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Abstract-Odia drama represents a significant cultural and artistic tradition that has evolved through centuries of 
historical change, religious influence, and socio-political transformation. From its early roots in ritual 
performance and folk storytelling to its emergence as a modern literary theatre form, Odia drama reflects the 
dynamic interplay between tradition and modernity. This research article revisits Odia drama by examining its 
historical foundations, major transitional phases, aesthetic developments, and contemporary expressions. It 
highlights how Odia theatre has continuously adapted to changing cultural contexts while retaining its indigenous 
identity, making it a vital component of India’s diverse theatrical heritage. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Odia drama represents a rich and evolving tradition 
that reflects the historical depth, cultural diversity, 
and artistic creativity of Odisha. It is not merely a 
literary or theatrical form confined to written scripts 
and staged performances, but a broader cultural 
phenomenon shaped by centuries of ritual practice, 
folk storytelling, devotional expression, and modern 
artistic experimentation. Revisiting Odia drama 
therefore requires an understanding of its layered 
development, where tradition and modernity coexist 
and continuously influence one another. 
The roots of Odia dramatic expression can be traced 
to ancient temple culture and ritual performance 
traditions. Temples in Odisha, particularly those 
associated with Lord Jagannath, served as important 
centers for artistic activity, where music, dance, and 
storytelling were integral to religious worship. In 
this context, performance was not considered 
separate from spirituality; rather, it functioned as an 
offering and a means of connecting the human and 
divine realms. This sacred foundation significantly 
shaped the early aesthetic and thematic orientation 
of Odia dramatic traditions. 
Alongside temple-based practices, Odisha also 
developed a strong oral storytelling culture. 
Mythological narratives from epics such as the 
Ramayana, Mahabharata, and Bhagavata Purana 
were transmitted through generations by itinerant 
performers, singers, and narrators. These oral 

traditions gradually evolved into structured 
performative forms, giving rise to folk theatre 
practices that combined narration, music, and acting. 
The absence of rigid scripts in early performances 
allowed for improvisation and adaptability, ensuring 
that drama remained closely connected to the lived 
experiences of rural communities. 
The influence of the Bhakti movement further 
transformed the nature of dramatic expression in 
Odisha. Emphasizing emotional devotion and 
personal connection with the divine, the movement 
encouraged the use of performative arts as a medium 
of spiritual communication. This led to the 
development and refinement of devotional 
performance traditions, where storytelling became 
an act of worship. Forms such as Jatra, Pala, and 
Gotipua reflect this devotional aesthetic, blending 
entertainment with religious and moral instruction. 
With the passage of time, Odia drama expanded 
beyond its ritual and folk foundations to engage with 
literary and modern theatrical forms. The colonial 
encounter introduced new ideas of scripted drama, 
proscenium staging, and realistic performance 
techniques. Exposure to Western theatre traditions, 
along with the rise of print culture and formal 
education, contributed to the emergence of modern 
Odia drama as a distinct literary genre. This 
transition marked a significant shift in theatrical 
expression, introducing new themes such as social 
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reform, nationalism, identity, and individual 
psychology. 
However, despite these modern influences, Odia 
drama did not abandon its traditional roots. Instead, 
it developed as a hybrid form that continues to draw 
inspiration from folk performance traditions. The 
coexistence of rural folk theatre and urban modern 
drama reflects the dynamic and plural nature of 
Odishan cultural life. While traditional forms like 
Jatra and Pala continue to thrive in rural settings, 
modern theatre explores experimental narratives and 
contemporary social realities, often incorporating 
elements of folk aesthetics into its structure. 
In the contemporary context, Odia drama stands at 
the intersection of preservation and transformation. 
On one hand, it faces challenges such as declining 
rural patronage, competition from digital 
entertainment, and economic constraints faced by 
traditional performers. On the other hand, it benefits 
from renewed academic interest, cultural festivals, 
and institutional efforts aimed at documentation and 
revival. This dual condition highlights the ongoing 
negotiation between continuity and change within 
Odia theatrical traditions. 
This study aims to revisit Odia drama by examining 
its historical evolution, structural diversity, and 
cultural significance within the broader framework 
of Indian theatre. It seeks to understand how Odia 
dramatic expression has transitioned from ritual 
performance to folk theatre and finally to modern 
stage drama, while still retaining its cultural essence. 
By exploring this trajectory, the study highlights 
Odia drama as a living tradition that continues to 
adapt, transform, and remain relevant in a rapidly 
changing world. 
Ultimately, Odia drama is best understood not as a 
static artistic form but as a dynamic cultural process. 
It embodies the interaction between history and 
modernity, tradition and innovation, community and 
individuality. This introduction sets the foundation 
for a deeper exploration of how Odia theatre 
continues to evolve while preserving its distinctive 
identity within India’s diverse performing arts 
landscape. 
 
Methodology 
The present study on “Revisiting Odia Drama: 
Tradition, Transformation, and Modernity” adopts a 

qualitative and interpretative research methodology, 
as the subject under investigation is primarily 
cultural, historical, and performative in nature. Odia 
drama is not limited to written texts or fixed stage 
practices; it exists as a living tradition shaped by 
ritual, oral transmission, folk performance, and 
contemporary theatrical experimentation. Therefore, 
a descriptive, analytical, and context-sensitive 
approach is most appropriate for examining its 
evolution and transformation over time. 
The research is primarily based on a historical-
analytical method that traces the development of 
Odia drama across different phases. This includes an 
examination of its origins in temple-based ritual 
performances, its evolution through folk theatrical 
traditions such as Jatra, Pala, Daskathia, and 
Gotipua, and its transition into modern literary and 
proscenium theatre. By situating these developments 
within their respective socio-cultural and political 
contexts, the study seeks to understand how Odia 
drama has continuously adapted to changing 
historical conditions while maintaining its cultural 
identity. 
In addition to historical analysis, the study employs 
a performance studies approach to examine the 
aesthetic and structural dimensions of Odia drama. 
This involves analyzing key elements such as 
narrative construction, use of language, music, 
rhythm, gesture, costume, and audience 
participation. Since Odia dramatic traditions are 
deeply embodied and experiential, emphasis is 
placed on how meaning is generated through 
performance rather than solely through textual 
representation. This approach allows for a more 
comprehensive understanding of drama as a 
dynamic and interactive cultural practice. 
The study also relies extensively on secondary 
sources, including books, scholarly articles, research 
papers, and cultural documentation related to Odia 
theatre and Indian performance traditions. These 
sources provide theoretical frameworks and critical 
perspectives that help contextualize Odia drama 
within broader discussions of theatre studies, 
folklore, and cultural anthropology. Classical texts 
on Indian dramaturgy, particularly concepts derived 
from the Nāṭya Śāstra, are also referenced to 
understand the theoretical foundations of traditional 
performance practices. 
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Wherever available, insights from ethnographic and 
field-based studies have been incorporated indirectly 
through documented accounts of performances, 
interviews with practitioners, and observations 
recorded in academic literature. These ethnographic 
perspectives are crucial for understanding the lived 
realities of performers, especially in rural contexts 
where traditional theatre continues to function as a 
community-based practice. Such data helps bridge 
the gap between textual analysis and real-world 
performance dynamics. 
A socio-cultural analytical framework is also 
employed to interpret the role of Odia drama in 
reflecting and shaping social values, identities, and 
collective memory. This includes examining how 
dramatic forms address issues such as morality, 
devotion, social hierarchy, political change, and 
cultural continuity. Particular attention is given to 
the ways in which traditional and modern theatre 
engage with contemporary social realities, often 
using symbolic or allegorical narratives to 
communicate complex ideas. 
The study further adopts a comparative perspective, 
where necessary, to highlight similarities and 
differences between Odia dramatic traditions and 
other regional theatre forms in India. This 
comparative lens helps to emphasize both the 
uniqueness of Odia drama and its place within the 
broader spectrum of Indian performing arts. 
The research acknowledges certain limitations. 
Since it is largely based on secondary sources and 
documented evidence, direct fieldwork with 
contemporary performers and theatre groups is 
limited. Additionally, the diversity of regional 
performance practices within Odisha means that 
some local variations may not be fully represented in 
the scope of this study. Despite these limitations, the 
methodology provides a broad and balanced 
framework for understanding the evolution of Odia 
drama. 
Ethical considerations have been observed 
throughout the study by ensuring respectful 
representation of cultural practices and avoiding 
misinterpretation of religious and ritual 
performances. All interpretations are grounded in 
established academic sources and presented with 
cultural sensitivity. 

In summary, this methodological framework 
integrates historical, performance-based, and socio-
cultural approaches to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of Odia drama. It enables the study to 
move beyond textual analysis and engage with 
drama as a living, evolving cultural system that 
reflects both tradition and modernity. 
 
Historical Foundations of Odia Drama 
The origins of dramatic expression in Odisha can be 
traced to ancient ritual practices associated with 
temple culture. Temples were not only religious 
centers but also hubs of artistic performance, where 
dance, music, and storytelling were integral to 
worship. Performances dedicated to deities such as 
Lord Jagannath played a foundational role in 
shaping early dramatic traditions. 
The influence of the Bhakti movement further 
strengthened performative storytelling in Odisha. 
Devotional poetry and narrative traditions 
encouraged emotional engagement with the divine, 
leading to the emergence of performative forms that 
combined music, dance, and narration. These early 
expressions laid the groundwork for later theatrical 
developments. 
The oral storytelling tradition also played a crucial 
role in shaping Odia drama. Before the 
establishment of written dramatic scripts, narratives 
from epics such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata 
were transmitted orally through performances. This 
oral foundation ensured that drama remained 
accessible to rural communities and deeply 
connected to everyday life. 
 
Folk Theatre as the Foundation of Odia Drama 
Folk theatre forms the foundational base upon which 
the larger structure of Odia drama has developed 
over centuries. Before the emergence of modern 
literary theatre and scripted stage performances, 
dramatic expression in Odisha existed primarily in 
the form of oral storytelling, ritual performances, 
and community-based entertainment practices. 
These folk traditions were not merely artistic 
activities but integral components of social life, 
deeply embedded in religious rituals, seasonal 
festivals, and collective cultural memory. They 
provided the earliest framework through which 
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narratives, emotions, and moral values were 
communicated across generations. 
Among the most influential folk theatrical traditions 
in Odisha is Jatra, which has played a central role in 
shaping the dramatic imagination of the region. 
Emerging from devotional and ritual contexts, Jatra 
gradually evolved into a full-fledged theatrical form 
characterized by open-air performances, musical 
narration, and emotionally charged acting. Its 
structure is highly flexible, allowing performers to 
incorporate mythological stories as well as 
contemporary social issues. The popularity of Jatra 
lies in its accessibility, as it is performed in village 
spaces and attracts large, diverse audiences. The 
interactive nature of the performance, combined 
with its use of music, dialogue, and spectacle, makes 
it a powerful medium of mass communication and 
cultural expression. 
Closely associated with Jatra are other folk narrative 
traditions such as Pala and Daskathia, which further 
demonstrate the richness of Odisha’s oral 
performance culture. Pala is a devotional storytelling 
form in which a lead narrator interprets 
mythological and philosophical texts through song 
and discourse, supported by a group of musicians. 
This form emphasizes moral instruction and spiritual 
reflection, often drawing upon religious scriptures 
and epic narratives. Daskathia, on the other hand, is 
a more minimalistic performance style involving 
two performers who use wooden clappers to 
maintain rhythm while narrating stories. Its 
simplicity and rhythmic structure make it highly 
adaptable, allowing it to be performed in various 
social and cultural settings. 
Another significant tradition that contributes to the 
foundation of Odia drama is the Gotipua dance-
drama form, which combines elements of dance, 
acrobatics, and storytelling. Performed traditionally 
by young boys dressed as female characters, Gotipua 
reflects devotional themes centered on Lord Krishna 
and Radha. This form not only represents an artistic 
expression but also serves as a historical link 
between temple rituals and classical Odissi dance. 
The emphasis on expressive movement, symbolic 
gestures, and narrative performance demonstrates 
the deep integration of dance and drama in Odisha’s 
cultural heritage. 

Folk theatre in Odisha is also closely connected to 
religious festivals, temple rituals, and agricultural 
cycles. Performances are often staged during 
important community events, transforming theatre 
into a shared cultural experience that reinforces 
social cohesion. In this context, the audience is not 
merely a passive observer but an active participant 
in the performative process. This participatory 
structure distinguishes folk theatre from modern 
proscenium drama and highlights its communal 
nature. 
One of the most important contributions of folk 
theatre to Odia drama is its emphasis on oral 
tradition and improvisation. Unlike scripted theatre, 
folk performances rely heavily on memory, 
spontaneity, and audience interaction. This 
flexibility allows performers to adapt narratives 
according to local contexts, ensuring that the 
performances remain relevant and engaging. The use 
of music, rhythm, and expressive language further 
enhances the emotional intensity of these 
performances. 
In addition to entertainment, folk theatre in Odisha 
has historically served educational and social 
functions. It has been used as a medium for moral 
instruction, religious teaching, and social critique. 
Through allegorical storytelling and symbolic 
representation, folk performances often address 
issues such as justice, morality, devotion, and social 
behavior. This dual function of entertainment and 
education has made folk theatre an essential cultural 
institution in Odisha. 
Despite its historical importance, folk theatre faces 
significant challenges in the contemporary era due to 
urbanization, changing entertainment preferences, 
and the growing influence of digital media. 
However, its continued practice in rural areas and its 
integration into modern cultural festivals 
demonstrate its resilience and adaptability. Efforts 
by cultural organizations, scholars, and performers 
have also contributed to the documentation and 
revival of these traditions. 
Folk theatre constitutes the foundation of Odia 
drama, providing its earliest narrative structures, 
performative techniques, and cultural meanings. It 
continues to influence both traditional and modern 
forms of theatre in Odisha, ensuring continuity 
between past and present. As a living tradition, folk 
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theatre remains central to understanding the 
evolution of Odia dramatic expression and its 
enduring cultural significance. 
 
Transition to Literary and Modern Odia Drama 
The colonial period marked a significant 
transformation in Odia drama with the introduction 
of literary theatre. Exposure to Western theatrical 
models, printing technology, and formal education 
systems contributed to the emergence of scripted 
plays. 
Modern Odia drama began to focus on structured 
dialogue, character development, and realistic 
settings. Playwrights started addressing 
contemporary issues such as social reform, 
nationalism, identity, and human psychology. This 
marked a shift from purely mythological or 
devotional themes to socially engaged theatre. 
The development of urban theatre spaces also 
contributed to this transformation. Unlike folk 
performances in open environments, modern drama 
was staged in proscenium theatres, creating a new 
relationship between audience and performance. 
 
Aesthetic Transformation in Odia Theatre 
The evolution of Odia drama is also evident in its 
changing aesthetics. Traditional performances 
emphasized symbolic representation, stylized 
movement, and collective participation. In contrast, 
modern theatre introduced realism, individual 
characterization, and psychological depth. 
However, Odia drama did not completely abandon 
its traditional roots. Many modern playwrights and 
theatre practitioners integrated folk elements into 
contemporary productions. Music, dance, and 
narrative storytelling continued to influence modern 
staging techniques, creating a hybrid theatrical form 
that bridges tradition and innovation. 
 
Contemporary Odia Theatre and 
Experimentation 
In the post-independence period, Odia theatre 
entered a phase of experimentation and 
diversification. Theatre groups and cultural 
organizations began exploring new themes and 
performance styles. Contemporary plays often 
address issues such as urbanization, migration, 

gender inequality, political corruption, and 
environmental concerns. 
Experimental theatre in Odisha has also engaged 
with minimalist staging, abstract narratives, and 
multimedia integration. These developments reflect 
global theatrical trends while retaining local cultural 
references. 
At the same time, traditional forms like Jatra 
continue to thrive in rural areas, demonstrating the 
coexistence of multiple theatrical systems within 
Odisha. 
 
Tradition and Modernity: A Continuing Dialogue 
One of the most significant aspects of Odia drama is 
the ongoing dialogue between tradition and 
modernity. Rather than existing as separate or 
opposing forces, these two dimensions interact 
continuously. 
Traditional forms provide cultural grounding, 
emotional depth, and narrative richness, while 
modern theatre introduces new ideas, techniques, 
and thematic concerns. This interaction has resulted 
in a dynamic theatrical landscape where innovation 
emerges from tradition rather than replacing it. 
The adaptability of Odia drama is evident in its 
ability to absorb change without losing its identity. 
Whether through the modernization of Jatra themes 
or the incorporation of folk elements in urban 
theatre, Odia drama continues to evolve while 
remaining culturally rooted. 
 
Challenges in the Contemporary Context 
Despite its richness, Odia drama faces several 
challenges. The rise of digital entertainment, 
declining audience participation in traditional 
theatre, and economic instability among performers 
have affected its sustainability. 
Many traditional artists struggle with limited 
institutional support and reduced performance 
opportunities. Additionally, younger generations are 
increasingly drawn to digital media, leading to 
concerns about the continuity of folk traditions. 
However, government initiatives, cultural festivals, 
and academic research have contributed to 
preservation efforts. Theatre workshops, 
documentation projects, and revival performances 
are helping sustain interest in both traditional and 
modern forms. 
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Conclusion 
Revisiting Odia drama reveals a vibrant and 
evolving cultural tradition that continues to adapt to 
changing historical and social conditions. From its 
origins in ritual performance and folk storytelling to 
its contemporary manifestations in experimental 
theatre, Odia drama reflects a continuous process of 
transformation. 
Its strength lies in its hybridity—the ability to 
integrate tradition with modernity, ritual with 
realism, and folk expression with literary 
sophistication. Odia theatre thus stands as a living 
cultural system that embodies both continuity and 
change. 
In the broader context of Indian theatre, Odia drama 
contributes a unique voice shaped by its regional 
identity and historical depth. Preserving and 
promoting this tradition is essential not only for 
cultural heritage but also for sustaining the diversity 
of performance practices in a rapidly globalizing 
world. 
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