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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CAR FESTIVAL

Balabhadra Ghadai

The fame and popularity of the ‘Lord of the Universe’
are largely due to the Car Festival with its three cars
which carry Lord Jagannath and His divine sister and
brother, Subhadra and Balabhadra from their Great
Temple (Bada deula) through Puri’s Great Street (Bada
danda) to the Gundicha temple, their summer residence
for about nine days. More than a religious festival, the
Car Festival is an eternal celebration of the divine values
of love and compassion, of equality and fraternity.The
history of the Car Festival of Lord Jagannath, like the
history of the cult, is shrouded in obscurity. Annals and
antiquities of Odisha do not give us a clear idea as to
when actually the Car Festival started at Puri. However,
thereis evidence to suggest that Purusottama Jagannath
was worshipped in Puri long before the construction of
the present temple of Lord Jagannath by Anantavarman
Chodaganga Dev in the 12thcentury A.D. The existence
of the three divinities i.e. Purusottama, Balabhadra and
Subhadra during the 12thcentury has been attested by
epigraphic evidence of the Narasimha temple located
in the inner courtyard of the Jagannath temple. It is
likely that the Car Festival was in vogue during the 12th
century or even earlier to it.

The Anargharaghava (Sanskrit play) of Murari
Mishra refers to the Yatra of Lord Purusottama which
may denote the car festival. Since the composition of
the drama is assigned to 10th or 11th century, we can
safely guess that the Car Festival was known during that
period. With the construction of a grand temple for Lord
Jagannath at Puri in the 12th century and other temples
subsequently, the fame of Purusottama Jagannath
reached far and wide. During the Ganga period
Jagannath was honoured as the State Deity of Odisha
and the Ganga monarchs from the time of Anangabhima
Dev lll (1211- 1238 A.D.) regarded themselves as the
Rautas (Viceroys) of Purusottama-Jagannath. The
Ganga empire was considered as belonging to
Purusottama Jagannath (Purusottama Samrajya). In
such an atmosphere the Car Festival must have been
held on a lavish scale. The earliest European account of
the Puri Car Festival was given by Friar Odoric in 1321
A.D. which runs as follows: 'Annually on the recurrence
of the day when that idol was made, the folk of the
country come and take it down and put it on a fine
chariot; and then the king and queen, and the whole
body of the people, join together and draw it forth from
the Church with loud singing of the songs, and all kinds
of music and many pilgrims who have come to this feast
cast themselves under the chariot, so that its wheels
may go over them, saying that they desire to die for their
god....." The Muslim historian Abul Fazl, one of the Nine
Jewels (Navaratnas ) of Akbar’s royal court gives a brief
description of the temple of Lord Jagannath and His Car
Festival in the following manner : 'In the town of
Purusottama on the bank of the sea stands the temple
of Jagannath, where the three images of Lord Krishna,
His brother and sister made of sandal wood and set up
there, were washed six times every day and freshly
clothed; fifty or sixty Brahmin priests used to be on their
feet in their service and each time (they were washed
and made to don new garments) they were made an
offering of large dishes of food, the leavings of which
were partaken by twenty thousand people.' He also
refers to the car festival of Lord Jagannath. 'The
Brahmins at certain times carry the images in procession
upon a carriage of sixteen wheels, which, in the Hindu
language, is calledRath; and they believe that whoever
assists in drawing it along obtains remission of all his

sins.'During the Mughal period the temple of Lord
Jagannath was considered one of the richest temples of
India. In Jahangir’s time it contained properties worth
two to three crores of rupees and perhaps more. It was
probably for this reason that it was occasionally
plundered by both Hindus and Muslims. In 1610 A.D. a
Hindu Rajput Jagirdar of Cuttack named Kesodas Maru
in the disguise of a pilgrim, came to Puri while the Car
Festival was going on and occupied the temple. The
Gajapati King of Khurda stubbornly opposed and used
his military Paik forces, but was defeated. There can be
no doubt that the holy shrine of Lord Jagannath has not
only drawn pilgrims from across the country but also
foreigners who took considerable interest about the
place and the Lord. Mahammad-bin-Amir Wali of Balkh,
Afghanistan in his travelogue ‘Bahar-ul-Asrar’ gives the
trustworthy accounts of Jagannath temple of Puri and
the Car Festival. The author witnessed the Car Festival
in 1626 A.D. He mentions that 'the Car consisted of ten
wheels, the circumference of each being 20 zira (cubit),
the length of the chariot being 60 yards and breadth 50
yards. The height from the ground to the top would be
more than 80 Arrahs (a cubit, a fathom). The idol known
as Jagannath, was installed at the top of pedestal and
the tower of the chariot was decorated with coloured
silk. Nearly 500 devotees including those of Brahmins,
Rajas and Zamindars from different parts of the country
offered their services for making the procession ready.
About 100 Kalavantas (Rope pullers) and Natis
(Nachuni) were engaged for reciting devotional songs
to Hari and Govinda, and when the procession moved,
they also accompanied singing and dancing on the
way.' As early as 1633 A.D., William Bruton, the first
Englishman to visit Puri observed that,'the people were
so eager and greedy to draw the Ratha, that whatsoever,
by shouldering, crowding, shoving, heaving, thrusting
or any violent way, could but come to lay a hand upon
the ropes, they thought themselves blessed and happy.'
The same passion for drawing the Ratha or at least
laying a hand on the ropes, is still present with the laity.
This endows them with a sense of personal identity as
‘Sevaka of Lord Jagannath. By simply touching the rope
that is, by being temporary Sevaka’, they believe, all
their vices may be wiped out. Thomas Bowrey, another
missionary who lived in India for a decade from 1669
A.D. has given a vivid description of the car festival of
God Jno Gernaet (Jagannath).Many rich merchants,
Brahmanas and many others from remotest parts of
Hindustan visited the temple. According to Bowrey,
‘The main spectacle and purpose is to behold their
graven God Jno Gernaet which at such times is carried
in a chariot (richly adorned and of curious and costly
workmanship) around the Pagoda and through the
broadest streets of the town in great triumph and with
great solemnities. The chariot is of exceedingly great
weight, being made of very solid wood, very rich with
much iron work thereon and finely engraven, with the
shapes of men and women dancing, as also many
hideous shapes of satyrs, bulls, bears, tigers, elephants,
rhinoceroses, etc. in so much that it is so ponderous,
that although it be fitted upon 6 or 8 good Axle-trees,
with good wheels on each side, yet requireth more than
an hundred strong man to draw it along upon hard and
smooth ground (and this they accompt the Arke of
God). In the middle of the great Diabolical Chariot, is
placed their great patron Jno Gernaet, having the
foremost hand open, fairly to be beheld by many of the
people, which in general they endeavour to do, but
more than one half are prevented by the infinite
multitude, in so much that many of them are pressed

down by the crowd. And which is both stranger and
more incredible, many of them come a great many
miles to end their days here, under the wheels of this
ponderous, but accompted by them, holy Arke.” We
have also accounts of the car festival of Puri as given by
Alexander Hamilton who visited Puri in 1708 A.D. As he
had no opportunity to see the Car Festival, his drawing
is rather imaginary. His accounts , based on second-
hand report, is as follows: ‘His (Jagaryant’s) Effigy is
often carried abroad in procession. Mounted on a
coach four storeys high .....they fasten small ropes to the
cable, two or three fathoms long, so that upwards of
2,000 people have room enough to draw the coach,
and some old zealots as it passes through the street, fall
flat on the ground, to have the honour to be crushed to
pieces by the coach wheels.” The Marathas occupied
Odisha in 1751 A.D. In 1753 Raja Jagannath Narayan
Dev of Paralakhemundi asserted his claim to the
Gajapati throne by making an attempt to perform the
duties of the Gajapati king on the temple car. He reached
Puri with his armed followers on 12th July 1753, when
the return Car Festival was being held. He ascended the
Car in royal dress and wanted to discharge the royal
duties of the Gajapati King. He did not, however,
succeed in his attempt. In this conflict between the Raja
of Khurda and Narayan Dev, the Marathas came to the
rescue of the King of Khurda, and ultimately they took
over the Purusottama Kshetra including the
administration of the Jagannath temple in 1760 A.D. The
Raja of Khurda, however, enjoyed his royal privileges in
the Car Festival. It is known from the Gundicha Vije of
Brajanath Badajena that the Raja, as the inheritor of
Gajapati legacy, continued to perform the rite of
Chherapahamra (Sweeping of the Chariots) during the
Car Festival. Further, the Raja of Khurda issued Chhamu
Chitaus (Royal Letters) to feudatory chiefs of Odisha
demanding their contribution to the Car Festival, and
thereby asserting his preeminence among the Rajas of
Odisha. The wood required for the construction of the
chariots was supplied by the Raja of Daspalla. The
feudatory chiefs of Dhenkanal and Talcher provided
iron for the temple cars, while Ranpur supplied ropes
for dragging the chariots. The British occupied Odisha
in 1803 A.D. After the conquest of Odisha, the British
officer Harcourt with reference to the temple remarked
that, ’in a political light its value is incalculable. In 1805
A.D., when Harcourt with his party visited the car festival
at Puri, he was received by the pilgrims and priests with
shouts and clapping hands.” He has recorded his
impression as follows: “The concourse of the pilgrims
exceeded anything | have witnessed. It is generally
believed that at least five lakhs were present. As far
eyes could reach, nothing could be seen but the heads.
| was astonished at the order and regularity preserved.
There was not the least tumult or disposition to
violence.” ‘The images being placed in their cars, the
multitude drew them on, and the facility with which
those stupendous carriage proceeded is wonderful.
Each idol much resembles the other and the cars are
also very much alike. They move on sixteen wheels
and are about sixty feet high. They are handsomely
ornamented.” Andrew Stirling, Secretary to the
Commissioner at Cuttack during his stay in Odisha, saw
the Car Festival and recorded his impression about the
alleged custom of selfimmolation. In his article
published in Asiatic Research in 1825 A.D, he mentions:
‘During the four years that | have witnessed the
ceremony, three cases only of these cases of self-
immolation have occurred, one of which | may observe
is doubtful, and should probably be ascribed to an

accident; in the other, the victims had long been
suffering from some excruciating complaints, and
chose this method of riding themselves of the burden
of life in preference to other modes of suicide, so
prevalent with the lower orders under similar
circumstances.” In 1837 A.D. James Fergusson
witnessed the celebrated festival in honour of Lord
Jagannath and has given an informative account in his
book ‘Picturesque illustration of Ancient Architecture in
Hindostan, published in 1847. He attributed the fame of
Puri temple not indeed, so much on account of its
architectural magnificence, as on account of the
celebrated festival in honour of the presiding deity.’
‘The fashion of giving the gods an airing in cars or
raths, is by no means peculiar to the worship of
Jagannath at Puri. In south of India in particular, all the
gods and goddesses keep their carriages, but nowhere
have | seen any so large as these, nor any festival that |
have seen so well attended.” There are several reports
of the Car Festival in the 19th century by missionaries,
civil servants and visitors to Puri. The travellers from the
West who gave their impression about the festival,
hardly comprehended its meaning and significance.
Those who spoke about the ‘monstrous cars’ or the
‘horrors of the festival’ could not appreciate this solemn
ceremony from the prospective of the Hindu devotees.
Literary works like the Brahma Purana (12thcentury),
Purusottama Mahatmya of the Skanda Purana (13th-
14thcentury), Yatratattva of Raghunandan
(16thcentury), Niladri Mahodaya (18th century),
Bamadeva Samhita (16th century)etc. offer interesting
insights into the rituals of the Car Festival and their
religious significance. Sevaral writers have also
composed works in Odia, Sanskrit and Hindi on the
theme of the Car Festival. Among such works, mention
may be made of Bhaba Samudra of Odia seerpoet
Balarama Dasa (15th century), Mahabhaba Prakash of
Kanhei Khuntia (15thcentury), Basantosava Kavyam of
Haladhar Mishra (17th century), Gundicha Champu of
Bakravaka Chakrapani (18th century), NiladriMahotsava
of Lokanath Bhramarabara (1 7tscentury) and Gundicha
Vile of Brajanath Badajena (18th century). Pandit
Narahari has composed a commentary on the
Meghadutam of Kalidas entitled Bhrama Prakasika Tika
in which he has interpreted the text in the light of the Car
Festival of Lord Jagannath. In the Ganga
Vamsanucharitam by Basudeva Rath (18th century), an
interesting description of the Car Festival is given.
Similarly, Kosalananda Kavya written in 1663 A.D by
Pandit Gangadhar Mishra, is a major historical
Mahakavya of Sanskrit literature in which the Car Festival
of Puri is described in a very vivid manner. However, the
poet expresses, despite his profound scholarship, his
inability to describe this Ghosa Yatra which, he feels, it is
humanly impossible to see, hear and narrate in its totality.
As discussed, the Car Festival is not only a colourful
display of the Hindu religion and an occasion for offering
unrestricted devotion to the Lord of the Universe,
Jagannath, but it is also an occasion for the sense of
fraternity and ecstatic involvement of the masses closing
all barriers of our multicultural and multi lingual Indian
society. In the path of devotion it is believed that having a
glimpse of Lord Jagannath on the chariot is considered
to relieve us of all sins, and paving the way to liberation.
Even a touch of the chariots or the ropes with which the
devotees pull the chariot, is considered auspicious and
is equivalent to several pious deeds. Such is the spiritual

significance of the Car Festival of Lord Jagannath.
Former Principal, M.K. College Khiching,
Mayurbhan;j
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