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Abstract

The relationship between music and time occupies a central position in Indian musical philosophy.
Within the tradition of Odishi music, concepts of time acquire unique ritualistic dimensions through their
association with Jagannath culture and temple worship. The Jagannath temple tradition of Odisha
developed a sophisticated system in which specific Ragas were linked to particular ritual hours, seasonal
cycles and ceremonial occasions. This paper examines the concept of time theory in Odishi music through
the ritual Raga systems associated with Jagannath culture. Drawing upon - perspectives from
Ethnomusicology, Musicology and Religious Studies, the study explores how musical time functions not
merely as an aesthetic principle but as a sacred framework shaping devotional experience. The paper
argues that the Raga-time system in Jagannath rituals represents a unique synthesis of cosmology,
spirituality, musical structure and liturgical practice. The study further analyzes how modernization and
changing performance contexts have influenced the continuity of these temporal traditions in
contemporary Odishi music.

Keywords: Odishi Music, Raga Theory, Sacred Time, Jagannath Culture, Ritual Music, Temple
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Introduction

The concept of time occupies a foundational place within Indian musical thought. Unlike many Western
musical systems where time primarily functions as a structural element, Indian music conceptualizes time
as an aesthetic, emotional, spiritual and cosmological principle (Deva, 1995). Classical Indian music
traditions developed elaborate associations between Ragas and specific periods of the day, reflecting the
belief that musical modes possess temporal identities capable of influencing emotional and spiritual states
(Tarlekar, 1972).
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Within the musical culture of Odisha, these temporal associations acquired distinctive ritual significance
through their integration into Jagannath temple traditions. The sacred environment of the Jagannath cult
transformed musical time into ritual time, where Raga performance became inseparable from worship
schedules, ceremonial cycles and devotional experience (Mahapatra, 1990). Consequently, time in Odishi
music functions not merely as chronological measurement but as a sacred framework organizing musical
expression and spiritual practice.

The Jagannath temple at Puri developed an intricate ritual system where specific musical forms
accompanied different stages of daily worship. Musical performance was carefully aligned with temple
rituals such as Mangala Arati, Mailam, Sakala Dhupa, Madhyana Dhupa and Badasinghara (Mahapatra,
1990). Each ritual moment carried distinctive emotional and spiritual significance, often reflected through
corresponding Raga selections.

According to Qureshi (2008), ritual music derives much of its meaning from temporal context. In
Jagannath culture, music functions as a mediator between sacred time and devotional consciousness. The
present paper examines how time theory operates within Odishi music and investigates the ritual Raga
systems that emerged within Jagannath temple traditions.

Conceptualizing Time in Indian Musical Thought

Indian musical philosophy has historically viewed time as a living and dynamic principle rather than an
abstract chronological category. Ancient treatises such as the Natyasastra and later musical texts
emphasize the relationship between musical modes, natural cycles and emotional states (Tarlekar, 1972).
The Raga-time theory developed from the belief that specific melodic structures resonate more
effectively during particular periods of the day. Morning Ragas were associated with serenity and
spiritual awakening, while evening Ragas evoked introspection, devotion and emotional depth (Deva,
1995). Such associations were not merely aesthetic conventions but reflected broader cosmological
understandings of nature, human consciousness and divine order.

According to Becker (2004), sacred musical traditions often utilize temporal organization to facilitate
altered states of perception and spiritual immersion. Musical time therefore becomes a ritual technology
capable of shaping devotional experience.

Within Odishi music, the concept of temporal appropriateness acquired distinctive cultural significance
through its integration with temple ritual systems. Here, musical performance was synchronized not only
with natural cycles but also with sacred schedules governing the worship of Lord Jagannath.

Jagannath Culture and the Sacred Organization of Time

Jagannath culture represents one of the most influential religious traditions in eastern India. Scholars such
as Mahapatra (1990) and Mohanty (2014) observe that the Jagannath tradition developed a
comprehensive ritual structure regulating daily, seasonal and annual religious activities.

Time within Jagannath culture is highly ritualized. The daily routine of the deity is organized through a
sequence of ceremonies beginning before dawn and continuing until late night. These rituals create what
Eliade (1959) describes as “sacred time,” a cyclical temporal order distinct from ordinary chronological

existence.
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Music functions as an essential component within this sacred temporal framework. Ritual performances
accompany different stages of worship and contribute to the creation of devotional atmosphere (Rath,
2018). The alignment of specific Ragas with ritual occasions reflects the belief that musical sound
participates in maintaining sacred order.

The relationship between music and ritual time in Jagannath culture demonstrates how temporal
structures become embodied through performance practice. Musical time therefore serves not merely
aesthetic purposes but also liturgical and symbolic functions.

Raga Systems in Jagannath Temple Rituals

The ritual tradition of Jagannath worship historically incorporated specific Ragas associated with
different times of the day and ceremonial occasions. According to Das (2007), temple musicians carefully
selected melodic modes that corresponded to the emotional and spiritual character of particular rituals.
Morning rituals often employed Ragas associated with awakening, purity and devotional serenity. These
musical modes accompanied ceremonies such as Mangala Arati, symbolizing the awakening of divine
presence and spiritual consciousness (Mahapatra, 1990).

Afternoon rituals utilized Ragas reflecting balance, stability and ceremonial grandeur. Musical
performance during these periods reinforced the sacred rhythm of temple worship and maintained
continuity within ritual experience.

Evening and night rituals frequently incorporated Ragas characterized by emotional depth, introspection
and devotional intimacy. The Badasinghara ritual, associated with the final adornment of Lord
Jagannath, often featured highly expressive musical forms intended to evoke spiritual surrender and
aesthetic contemplation (Das, 2007).

The performance of Gita Govinda compositions played a particularly significant role within these ritual
frameworks. Jayadeva’s lyrical poetry, deeply embedded within Jagannath worship, contributed to the
development of distinctive Raga traditions in Odisha (Bose, 1991).

The temporal organization of Ragas therefore reflected a synthesis of musical aesthetics, devotional
symbolism and ritual necessity.

Musical Time and Sacred Experience

One of the most important functions of ritual Raga systems is the creation of sacred experience. Music
in Jagannath culture does not merely accompany ritual action; it actively shapes devotional perception
and emotional participation.

Becker (2004) argues that ritual music possesses the capacity to transform consciousness by organizing
emotional and sensory experience. In the context of Jagannath worship, Raga performance structures the
devotee’s experience of sacred time.

Specific melodic movements, tonal patterns and emotional associations contribute to the creation of
devotional atmosphere. Morning Ragas encourage spiritual awakening, while evening Ragas facilitate

introspection and emotional immersion (Deva, 1995).
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This relationship between music and sacred experience reflects broader Indian aesthetic theories
concerning rasa. According to traditional aesthetic philosophy, musical performance evokes emotional
states that transcend ordinary experience and facilitate spiritual realization (Tarlekar, 1972).

Within Jagannath culture, these aesthetic experiences become integrated into ritual participation. The
devotee does not merely hear music but experiences sacred temporality through sound.

Seasonal Time and Festival Ragas

The concept of musical time within Jagannath culture extends beyond daily ritual cycles and encompasses
seasonal and festival calendars. Religious festivals such as Ratha Yatra, Chandan Yatra, Snana Yatra and
various ceremonial observances involve distinctive musical traditions associated with specific periods of
the year (Mahapatra, 1990).

Seasonal Ragas reflect environmental changes, agricultural rhythms and devotional moods. Certain
musical forms become particularly significant during monsoon festivals, while others correspond to
spring celebrations or ritual processions (Das, 2007).

These seasonal associations demonstrate the integration of natural and sacred temporalities within
Jagannath culture. Music functions as a medium connecting cosmological cycles, environmental
experience and devotional practice.

According to Appadurai (1996), cultural traditions often encode temporal memory through performative
practices. In Jagannath culture, festival music preserves collective understandings of sacred time and
seasonal continuity.

Oral Tradition and Transmission of Temporal Knowledge

The preservation of ritual Raga systems historically depended upon oral transmission within hereditary
musical communities. Temple musicians acquired knowledge not only of musical structures but also of
ritual schedules, ceremonial contexts and temporal associations (Rath, 2018).

The Guru-Shishya tradition played a crucial role in maintaining continuity. Musical training involved
learning the appropriate relationship between Ragas and ritual occasions rather than merely mastering
melodic techniques (Panigrahi, 2002).

This transmission process reflected what Qureshi (2008) describes as “contextual musical knowledge,”
where performance practice remains inseparable from cultural and ritual understanding.

However, modernization has significantly transformed transmission patterns. Institutional education
increasingly emphasizes musical grammar and performance technique, sometimes reducing attention to
ritual context and temporal symbolism (Sahoo, 2021).

Modernization and the Transformation of Time Theory

The twentieth century witnessed major changes in the performance context of Odishi music.
Urbanization, institutionalization, broadcasting technologies and public concert culture transformed
traditional relationships between music and ritual time (Mohanty, 2014).

The emergence of public performances shifted attention toward audience-oriented presentation and
artistic display. Concert formats often require flexibility in repertoire selection, reducing strict adherence

to traditional Raga-time associations (Sahoo, 2021).
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The influence of All India Radio further standardized performance duration and encouraged adaptation
to broadcasting schedules. Musical presentation increasingly responded to modern media requirements
rather than ritual necessity.

Digital platforms such as YouTube have expanded accessibility but also transformed listening habits.
Contemporary audiences frequently encounter Ragas outside their traditional temporal contexts.
Nevertheless, ritual traditions continue to preserve aspects of the original time theory. Temple ceremonies
and devotional performances maintain connections between musical practice and sacred temporality,
ensuring continuity despite changing cultural conditions.

Contemporary Relevance of Ritual Time Systems

Despite modernization, the study of ritual Raga systems remains highly relevant for understanding Odishi
music and Jagannath culture. Temporal organization reveals the philosophical foundations underlying
musical practice and demonstrates how sound functions within sacred environments.

Contemporary scholars increasingly recognize the importance of examining music as cultural experience
rather than merely aesthetic structure (Qureshi, 2008). The Jagannath tradition offers a valuable example
of how musical systems embody cosmological, ritual and emotional meanings.

Furthermore, preserving knowledge of ritual time theory contributes to safeguarding Odisha’s intangible
cultural heritage. As institutional and digital forms of musical transmission expand, understanding
traditional temporal frameworks becomes essential for maintaining cultural continuity.

The ritual Raga systems of Jagannath culture therefore represent not only historical practices but living
expressions of musical philosophy and devotional identity.

Conclusion

The concept of time occupies a central position within the musical culture of Odisha, particularly through
its integration with Jagannath temple traditions. The ritual Raga systems associated with Jagannath
worship demonstrate how musical time functions simultaneously as aesthetic principle, devotional
medium and sacred structure.

Historically, specific Ragas were aligned with ritual hours, seasonal cycles and ceremonial occasions,
creating a sophisticated synthesis of music, spirituality and temporal consciousness. These practices
transformed musical performance into an embodiment of sacred time and facilitated devotional
experience through sound.

Although modernization, institutionalization and concert culture have altered traditional performance
contexts, ritual time theory continues to influence Odishi musical identity. The preservation and study of
these traditions remain essential for understanding the deeper cultural and philosophical dimensions of
Odishi music.

Ultimately, the ritual Raga systems of Jagannath culture reveal that music in Odisha has never been
merely an artistic form; it has functioned as a temporal language through which sacred experience,

cultural memory and devotional consciousness are continuously expressed and renewed.
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