INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NOVEL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT (IJNRD) a
© 2026 IJNRD | Volume 11, Issue 5, May 2026 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IINRD.ORG e O bl

THE MUSICAL MYSTICISM OF GUPTA
GUNDICHA: ODISHI MUSIC IN THE SACRED
LANDSCAPE OF JAGANNATH CULTURE

Dr. Sarbeswar Baitharu*
Researcher & Faculty, Music (Vocal)
OAYV, Balipatna, Khordha

Abstract

Jagannath culture represents one of the most inclusive and syncretic spiritual traditions of India, integrating
tribal, Vaishnava, Shaiva, Shakta, Jain, and Buddhist elements within a unified ritual framework (Eschmann
et al., 1978; Kar, 2017). Among the numerous ritual observances associated with Lord Jagannath, Gupta
Gundicha remains comparatively understudied despite its immense theological and cultural significance
(Mohanty, 2021). Celebrated during the Sharadiya Navaratri cycle, the festival symbolises the sacred union of
Durga and Madhaba and reveals the Shakta-Vaishnava synthesis embedded within Jagannath consciousness
(Tripathy, 2019). Simultaneously, Odishi music functions as an indispensable ritual medium in Jagannath
worship through devotional singing, Raga-based liturgical traditions, Chhanda recitations, and temple
performance practices (Pani, 2004; Das, 2026). This paper examines the mystical dimensions of Gupta
Gundicha and analyses how Odishi music contributes to ritual experience, sacred atmosphere, and devotional
consciousness within Jagannath culture. Employing a cultural-musicological and interpretive methodology,
the study argues that Gupta Gundicha serves as a living repository of Odisha’s intangible musical heritage
where sacred sound becomes a medium of divine communication and spiritual transcendence.
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Introduction

The sacred tradition of Lord Jagannath occupies a central position in the religious and cultural life of Odisha.
The Jagannath cult is widely recognised as a composite spiritual tradition that assimilates diverse theological
systems into a unified devotional structure (Eschmann, Kulke, & Tripathi, 1978). Scholars have noted that
Jagannath worship incorporates tribal rituals, Vaishnava bhakti, Shaiva practices, Shakta tantra, and traces of
Buddhist symbolism (Mishra, 2011; Kar, 2017). This pluralistic framework distinguishes Jagannath culture
from many other temple traditions in India.

Music constitutes an inseparable component of Jagannath worship. From the recitation of Gitagovinda to
temple-based bhajana traditions, Odishi music evolved within the ritual atmosphere of Puri and other sacred
centres of Odisha (Pani, 2004; Mahapatra, 2018). The temple not only functioned as a spiritual institution but
also as a cultural academy preserving musical traditions across centuries (Mohapatra, 2015).

Among the numerous festivals observed in the Jagannath temple, Gupta Gundicha occupies a unique yet
comparatively neglected position in academic scholarship (Tripathy, 2019). Unlike the grand and public Ratha
Yatra, Gupta Gundicha represents an inward and esoteric devotional observance associated with Sharadiya
Navaratri and the worship of Durga-Madhaba (Mohanty, 2021). The festival symbolically expresses the fusion
of Vaishnavism and Shaktism that characterises Jagannath consciousness (Kar, 2017).

Despite the ritual significance of Gupta Gundicha, very little scholarly attention has been devoted to its musical
dimensions. Odishi music, however, plays a central role in shaping the spiritual atmosphere of the festival
through devotional singing, processional rhythms, ritual chants, and sacred performance traditions (Das,
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2026). The present study therefore seeks to examine the relationship between Gupta Gundicha and Odishi
music within the broader sacred landscape of Jagannath culture.

Gupta Gundicha and the Sacred Landscape of Jagannath Culture

Gupta Gundicha is observed during the Sharadiya Durga Puja cycle in the month of Ashwina and is closely
associated with the worship of Goddess Vimala and Durga-Madhaba (Mohanty, 2021). The term “Gupta”
signifies secrecy or esoteric spirituality, while “Gundicha” symbolically recalls the sacred movement
associated with the famous Gundicha Yatra during Ratha Yatra (Tripathy, 2019). The festival therefore
embodies both ritual movement and mystical devotion.

The theological significance of Gupta Gundicha lies in its representation of the Shakta-Vaishnava synthesis
embedded within Jagannath worship (Kar, 2017). During the festival, Madanmohan, the representative deity
of Jagannath, ceremonially accompanies the goddess in ritual processions, thereby symbolising the union of
masculine and feminine divine energies (Mohanty, 2021). Such ritual structures reflect the tantric
undercurrents of Jagannath culture where Goddess VVimala occupies a central spiritual position (Mishra, 2011).
Scholars have repeatedly emphasised that Jagannath culture cannot be understood through a single sectarian
lens (Eschmann et al., 1978). The cult historically integrated tribal deities, Buddhist influences, Vaishnava
devotion, and Shakta rituals into a comprehensive spiritual system (Kulke, 1997). Gupta Gundicha emerges
as one of the clearest ritual manifestations of this inclusiveness.

The sacred geography of Puri also plays an important role in Gupta Gundicha observances. Ritual movement
through temple spaces and nearby shrines transforms the urban landscape into a sacred performative arena
(Tripathy, 2019). Sacred processions accompanied by devotional music establish a spiritual continuity
between deity, devotee, and ritual environment.

Furthermore, Gupta Gundicha represents Odisha’s living intangible heritage because it preserves ritual
traditions transmitted orally across generations (Mohapatra, 2015). In contemporary times, when many ritual
practices face the threat of cultural homogenisation, such festivals continue to reinforce regional identity and
spiritual memory.

Odishi Music as Ritual and Devotional Tradition

Odishi music evolved primarily within the ritual environment of Jagannath worship and temple culture (Pani,
2004). Unlike purely courtly musical traditions, Odishi music maintained a close association with devotional
practices, Mahari dance traditions, and sacred poetry (Mahapatra, 2018). Scholars observe that temple rituals
in Puri significantly shaped the melodic and rhythmic structure of Odishi music (Das, 2026).

The Gitagovinda of Jayadeva occupies a foundational position within Odishi musical heritage (Mansingh,
1983). The Jagannath temple institutionalised the singing of Gitagovinda according to prescribed Ragas and
Talas as an essential ritual service (Pani, 2004). These liturgical practices deeply influenced the evolution of
Odishi Raga systems and devotional aesthetics.

The Mabhari tradition also contributed immensely to the preservation of Odishi music (Mohapatra, 2015).
Maharis performed ritual dances and devotional songs within the Jagannath temple, thereby integrating music,
movement, and spirituality into a unified sacred expression (Mahapatra, 2018). Similarly, Gotipua traditions
transmitted musical and performative practices to subsequent generations.

Odishi music is characterised by lyrical delicacy, emotional expressiveness, and devotional depth (Das, 2026).
The Raga system of Odishi music often evokes specific emotional states associated with Bhakti and Rasa
theory (Pani, 2004). Indian aesthetic theory emphasises that music possesses the power to induce spiritual and
emotional transformation within listeners (Bharata, trans. 1996).

Temple instruments such as Mardala, Kahali, Ghanta, Jhanja, and Veena further enrich the ritual soundscape
of Jagannath worship (Mahapatra, 2018). The rhythmic cycles generated through percussion instruments
regulate ritual movement and intensify devotional participation (Das, 2026).

Importantly, music within Jagannath culture functions not merely as entertainment but as seva or sacred
offering (Kar, 2017). Every musical performance within temple rituals carries devotional significance and
contributes to the spiritual atmosphere of worship.

IJNRD2605765 ‘ IJNRD - International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org) h704



https://ijnrd.org/
http://www.ijnrd.org/

*, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NOVEL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT (IJNRD) a
NRD © 2026 IJNRD | Volume 11, Issue 5, May 2026 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IINRD.ORG e O bl

Musical Mysticism in Gupta Gundicha

The mystical dimensions of Gupta Gundicha emerge primarily through the interaction of sacred sound, ritual
movement, and devotional participation (Tripathy, 2019). Music functions as a spiritual medium through
which devotees experience divine presence and emotional transcendence.

During Gupta Gundicha processions, traditional instruments such as Mardala, Ghanta, Jhanja, and Kahali
accompany the ceremonial movement of the deities (Das, 2026). These rhythmic patterns create an atmosphere
of sacred intensity and collective devotion. The repetitive rhythmic structures often induce meditative
absorption among participants, reflecting the Indian philosophical idea of Nada-Brahma or divine sound
(Ranganathan, 2000).

Devotional singing during Gupta Gundicha includes Bhajana, Janana, Chhanda, and invocatory compositions
dedicated to Jagannath, Durga, and Vimala (Pani, 2004). These songs carry deep spiritual symbolism and
frequently employ poetic metaphors associated with divine love, surrender, and cosmic unity (Mansingh,
1983).

Unlike the exuberant public musical atmosphere of Ratha Yatra, the music of Gupta Gundicha possesses a
contemplative and esoteric character aligned with Navaratri spirituality (Tripathy, 2019). The inward
orientation of the festival transforms music into a mystical practice facilitating spiritual introspection.
Scholars of Indian musicology have argued that Raga-based music possesses transformative spiritual potential
because it affects both emotional consciousness and ritual perception (Bhatkhande, 1990). Within Gupta
Gundicha, the emotional depth of Odishi Ragas intensifies devotional experience and establishes a direct
sensory connection between devotee and deity.

The concept of sacred sound occupies a crucial position in Hindu ritual philosophy (Ranganathan, 2000).
Sound is often perceived not merely as auditory vibration but as a manifestation of cosmic consciousness. In
Gupta Gundicha rituals, devotional music therefore becomes a vehicle of divine communication.

Moreover, collective musical participation strengthens community identity and ritual solidarity (Kar, 2017).
The simultaneous experience of rhythm, melody, and devotion unites participants within a shared sacred
consciousness. Such experiences reveal the social as well as spiritual dimensions of ritual music.

Sacred Performance and Cultural Memory

Gupta Gundicha also functions as a sacred performative tradition preserving Odisha’s cultural memory and
ritual heritage (Mohapatra, 2015). The festival incorporates multiple performative elements including
procession, ritual choreography, musical recitation, and ceremonial movement.

Performance traditions associated with Jagannath culture historically depended upon hereditary communities
of temple musicians, servitors, Maharis, and Gotipuas (Mahapatra, 2018). These communities preserved
musical compositions and ritual knowledge through oral transmission across generations.

The ritual routes traversed during Gupta Gundicha transform ordinary urban spaces into sacred landscapes
(Tripathy, 2019). Music plays a crucial role in this transformation by creating an auditory sacred environment
that redefines spatial experience.

Anthropologists have often argued that ritual performance sustains collective cultural identity through
repetitive symbolic action (Turner, 1969). Gupta Gundicha similarly reinforces Odia cultural identity through
its ritual continuity and sacred musical practices.

The preservation of Odishi music within ritual festivals becomes especially significant in contemporary times
when traditional art forms face increasing marginalisation due to globalisation and commercialisation (Das,
2026). Temple festivals continue to function as living archives of Odisha’s intangible heritage.

Furthermore, Gupta Gundicha demonstrates the inseparability of spirituality and aesthetics within Odia culture
(Kar, 2017). Music is not detached from devotion; rather, it serves as a pathway toward divine realisation and
communal harmony.
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Conclusion

Gupta Gundicha represents one of the most spiritually significant yet academically underexplored festivals
within Jagannath culture. Rooted in the worship of Durga-Madhaba, the festival symbolises the profound
Shakta-Vaishnava synthesis characteristic of Odisha’s sacred traditions (Kar, 2017; Tripathy, 2019).

Odishi music occupies a central position within this ritual framework. Through raga, rhythm, devotional
poetry, and sacred procession, music transforms ritual participation into mystical experience (Pani, 2004; Das,
2026). The festival demonstrates how sacred sound functions simultaneously as aesthetic expression,
devotional offering, and spiritual communication.

The study reveals that Gupta Gundicha is not merely a hidden ritual observance but a living embodiment of
Odisha’s composite cultural identity. The musical traditions associated with the festival preserve ancient
devotional practices and sustain collective spiritual memory amidst contemporary cultural transformations.
Future research should undertake field-based ethnographic documentation of Gupta Gundicha performances,
oral histories of temple musicians, and comparative studies of ritual music traditions within eastern Indian
temple cultures. Such scholarship would contribute significantly toward preserving and internationally
recognising Odisha’s sacred musical heritage.
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