darubrahma Gita of Jagannath
Das and Deulatola of Nilambar Das suggest the
tribal origin of the Cult. The Daitapatis
(custodians of the deity) clam that they are the
descendentsfrom the Brahmin Vidyapati through
the Savara mother Lditaand the daities are left
to their sole care during the Shana Yatra and the
car festiva. They dso observe the funerd rites of
Jagannath during Nabakal ebara.

Puri, otherwise known as Purusottam
Khetra is not only a sacred place for the
Vashnavas but is adso equaly sacred for the
Saivas, Sauras, Saktas, Ganapatyas and even
for the Buddhigts and the Jainas. It is interesting
to be noted that Jagannath Cult is responsible to
combine people of different faiths, castes and
creeds under one common bond of unity.

For Sakta TantriksJagannathisBhairava
and Vimdais Bhairavi. In the month of Asvina,
during the Durga Puja, animd sacrifice is made
before goddess Vimaa which is the only of its
kind in the otherwise bloodlessrituas performed
in the temple. The food offerings made to
Jagannath can only be considered Mahaprasad
after they are re-offered to goddess Vimaa

The propagation of Vaishnavism by
Ramanuja in the early part of the 12th century
A.D. gave a fresh impetus to Vaishnavism in
Orissa. The Gangamonarch Chodaganga Deva
seems to have come under the influence of
Ramanuja. Chodagangawas a Saivaand but was
caled as both Parama Maheswara and
Parama Vaishnava. He was aso a devotee of
Vishnu. The Ganga period witnessed the
recognition of Jagannath as the pairon deity of
the royd family. But the Vashnaviam in Orissa
reached itsdimax inthe 16th century. Purusottam
Deva, the son and successor of the Suryavams
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monarch Kapilendra Deva was greetly devoted
to Lord Jagannath for snging whose glory he
wrote Abhinava Gitagovindam. According to
Madalapanji, Lord Jagannath hel ped Purusottam
Devato conquer Kanchi and marry Padmavati,
the daughter of Saluva Narasmha, the ruler of
Kanchi.

Gajapati Prataprudras reign was marked
withthevigt of Sri Chaitanyato Puri. Prataprudra
became an ardent devotee of Sri Chaitanya and
the name of Radha-K rishnawas a panaceato his
maladies. Sri Chaitanya popularized Radha
Krishna Cult through kirtan in the nook and
corner of Orissa and Jagannath came to be
regarded primarily as aVashnavite deity. During
this period the Panchasakha, namdy Bdaram
Das, Jagannath Das, AnantaDas, Achyutananda
Das and Y asobanta Das, through their immorta
creations popularized Vaishnavism in Orissa
Inspite of their individua predilection with Sunya
Yoga or the Cult of Bhakti, these poets sing the
songs of Jagannath in one voice and are mainly
regpongble for making the Cult of Jagannath the
meass religion of Orissa

In 1822 Stirling wrotethat thethreeimages
of Jagannath, Balabhadra and Subhadra
respectively represent Vishnu, Siva and Durga
TheJagannath rdigioninitsfina phasethussought
to synthesse the three main cults of Hindusm,
viz. Vashnavism, Saivism and Saktism, but & the
sametimeit aso retained some practices of other
cults and religions to which it owed its origin.

Thus, the cult of Jagannath is an epitome
of divergent religious creeds and schools of
philosophy that prevailed in India at different
periods of her long culturd history. Inthe higtoric
process of adjustment, Jagannath has assmilated
srange contradictions in a manner that is most
amazing in the history of religious thoughts.
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