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The Rath Yatra in the temple town of Puri in Orissa can
overwhelm by the sheer size and magnitude of the faith that
drives it, but it also gives us a moment to pause and reflect on
the experience of it all and the beauty that still remains

Siddhartha Das
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3-\.—’ " made for an interpretation centre on the temple

Siddhartha'’s team is conceiving.
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The final carved and painted part of the Rath.

Recently, I had one of the most incredible experiences
of my life. It was the Rath Yatra in the temple town
of Puri in Orissa. The seaside sacred town is centred
around the historic Jagannath Temple. The town

is regarded as one of the Char Dhams or four key
pilgrimage sites for the Hindus. It is a quaint place
with meandering lanes that have created a jigsaw of
sahis or colonies with small houses.

While walking in the small bustling lanes, you
forget that a hundred metres away is the Bay of
Bengal. Oceans have always inspired awe — its

vastness, its mix of calmness and fury. This part of

Orissa was home to historic sea farers from at least
the 7th century, if not earlier. Anyone who has been
on the high seas begins to pray to the powers that
be, from time immemorial. As I write this piece, I
am flying on a little propeller plane above the North
Sea to the little town of Kristiansand in Norway. A
different place and time, but from the sky all seas
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look the same, forbidding and exciting. All cultures
have the primordial gods ascribed to the key five
elements, at whose benevolence and wrath mankind
has been subjected to.

In Orissa, every year, some of these gods conspire
and the thunderous rain clouds come sweeping
inland during the monsoons from the oceans and
lash the region with torrential rain. The elements
ravaged Puri and its surrounding areas two months
ago. Being no stranger to regular cyclones, coastal
Orissa braces for the copious amounts of rain and
strong winds every once in a while. But this time,
Cyclone Fani was something out of a freaky film.
Wind speeds of more than 200 km per hour with
rains broke thousands of trees like twigs, blew away
roofs of humble thatched houses, shattered glass panes
of buildings and twisted metal hoardings into an
entangled metal mess. All of this happened while
the state was in the throes of elections. Puri and Orissa

have just about got over the horrors of both, with
massive rebuilding and getting on with their lives.

Against this backdrop occurred the largest annual
religious festival of the state, the Rath Yatra, or,
literally, the chariot procession which starts from
the Jagannath Temple. The temple is beautifully
carved in Khondolite stone and epitomises the
Kalinga Temple architecture. It houses the trinity
of deities — Jagannath, Balabhadra and Subhadra.
Unlike most Indian temples which have intricately
carved deities, the deities here are simple neem
wood figures reminiscent of tribal deities. The
temple is a manifestation of the faith of stone
artisans for generations who served and worked for
the temple. Similarly, for generations thousands of
servitors work for the temple and discharge specific
duties, conduct rituals, make paintings, pots and

the Rath.

"The rituals and festivities reach their annual
crescendo with the nine-day Rath Yatra festival.
On the last day, in a spectacular fashion the
wooden idols of Jagannath, Balabhadra and Subhadra
were brought out from the Jagannath Temple by
hundreds of its servitors. The metal cymbals they
played reached a crescendo as the deities were
brought onto the incredibly embellished wooden
chariots that measure up to a second-storeyed
building. And to think, each year, a new chariot

is made!

In the mere three-kilometre stretch of road

that connects the two temples of Jagannath and
Gundecha, there are about 600,000 devotees! No
photograph does justice to the sheer scale of the
Rath Yatra. I was down on the road with a film crew
placed on roof tops and with roving cameras over
the sea of devotees. Later in the afternoon, the three
Raths were pulled by large jute ropes of almost
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The last of the three Raths to be pulled,
the Rath of Lord Jagannath in the sea of
devotees with the Jagannath Temple to its
right, Puri.

All Images Courtesy of Siddhartha Das.

four inches in diameter from the Jagannath Temple them. This inexplicable faith, although invisible,

to the Gundecha Temple. In the short spurts of is often tangible in the ways it manifests itself. It
movement as the chariots surged, the priests created ~ makes people fashion incredible edifices of their

a metallic crescendo with their brass cymbals while faith, be it the beautiful temple of Jagannath in Puri,
the devotees chanted and shouted with joy. It was or temples and places of worship elsewhere, or use
an overwhelming and intoxicating atmosphere. the perversion of faith to do horrific, unimaginable

things to one another.

'The devotees couldn't care less if they got trampled

in the stampede; all they wanted a glimpse of the I don't understand it but respect it, as even within
deity. This careless abandon was frightening and this apparent mass of faith, there was beauty in the
inspiring, that somehow one could repose faith in simple wooden idols of Jagannath, Balabhadra and
something or someone else, animate or inanimate, Subhadra. And, perhaps, for now, that is enough.

who would, with divine intervention, look after
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