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Prataparudradeva was a powerful Gajapati ruler of Orissa. His first
inscription in Oriya dated July 1499 Ap in the temple of Jagannath records
the king’s devotion for the deity. In this inscription orders are issued for
dance performances in the temple from the evening till Balarama’s
bedtime, and songs from the Geeta Govinda when food was offered. The
order strictly forbids songs other than those from the Geeta Govinda:

... four Vaishnava singers have been appointed only to sing from the Geeta Govinda. The
uneducated would learn the tunes of the Geeta Govinda, listening to them and no other
song. One who performs other dance and music would go against Lord Jagannath.

During the rule of the most powerful Suryavamsi ruler, Kapilendradeva
(1452-1479 Ap), his chief minister Mohapatra Gopinath Das built a temple
at Gopinathpur on the model of the Jagannath temple of Puri. He installed
the images of Balabhadra, Subhadra, Jagannath and Gopinath. The ruins of
this temple are in the village of Gopinathpur in Cuttack district. It has a
large nata mandapa (dancing hall) on which a small temple has been built
recently to house the deities.

There are steps going up to the hall and on its facade there are beautiful
carvings of dancing girls. On the left side of the staircase leading to the hall
there is a stone inscription recording the glorious achievements of the
powerful king Kapilendra. One of the verses states that the temple was
provided with maidens as charming as Rambha.

In the temple of Jagannath at Puri dancing girls were first appointed for
?he essential ritual services of the deity by Anantavarma Chodagangadeva
in 11th century ap. All the female attendants of the temple are known as
maharis. They are again divided into several groups according to their
services. The dancing girls are known as nachuni (female dancer) and the
others are bhitara gauni (female singers of the inner apartment), bahara
gauni (female singers who perform outside the temple), and gaudasani
(those whose duty it is to fan the Lord). Their accompanists are all males.
They are the Vinakara (the Veena player) and the Madela (Mardala or
Pakhawaj player). The nachunis perform in the nata mandir (dance hall)
which is part of the temple building or near the garuda stambha (the
ceremonial flagstaff) outside the temple. The bhitara gaunis who constitute
‘an e);clusive group are admitted to the sanctum sanctorum of the temple
and it is only they who are allowed to dance and sing at the Lord’s bada
singara (bedtime) every night. The bahara gaunis, on the other hand, are
not permitted to enter the innermost sanctuary of the temple.

The sebayats (servants) of the temple of Jagannath are allocated different
streets in Puri. Some opine that the street where the maharis used to live
Wwas known as Mahari-palli or Anga-alasa Patna. But there is no record to
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prove this. Now the maharis live in Matimandap Sahi, Kundheibenta Sahi
and Bali Sahi in Puri. Formerly two officers named Mina Nayak and Sahi
Nayak were appointed by the temple to regulate the services of the maharis.
It was the duty of the Mina Nayak to escort the maharis to the temple and
back home. The duty of the Sahi Nayak was to see that they led a chaste and
honourable life. A royal firman in possession of an old mahari throws light
on the various stipulations which governed the duties of the maharis in

former times. It says:

Mabharis are forbidden the company of men. They are to dance at ceremonies and festivals
connected with Lord Jagannath. After initiation they are always to adorn themselves with
the tilak. They are not to partake of food prepared at home. They are to wear clean clothes
on the days they have to dance; they are not to speak with any man. They are to be
conducted to the temple by the Mina Nayak. ~

At the time of performance, they are not to look at the audience. Their dance must strictly
follow the $astras. They must dance in the following talas: Pahapata, Sarimana,
Parameswara, Malashree, Haracandi, Chandan Jhoola, Shreemangala, Bacanika and Jhuti
atha-tali. They are to perform bhava only from the Geeta Govinda. '

The maharis were initiated into the order after a compulsory marriage
with Lord Jagannath at the age of nine. In the selection of the girls certain
rules were followed. Firstly, the girl should not have any deformity or mark
of a cut on the body. She must belong to a caste from which a Brahmin can
accept water. A mahari wishing to enrol her own daughter or an adopted
daughter must submit an application to the Raja of Puri with a fee of 15
rupees. The Raja, on receipt of the application, referred it to the Piji
Panda and Deula Karana—two important sebayats of the temple—to verify
the eligibility of the girl. If the girl was selected, an auspicious day was fixed
for her marriage. ‘

On the day of the marriage the girl is bathed after being annointed with
turmeric paste. She remains on fast. She wears a new sari and new
ornaments. Then the guru of the maharis gives her diksa by which she I
accepted in the mahari community. Then she is taken to the temple by he!
mother, grandmother, sister and other female relatives as well as othe!
mfhén's. They arrive at the nata mandapa and stand at the gate of Jay:
Vu_a)_'a. The ceremony is simple—a sari is tied on the neophyte’s head. The
sarl is tied by a sebayat in the presence of the pattajosi mohapatra. A
garland is then taken off the image of Lord Jagannath and the girl ¥
garlanded as the representative of the god. Then a vaisnava citra is painte:
on her forehead and, on the sandal-paste base pz{inted earlier, a bif
vermillion mark is put as a sign of a married women. Like a new bride sh¢
goes round the temple holding in both hands unparched rice and betel nut>
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Dance on the occasion of Snana Pirnima (bathing festival).-

Singing in the cahani mandap while carrying Laksmi.

Breaking of the ratha as representative of Laksmi.

Dance in the jhulan mandap during Srivan Parnima.

Breast-feeding Krsna as Yasoda and Rohini.

10. Dancing and singing during the morning and evening rituals in the
sodasa puaja of Vimala.

11. Dance in the early ritual (baladhiipa) during the month of Kartika.

12. Playing with colours as gopi during Holi.

13. Accompanying the Raja on special occasions.

14. Singing at marriages.

ol o

Records show that there was another class of maharis known as
samparada niyoga whose duty was to dance during the ceremonial
procession (patuar) of the deities. Religious texts mention such dances
during Ratha Jatra, Chandan Jatra, Uthapana Utsaba, Dola Jatra (Holi),
Jhoolan Jatra, etc. As the maharis of this class were also to dance at in
patuars (Processions), they came to be known as patuari (one who
accompanies a procession). Maharis of this class are completely extinct.
' From the beginning of the 17th century till the conquest of the Marathas
in the middle of the 18th century the political life of Orissa remained in
turmoil. This also affected the religious, social and cultural life of the
people. During this period of 150 years the Muslim as well as Hindu
§ubedars of the Mughal court raided the Puri temple successively and looted
its property. The idols were often removed and concealed for fear of
defilement. The temple services had to be suspended on such occasions.
Due to successive Muslim invasions and the weakening of political authority
a ('iegree. of moral degeneration must have overtaken the maharis. It is from
this period that the maharis, who were originally intended for temples
alone, came to be employed in royal courts as well. From now on, the
maharis ceased to be respected as dasis of the Lord and came to be
associated with concubinage.

Around the middle of the 18th century the powerful Marathas came te
power. Their occupation of Orissa marked a revolutionary change in the
religious and cultural life of the people. The continuous attacks on the
:Iaggnnath temple came to an end. As staunch Hindus the Marathas
invigorated the religious movement. The temple services were agaif
fegl'llated. The Marathas also built a number of temples and religious
institutions and patronized art and literature. During their rule of more
than 50 years tiil the British takeover in 1803, a number of poets and








