ODISSI

Orissa, a quiet, peaceful state, tucked in the central eastern coast of India, overlooking the Bay of Bengal, boasts of a very rich artistic heritage. In this country of sylvan glades, dense jungles, and glorious sunrises developed one of India's most exquisite and lyrical dance styles, spelled variously as "Orissi" or "Odissi." 

"Orissi [Odissi] may well claim to be the earliest classical Indian dance style on the basis of archaeological evidence, . . ." affirms Dr. Vatsyayan, in her book, Indian Classical Dance (34). Rina Singha and Reginald Massey also assert, "The Odissi dance of Orissa is considered one of the oldest in India." (201). Beth Dean states, "The Orissi dance form is said to be more than 2000 years old, and is based on both the Natyasastra and the famous 12th century dance texts Abhinaya Chandrika . . ." (72).

The genesis of this dance style is clouded by legends.
 Since the devadasis were "servitresses of God," legendarily Odissi originated as a temple dance. However, the first evidence of the dance style from 2nd century BC is as a staged performance for the delectation of the Jaina King, Kharavela, and his two queens in the Rani Gumpha Cave that Sri Dhiren Dash has clearly proved to be a theatrical space.  

The Natyasastra refers to the Odra Magadhi dance style which is most probably the precursor of present-day Odissi, imparting classicism to this regional variation of the classical dances of India.

Although, as stated before, the earliest historical evidence of the dance style
 comes from the Jaina caves of King Kharavela (2nd century B.C.),
 it is not until 6th century A.D. that we find extensive iconographical evidence of the peculiar style of dance known as Odissi, with the deflected hip, tilted head, and rounded arm positions.
 Inextricably linked with the religious movements of Orissa, Odissi shows traces of Buddhism, Tantrism (Buddhist and Brahmanical), Shaivism, and Vaishnavism, not only in the figures depicted but also in the messages conveyed.

In the 6th century, Mahayana Buddhism rose to prominence, and the supremely aesthetic religion encouraged architecture, music, and dance. Dance, however, was not only aesthetic but also a means to spiritual deliverance, and the sculptures combine grace and vigor with spiritualism. In essence, that combination has remained the hallmark of Odissi dance through the centuries.

There is evidence of Brahmanical Tantrism, too, sweeping through the state during this period with famous yogini pithas (centers), such as that in Hirapur with 64 female figures in black chlorite dancing in spiritual ecstasy. The sensuousness of the dance derives from Tantrism, while the restraint shows the influence of Vaishnavism and the precision of the classical technique of the Natyasastra.

During the 6th-7th centuries, the Sailodbhava dynasty, staunch Shaivites, ruled the coastal areas of central and south Orissa. These rulers built the famous Shaivite temples of Bharateswar, Laxmaneswar, Satrughneswar, and Parasurameswar in Bhubaneswar, covered with panels of dancers and dancing Natarajas. From the 8th to the 10th centuries, temples mushroomed everywhere under both Buddhist and Shaivite influence, providing further iconographical evidence of the peculiar dance style known as Odissi.

11th century saw the decline of Buddhism and the rise of Brahmanism. This change, resulting in the pervading influence of Vaishnavism (worship of Lord Vishnu), paved the way for the emergence and rise of the cult of Jagannatha which eventually played a crucial role in the shaping of Odissi. Kolavati Devi dedicated dancing girls to Brahmeswar Temple, formally starting in Orissa the practice of the devadasi (servitress of God) system. The devadasis, called Maharis in Orissa, enjoyed immense status and developed their art from the 10th to the 15th centuries. In the 12th-13th century, Anangabhimadeva had the Natamandira or Hall of Dance built in the temple at Puri for the dance services of Jagannatha. With the advent of the poet, Jayadeva, in the 12th century and his literary masterpiece, Gita Govinda, which is, to this day, interpreted by dancers, Odissi reached its highest peak in aesthetic excellence and social acceptance.

Iconographical evidence also indicates greater stylistic development imparting a uniqueness to the dance form. The sculptures of dancers on the temple walls of Rajarani and Brahmeswar show great clarity of posture in the classical stance. Also, clearly recognizable is the exaggerated twist in torso, highlighting the rounded hip, exuding sensuous beauty.

In 1568, this region lost its independence when the Afghans came into power. The Afghan Muslims destroyed and defaced everything that was sacred to the Hindus. All rites were stopped in the temples, including dance. With the ascent of Ramachandradeva to the throne, some of the institutions, such as the Mahari dance, were refurbished, only to go through consequent upheavals until the middle of the 18th century. During this time there was no patronage for the arts, and the Maharis found employment in courts, resulting in loss of respect due to association with concubinage.

By 1600 A.D., male dancers dressed as females, known as Gotipuas, gained prominence. This move could have been the result of foreign invasions. The cult of Sakhi bhava (humans as the female counterpart to God) must also have encouraged use of boys, dressed as females, to prove that all humans were female and Krishna the only male. The gymnasia that were constructed to train men to protect the temples from Muslim invaders were now the training ground for the acrobatic dances (bandha nrutya) of the young gotipuas.

Temple Mahari dances were restored by the Marathas for a brief period of fifty years before the British took over in 1803 A.D. Through the British rule, both mahari and gotipua dances survived precariously and feebly in individual homes as the female dancers gradually fell into total disrepute, a stigma that remained strong in Orissa through the 20th century. Dr. Priyambada Mohanty
 quotes an Oriya proverb, "Salaja bae nirlaja gae/ar behia je nachaku jae," which she loosely translates as "One with modesty plays instrumental music, one with no shame sings, and the most shameless of all dances."

The dance remained an oral tradition through the beginning of the twentieth century in possession of semi-literates who were not aware of the existing Sanskrit texts on dance. Consequently, the movement patterns, body positions, and hand gestures existed in diluted, even debilitated, form without the technical terminology that structures a dance format. The dances were passed down, in the case of Maharis, from mother to adopted daughter, and, in the case of Gotipuas, from teacher to the dedicated boys. Dance by Maharis was totally stopped in the temple of Lord Jagannatha after independence due to the opprobrium attached to the female dancers although singing continues to this day. Lack of patronage made it difficult to continue the Gotipua dance tradition in the temples of Orissa, and financial duress drove the young Gotipuas to jatras or roving theatre groups.  (Vatsyayan 1974, 34). They earned their living dancing interludes to dramatic acts. Odissi had begun its move from temple to stage.

In the late 30's and early 40's, one young boy, adopted and trained by a Mahari, was driven by poverty, resulting from the abolishment of the Mahari institution, to join a theatre party. With dance and music in his veins, this young man, Pankaj Charan Das, floated from one jatra to another until he landed with the Annapurna Theatre B. He met with two other dancers, Kelu Charan Mohapatra and Laxmipriya, in the theatre, trained them, and choreographed a highly successful dance drama, Bhasmasura, with himself as Bhasmasura, Kelu Charan as Shiva, Laxmipriya as Mohini, and Mayadhar Raut as Vishnu-Narayana. Kelu Charan's performance was widely acclaimed, launching him into a career that has now brought him international repute. Pankaj Charan Das, with his creative vision, continued to reconstruct an acceptable dance form for the stage from the traditional style of the Maharis and called it Orissi (or Odissi)
 to divorce it and himself from the censure attached to the Maharis.

Another roving young man in love with dance, Deba Prasad Das, went from one jatra group to another, eking out an income as a stage hand and eventually as a dancer comedian. Meeting Pankaj Charan Das at the New Theatre, he eventually joined the Annapurna Theatre as well.

A fourth young man, Mayadhar Raut, from the village of Kantapahara, joined the Odissi Theatres and subsequently gravitated to the Annapurna Theatre of Cuttack.

Each one of the four revivalists
 of an old dance tradition, Pankaj Charan Das, Kelu Charan Mohapatra, Deba Prasad Das, and Mayadhar Raut, was characterized by a love of the dance, a struggle through poverty and adverse conditions in pursuit of their loved art form, and an exposure to the art of stagecraft. 

Another guru of Odissi, who is little known outside of Orissa, Guru Mahadev Rout, never joined the theatre. Dedicated to the temple of Balumkesvara in Dimiri Sena, he was trained by the great Chandrasekhara Patanaik. However, eventually, he too went to Cuttack, trained young dancers, teamed up with a great actor-director-scholar of jatras, Sri Dhiren Dash, and choreographed Odissi for stage presentations, as a precursor to the revival. 

Although Odissi moved from temple to theatre
 and lost some of its spiritual quality, except as a dramatic device, without this gravitating towards Cuttack of four great dancers and the move back into a theatre venture, the dance would have been totally lost to posterity as an art form.

In the late 40's, young girls of high caste broke the traditions of the past and started training in dance. Minati Das, fascinated by the dance sequences, particularly the graceful movements of Laxmipriya, in the jatras, got drawn to dance. Priyambada Mohanty, born into a zamindar (landed aristocracy) family, started training in dance for school performances at first to rehabilitate a Bengali dance teacher and later to perform at school functions. She recalls her first performance, under the tutelage of Singhari Shyam Sundar Kar. The dances barely lasted from 5 to 10 minutes, and no systematized repertoire existed. At this time the dance was still called "Oriental Dance."

Singhari insisted that I wear my mother's 14 yard marriage sari with a kachha in what is known as dakhini (South Indian) style, with the end of the pallav pinned to the blouse at the back which lets the pallav hang freely. The make-up consisted of a bowl of sandalwood paste into which he dipped his fingers and before I knew what was happening I had two striped cheeks and a matching forehead. When I objected to my unusual make-up, he cut me short by saying that it was the customary make-up of Maharis. . . I was allowed my mother's golden jewellery for the arms. (Mohanty 1985, n.p.).

Organizations, such as the Utkal Sangeet Samaj, promoted Odissi dance, and by 1952, an annual festival, the Kumar Utsab, had begun in Cuttack. (Mohanty 1985, n.p.). However, the first major national breakthrough came with Dr. Charles Fabri's rave review in The Statesman in 1954 in New Delhi, after witnessing Priyambada Mohanty's performance at the Talkatora Garden.

Subsequently, a third young girl entered the field of dance and left a lasting impression. The queen of Odissi, Sanjukta Panigrahi, was then the child prodigy, Sanjukta Misra. With Kabichandra Kali Charan Pattanaik emceeing her performances and her teacher, Kelu Charan Mohapatra, a great percussionist, accompanying her, Sanjukta danced all evening in the Odissi style, on out-of-state stages. 

The move back from temple to theatre was not easy, and stories abound among the revivalists of the dance tradition. One such story was recounted to us (David Capers and me) by Sri Dhiren Dash. The Odissi dance troupe under Guru Mahadev Rout was invited to Kerala Kala Mandalam to perform. Once there, the guru was asked where he would like to seat his musicians. Totally unprepared, he rushed to Dhiren Dash, the emcee, who, in turn, had to call a hasty conference. After some debate, it was decided to place the musicians right stage, facing the audience. There was no tradition to fall back to since Odissi as inherited by the twentieth century gurus was not danced on a proscenium. The musicians did not require any placements on stage.

However, overcoming all growing pains, Odissi has now come into its own and has taken India's dance stage by storm. Musicians and dancers travel all over India and across the seas for all evening Odissi performances. Costumes are tailored and easily changed; the floral head decoration no longer needs the laborious work of a florist, to be discarded after each performance. Solapith (soft, light wood similar to balsa) is formed into headgear which is transported in chocolate tin-boxes. The heavy pure silver jewelry has been truncated to bare essentials, in light filigree designs, or in white metal, or even cheap plastic. The temple itself has become a stage-decor with take-apart Jagannatha screwed into place downstage left. Yet, through it all throbs the heart of Orissa, the heart of a people with a will that would not give up. In spite of the blood of British imperialism running through its veins, Odissi remains the language of the people  of Orissa, in its graceful, sensuous roundedness (masking the condemned erotic), in its firm footslaps (belying the reaching out beyond the earth), and, most importantly, in its soul (that seeks the abhinaya which is still in the possession of the older, not-so-slim dancers).  

Bibliographic information on Odissi: Kalicharan Patnaik’s monograph is out of print as also is D.N. Pattnaik’s Odissi Dance (1970). However, a new edition of Mr. Pattnaik's book is now available. As a first publication, the monograph is a historical curiosity, concentrating on the affirmation of the classicism of the dance style. Although difficult to read, D. N. Pattnaik’s book is more comprehensive in history, iconographic details, and traditions as well as in the practical jargon. The Odissi Dance Pathfinder (1988) is more helpful for practical guidance since it illustrates movements, step-by-step. For essays on “Myths, Legends and History,” “Dance Sculptures,” “The Palm-Leaf Manuscripts,” “The Living Traditions,” “Guru Parampara,” and “Contemporaries,” see Dr. Sunil Kothari’s Odissi Dance (1990), which unfortunately is out of print. Most texts on classical dances of India written in the last twenty years include a chapter on Orissi (Odissi) dance. I particularly like the scholarly examination by Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan in Indian Classical Dance, originally published in 1974 and subsequently revised in 1992. Other texts available are Dr Minati Mishra's A Glimpse Into Odissi Dance, published in Switzerland by East-West Dance Academy, in 1983, a short brochure on the highlights of Odissi Dance, and Dr. Bidut Kumari Choudhury's badly edited Odissi Dance: Part I, published by Sri Chandra Sekhar Mohapatra, in Bhubaneswar, now in its 2nd edition, 1999. Dr. Choudhury's book includes a section on the talas in Odissi. More recently, Madhumita Raut has published Odissi: What, Why, & How. . . Evolution, Revival & Technique, 2007, based on Guru Mayadhar Raut’s extensive work on Odissi dance. Besides some early historical material, the text includes technique in both nritta (pure dance) and abhinaya (mimetic dance). Other recent publications include Ranjana Gauhar’s Odissi: The Dance Divine, Dr. Priyambada Mohanty-Hejmadi and Ahalya Hejmadi Patnaik’s Odissi: An Indian Classical Dance Form. The latter delves deeply into the Odissi renaissance and presents the architects of the revival in detail. However, while these texts present the past and recent history, Sri Dinanath Pathy’s Rethinking Odissi quizzically examines that history. It is a unique scholarly study interrogating the premises, presenting the controversies, past and present, and delving into the future.

� Refer to the story of the origin of Odissi recounted in Chapter I.


� Here the reference to the Odissi dance style is being used loosely. As Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan states, "The character of the pose, though not in keeping with any pose of classical Indian dancing today, already suggests later development. . . . The whole figure thus anticipates a stylisation and is the first example of a dance which is classical in character." (Classical Indian Dance in Literature and the Arts. New Delhi: Sangeet Natak Akademi, 1968, pp. 333-334).


� There is a Brahmi inscription in the Hathi Gumpha Cave that states the King's interest in music and dance and details his arrangement of a performance in acting and virile dance for the enjoyment of his people. In the Rani Nahar cave, there is a carved panel of dancers, accompanied by musicians, entertaining the Emperor. Reference: Nabin Kumar Sahu, Kharavela (Bhubaneswar: Orissa State Museum, 1984); also photographs taken by David J. Capers, during a Fulbright Research in 1985-86. The photograph is part of an exhibit that toured the state of Washington through Exhibit Touring Services, funded by the Washington Commission for the Humanities, Ivey Seright, and Indian Association of Western Washington. The photographs are included in this book. 


� Historical information has been extracted from D. N. Patnaik's Odissi Dance (Bhubaneswar, Orissa: Orissa Sangeet Natak Akademi, 1971); Marg issue on Odissi, XII, No. 2 (March 1960); and H. K. Mahtab's History of Orissa, 2 volumes (Lucknow: Lucknow University Press, 1947).


� She was the Vice-Chancellor, Sambalpur University. Previous to that, she was Chair, Zoology Department, Utkal University, the first Odissi dancer to gain recognition, and a dance scholar.


� "My Odissi Experience," in brochure of Angahar Festival of Odissi Dance (March 7-10, 1985), n.p.


� Information in the following section has been taken from oral histories gathered during my research in 1985-86 (Fulbright Advanced Research Fellowship), 1988-89 (American Institute of Indian Studies Fellowship), 1991 (Fulbright Fellowship), and continued research until 2006. 


� It is controversial as to who first called this style of dance "Orissi" or "Odissi." The writer has found evidence that Samonto Das was honored by the King of Puri in 1947 for the dissemination of the "Orissi" dance. Samonto Das precedes any of the present-day gurus of Odissi dance. For more on Orissi/Odissi, see Dinanath Pathy’s Rethinking Odissi (2007). 


� This is not to discount the gurus, such as Mohan Mahapatra, Chandra Sekhar Patanaik, Mani Mahapatra, and even Mahadev Rout, who had continued the tradition through the years so that the revivalists had a beginning and a foothold to start their work of practical research.


� Here I am discounting the earlier move from courtly entertainment to temple.


� In th iconography of the Rani Gumpha (cave), the dancer and the musicians are facingthe King and his two queens, hence facing forward.


� The chapters include: “Odissi: What’s in a Name?” “The Revivalist Movement”; “The Absence of a Manifesto”; “Jayantika: Dissident Voices—Pankajcharan Das, Debaprasad Das and Minati Mishra”; “The Obsession with Classicism”; “Style: Flowering of a Dance Personality”; “Choreography: An Ever-Changing Phenomenon”; “Odissi: Sanskrit versus Oriya”; “The Body as Language”; “Emphasis on Dance Dialects”; “Transmission: The Guru Parampara and the Mushrooming of Learning Centres”; “Painting as Evidence: An Unexplored Field”:”Evolution of the Odissi Costume”; “Perspectives on Nudity”; “Dance and Politics”; “Navya Odissi: New Directions in Dance: Internationalism, Multiculturalism and Multilingualism.”





