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 The interplay between music and dance has long been central to the cultural fabric of 
India, particularly within classical and folk traditions. In Odisha, the symbiotic 
relationship between Odissi dance and its accompanying musical ensemble reflects a 
nuanced aesthetic deeply rooted in history, spirituality, and regional identity. Stringed 
instruments, once foundational to the sonic landscape of these performances, have 
undergone transformations in usage, perception, and relevance in contemporary 
practice. This article examines the evolving role of stringed instruments in Odissi and 
Odishan folk dance, analyzing their historical significance, current adaptations, and 
future potential in a rapidly modernizing cultural environment. It argues that rather 
than fading into obsolescence, stringed instruments are being reimagined to sustain 
both authenticity and innovation in performance traditions. 
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1. Introduction 
Indian performing arts have historically emphasized the integration of music, dance, and narrative expression. Odissi, 
one of India’s eight classical dance forms, exemplifies this synthesis through its intricate choreography and melodic 
framework. Parallel to this classical tradition, Odisha’s diverse folk dances—such as Gotipua, Sambalpuri, and 
Dalkhai—present vibrant expressions of community life. 

Stringed instruments have traditionally provided melodic depth and emotional resonance in these forms. However, 
technological advancements, globalization, and evolving audience preferences have led to shifts in performance 
practices. This study seeks to explore how these instruments continue to remain relevant by adapting to contemporary 
contexts without compromising their cultural essence. 

 

2. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and interdisciplinary research methodology to examine the contemporary relevance of 
stringed instruments in Odissi and folk dance performance traditions of Odisha. Given the cultural, historical, and 
performative dimensions of the topic, the research integrates approaches from ethnomusicology, performance studies, 
and cultural anthropology to provide a holistic understanding. 

The research primarily relies on descriptive and analytical methods. A descriptive approach is employed to trace 
the historical evolution of stringed instruments within Odissi and various folk dance traditions, drawing from 
secondary sources such as books, journal articles, archival materials, and documented performances. This historical 
mapping establishes a foundational understanding of how these instruments were traditionally used and perceived. 

In addition to historical analysis, the study incorporates a comparative framework to examine shifts between 
traditional and contemporary practices. By comparing earlier performance conventions with present-day adaptations, 
the research identifies patterns of continuity, transformation, and innovation. Particular attention is given to the 
changing role of instruments such as the veena, violin, and ektara in both classical and folk contexts. 
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The research further employs a contextual and interpretive approach to analyze the cultural significance of stringed 
instruments. This involves examining their role not only as musical tools but also as carriers of symbolic meaning, 
identity, and emotional expression within performance traditions. Interpretations are informed by theoretical 
perspectives on tradition, modernity, and cultural sustainability. 

To enrich the analysis, the study includes case-based observations drawn from documented performances, recorded 
media, and available interviews of practitioners such as dancers, musicians, and instrument makers. While not based 
on primary fieldwork, these observations help illustrate real-world applications and contemporary innovations in the 
use of stringed instruments. 

The methodology also acknowledges the impact of technological and socio-economic factors. By analyzing the 
influence of digital media, amplification technologies, and globalization, the study evaluates how external forces shape 
artistic practices and audience reception. This dimension is crucial for understanding the adaptive strategies that 
sustain the relevance of traditional instruments. 

Furthermore, the research adopts a critical perspective by engaging with issues such as the decline of traditional 
craftsmanship, institutional gaps in training, and the marginalization of folk practices. This critical lens allows the 
study to move beyond description and offer insights into challenges and future possibilities. 

In terms of scope, the study is limited to selected prominent forms of Odissi and representative folk dances of Odisha. 
While it does not claim exhaustive coverage, it aims to provide a meaningful and nuanced exploration of the subject. 

Overall, the methodology is designed to balance historical depth, cultural interpretation, and contemporary analysis, 
thereby enabling a comprehensive understanding of how stringed instruments are being reimagined within evolving 
performance traditions. 

 

Historical Context of Stringed Instruments in Odisha 

The history of stringed instruments in Odisha is deeply intertwined with the region’s religious practices, temple 
culture, courtly traditions, and folk life. Their evolution reflects not only musical developments but also broader socio-
cultural transformations across centuries. From ancient sculptural depictions to their role in classical and folk 
performance traditions, stringed instruments have remained vital carriers of Odisha’s intangible cultural heritage. 

The earliest evidence of stringed instruments in Odisha can be traced to temple architecture and iconography, 
particularly in monumental sites such as the Konark Sun Temple and the Jagannath Temple. These temples, dating 
back to the 13th century and earlier, feature intricate carvings of musicians playing veena-like instruments, harps, and 
lutes. Such visual representations indicate that stringed instruments were not only known but held a significant place 
in ritualistic and ceremonial contexts. Music formed an integral part of temple worship, and instruments were used to 
accompany devotional singing and dance offerings (seva) to deities. 

In ancient Odisha, music was closely aligned with spiritual expression, and stringed instruments were considered 
sacred mediums capable of evoking divine emotion. The veena, in particular, was associated with Saraswati, the 
goddess of knowledge and arts, and symbolized refinement and scholarly pursuit. Its presence in temple and court 
music underscores its prestige and spiritual significance. 

During the medieval period, the development of Odissi music (Odissi Sangita) marked a significant phase in the 
history of stringed instruments. This musical system evolved as a unique blend of indigenous styles and influences 
from both Hindustani and Carnatic traditions. Stringed instruments such as the veena and later the violin played a 
crucial role in shaping the melodic framework of ragas used in Odissi compositions. They provided sustained tonal 
support, allowing vocalists and dancers to explore intricate melodic variations. 

The patronage of regional kings and feudal lords further contributed to the refinement of musical traditions. Royal 
courts became centers for artistic innovation, where musicians experimented with instrument design and performance 
techniques. The inclusion of stringed instruments in court ensembles elevated their status and encouraged their 
systematic training and transmission. 

Parallel to these classical developments, Odisha’s rich folk traditions nurtured a different yet equally significant 
lineage of stringed instruments. In rural and tribal communities, simpler instruments such as the ektara, banam, and 
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dotara were widely used. These instruments were often handmade using locally available materials and were integral 
to storytelling, ritual performances, and seasonal festivals. 

Folk musicians, including itinerant bards and devotional singers, used these instruments to accompany oral narratives, 
myths, and local histories. The portability and simplicity of instruments like the ektara made them accessible to 
common people, allowing music to flourish beyond elite and temple spaces. In tribal regions, instruments like the 
banam held ritualistic importance and were sometimes believed to possess spiritual or healing powers. 

The Bhakti movement, which gained momentum across India between the 15th and 17th centuries, also had a profound 
impact on the use of stringed instruments in Odisha. Devotional poets and saints emphasized personal expressions of 
faith through music, leading to the widespread use of simple string instruments in congregational singing. This 
movement helped democratize music, bridging the gap between classical and folk traditions. 

With the advent of colonial rule in the 18th and 19th centuries, traditional music systems faced disruptions due to 
changing socio-political structures and the decline of royal patronage. However, this period also introduced new 
instruments, most notably the violin, which was adapted into Indian music systems. In Odisha, the violin gradually 
became an important component of Odissi music due to its versatility, tonal range, and compatibility with Indian ragas. 

The 20th century witnessed a revival of Odissi dance and music, particularly after Indian independence. Cultural 
revivalists and scholars worked to reconstruct and codify traditional practices, drawing from temple traditions, 
manuscripts, and surviving performance lineages. During this revival, stringed instruments regained prominence as 
essential elements of authentic Odissi accompaniment. 

In contemporary times, the historical legacy of stringed instruments continues to inform their usage, even as they adapt 
to modern contexts. While some traditional instruments have declined in use, others have been preserved and 
reinterpreted through institutional training, academic research, and performance innovation. 

The historical trajectory of stringed instruments in Odisha reveals a dynamic interplay between tradition and change. 
From sacred temple rituals to folk storytelling and classical performance, these instruments have continuously evolved 
while retaining their cultural essence. Their enduring presence highlights their significance not only as musical devices 
but also as symbols of Odisha’s artistic and spiritual identity. 

 

The Role of Stringed Instruments in Odissi Dance 

Odissi dance, one of India’s most refined classical traditions, is inseparable from its musical foundation, commonly 
referred to as Odissi Sangita. Within this integrated system, stringed instruments occupy a central position, 
contributing not only to melodic structure but also to the expressive, rhythmic, and aesthetic dimensions of 
performance. Their role extends beyond mere accompaniment, functioning as vital agents in shaping the dancer’s 
interpretive and emotive expression. 

At the core of Odissi music lies the concept of raga, which provides the melodic framework for a performance. 
Stringed instruments such as the veena, violin, and sitar are essential in articulating and sustaining this framework. 
Their ability to produce continuous, fluid notes enables them to mirror the lyrical quality of Odissi compositions. This 
sustained melodic line supports the vocalist while simultaneously guiding the dancer through the intricate progression 
of movements. Unlike percussive instruments, which emphasize rhythm, stringed instruments create an immersive 
sonic environment that enhances the overall aesthetic experience. 

One of the most significant contributions of stringed instruments in Odissi dance is their role in conveying bhava 
(emotion). Odissi is deeply rooted in abhinaya, the art of expressive storytelling, where subtle facial expressions and 
gestures communicate complex emotional states. The tonal richness and expressive flexibility of instruments like the 
violin allow musicians to accentuate these भाव (emotions), aligning musical nuances with the dancer’s interpretive 
gestures. For instance, a slow, gliding phrase on the violin can intensify feelings of longing or devotion, while sharper, 
more dynamic passages may underscore moments of tension or excitement. 

In addition to emotional support, stringed instruments provide structural coherence to the performance. Odissi dance 
is composed of various segments such as Mangalacharan, Batu Nritya, Pallavi, Abhinaya, and Moksha, each with its 
own musical and rhythmic characteristics. Stringed instruments help delineate these segments by adapting their 
melodic patterns to suit the mood and tempo of each section. In Pallavi, for example, the elaboration of a raga through 
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intricate melodic variations is often led by string instruments, allowing the dancer to explore pure dance movements 
(nritta) in synchronization with the music. 

Historically, the veena held a place of great prestige in Odissi music due to its association with classical learning and 
spiritual refinement. Its deep, resonant tone was considered ideal for devotional compositions performed in temple 
settings. However, over time, the violin emerged as a more practical and versatile alternative. Its portability, wider 
tonal range, and ability to adapt to various performance contexts made it a preferred choice for modern Odissi 
ensembles. Today, the violin is perhaps the most commonly used stringed instrument in Odissi dance accompaniment, 
seamlessly blending with vocal music and percussion, particularly the mardala. 

Another important function of stringed instruments is their role in interactive performance dynamics. Odissi dance 
is not a static art form; it involves continuous interaction between the dancer and the musicians. String players often 
respond to the dancer’s improvisations, adjusting tempo, intensity, and phrasing in real time. This dialogic relationship 
enhances the spontaneity of the performance and creates a sense of unity among the performers. Such interaction 
reflects the traditional guru-shishya parampara, where mutual understanding and sensitivity are cultivated through 
rigorous training. 

In contemporary contexts, the role of stringed instruments in Odissi dance has expanded through experimentation and 
innovation. Musicians are increasingly incorporating elements from other musical traditions, using techniques such as 
fusion arrangements and digital amplification to adapt to larger audiences and modern performance spaces. While 
these innovations introduce new sonic possibilities, they also raise questions about maintaining the authenticity of 
traditional forms. Nevertheless, many practitioners strive to balance innovation with respect for classical principles, 
ensuring that the essence of Odissi music remains intact. 

Furthermore, stringed instruments contribute significantly to the aesthetic identity of Odissi dance. The characteristic 
soundscape created by their interplay with vocals and percussion defines the unique auditory signature of the form. 
This sonic identity distinguishes Odissi from other classical dance traditions in India and reinforces its regional 
specificity. 

Stringed instruments play a multifaceted and indispensable role in Odissi dance. They provide melodic foundation, 
enhance emotional expression, ensure structural integrity, and facilitate dynamic interaction within performances. As 
Odissi continues to evolve in response to contemporary influences, stringed instruments remain central to its artistic 
expression, embodying both continuity and change within this timeless tradition. 

 

Stringed Instruments in Folk Dance Traditions 

Folk dance traditions of Odisha present a vibrant and dynamic cultural landscape, deeply rooted in community life, 
seasonal cycles, and ritual practices. Unlike the codified and highly structured nature of classical forms such as Odissi, 
folk dances are characterized by spontaneity, collective participation, and regional diversity. Within this expressive 
framework, stringed instruments occupy a unique and multifaceted role, contributing to both the musical and cultural 
dimensions of performance. 

In Odishan folk traditions, music is inseparable from daily life and social identity. Stringed instruments, though often 
simpler in construction compared to their classical counterparts, are integral to the performance ecosystem. 
Instruments such as the ektara, dotara, and banam are commonly used across different regions and communities. These 
instruments are typically handcrafted using locally available materials like gourds, bamboo, animal skin, and natural 
fibers, reflecting a deep connection between art and environment. 

One of the defining features of stringed instruments in folk dance is their accessibility and portability. Unlike 
classical instruments that require formal training and specialized maintenance, folk instruments are designed for ease 
of use. This allows performers—including farmers, artisans, and tribal communities—to actively participate in musical 
expression without the need for institutional training. The ektara, for example, with its single string and simple 
structure, serves as both a melodic and rhythmic instrument, making it ideal for itinerant performers and devotional 
singers. 

In many folk dances, stringed instruments function in close coordination with percussion instruments such as the dhol, 
nishan, and madal. While percussion provides the rhythmic foundation essential for dance movements, stringed 
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instruments add melodic texture and tonal variation. This interplay creates a rich and layered soundscape that enhances 
the energy and vibrancy of the performance. In dances associated with festivals and celebrations, such as harvest or 
marriage ceremonies, this combination fosters a sense of communal joy and participation. 

Stringed instruments also play a crucial role in oral storytelling and narrative traditions. Folk dances in Odisha 
often incorporate songs that recount myths, legends, historical events, and everyday experiences. Musicians use 
instruments like the dotara or banam to accompany these narratives, reinforcing the emotional tone and aiding in the 
memorization and transmission of stories across generations. In this sense, stringed instruments act as carriers of 
cultural memory, preserving intangible heritage within the community. 

In tribal and indigenous contexts, the significance of stringed instruments extends beyond entertainment to include 
ritualistic and spiritual functions. Certain instruments are believed to possess symbolic or sacred qualities and are 
used in ceremonies related to worship, healing, or ancestral invocation. The banam, for instance, is often associated 
with spiritual practices among tribal groups and is sometimes considered a medium through which the human and 
divine realms are connected. The sound produced by such instruments is thought to have a transformative or protective 
effect, reinforcing their importance within ritual performance. 

Another important aspect of stringed instruments in folk dance traditions is their role in gender and social dynamics. 
In many communities, specific instruments are associated with particular groups or roles within the performance. 
While men often dominate instrumental performance in public settings, women actively participate through singing 
and dance, creating a collaborative artistic environment. However, these roles are not rigid and can vary across regions, 
reflecting the diversity of Odisha’s cultural landscape. 

With the passage of time, folk traditions have encountered various challenges, including urbanization, migration, and 
the influence of mass media. These changes have affected the prominence of traditional instruments, as electronic 
music and recorded tracks increasingly replace live performances. Despite this, there has been a growing recognition 
of the need to preserve and promote folk arts. Cultural festivals, academic research, and government initiatives have 
contributed to renewed interest in traditional instruments. 

Contemporary adaptations have also emerged, where folk musicians incorporate stringed instruments into fusion 
performances, blending traditional melodies with modern genres. This not only revitalizes interest among younger 
audiences but also provides new platforms for folk artists. At the same time, efforts are being made to document and 
archive traditional practices, ensuring that knowledge about these instruments is not lost. 

Stringed instruments in Odisha’s folk dance traditions are essential to both the musical structure and cultural meaning 
of performances. They embody the creativity, resilience, and identity of the communities that use them. Through their 
roles in melody, storytelling, ritual, and social interaction, these instruments continue to sustain the vitality of folk 
traditions. Even in the face of modernization, their adaptability and cultural significance ensure that they remain an 
enduring and dynamic element of Odisha’s artistic heritage. 

 

3. Challenges in Contemporary Practice 

Despite their historical importance, stringed instruments face several challenges: 

 Technological Replacement: Electronic keyboards and synthesized sounds are increasingly used in 
performances, reducing reliance on traditional instruments. 

 Decline in Artisanship: The craft of making traditional instruments is diminishing due to lack of economic 
incentives. 

 Changing Audience Preferences: Modern audiences often favor faster, louder, and more visually driven 
performances. 

 Training Limitations: Fewer institutions emphasize traditional instrumentation in their curricula. 

These challenges raise concerns about the sustainability of stringed instrument traditions in Odisha. 

Adaptation and Innovation 

Rather than disappearing, stringed instruments are being reimagined in several ways: 
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 Fusion Music: Artists are integrating traditional instruments with global genres such as jazz and electronic music. 

 Amplification Technologies: Modern sound systems enhance the audibility of delicate string instruments in large 
venues. 

 Collaborative Performances: Interdisciplinary projects bring together classical and folk artists, creating new 
contexts for traditional instruments. 

 Educational Initiatives: Workshops and digital platforms are being used to teach instrument-making and 
performance techniques. 

These innovations demonstrate the resilience and adaptability of stringed instruments in contemporary settings. 

4. Case Studies 

Revival of the Veena in Odissi 

Some contemporary musicians have revived the use of the veena in Odissi performances, emphasizing its historical 
authenticity. These efforts often involve collaborations with dancers and musicologists to reconstruct traditional 
compositions. 

Use of Violin in Folk Fusion 

The violin, though originally a Western instrument, has been seamlessly integrated into both classical and folk 
traditions in Odisha. In fusion performances, it bridges the gap between traditional melodies and modern arrangements. 

Digital Archiving Projects 

Efforts to document and archive traditional music have helped preserve knowledge about stringed instruments. These 
archives serve as valuable resources for researchers and performers alike. 

Cultural Significance and Identity 

Stringed instruments are more than musical tools; they are symbols of cultural identity. Their sounds evoke memories, 
rituals, and regional histories. In Odissi and folk dance, they contribute to a shared aesthetic that defines Odishan 
culture. 

Reimagining these instruments does not mean abandoning tradition but rather engaging with it dynamically. By 
adapting to contemporary contexts, performers ensure that these instruments remain relevant to new generations. 

Future Prospects 

The future of stringed instruments in Odissi and folk dance depends on several factors: 

 Policy Support: Government initiatives can promote traditional arts through funding and recognition. 

 Community Engagement: Encouraging local participation ensures the continuity of traditions. 

 Global Exposure: International platforms can increase appreciation for Odishan music and dance. 

 Sustainable Practices: Supporting artisans and musicians economically is crucial. 

If these factors align, stringed instruments will continue to thrive as vital components of Odisha’s performing arts. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The exploration of stringed instruments within the contexts of Odissi and Odishan folk dance traditions reveals a 
compelling narrative of continuity, transformation, and cultural resilience. Far from being static relics of a bygone era, 
these instruments have demonstrated an extraordinary capacity to adapt to shifting artistic, social, and technological 
landscapes while retaining their intrinsic cultural significance. 

In Odissi dance, stringed instruments continue to function as essential pillars of the musical framework, shaping the 
melodic structure, enhancing emotional expression, and guiding the overall aesthetic experience. Their ability to 
articulate the subtleties of raga and bhava ensures that the expressive depth of the dance form is preserved even as 
performance contexts evolve. Similarly, in folk dance traditions, stringed instruments remain deeply embedded in the 
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lived experiences of communities, serving not only as musical accompaniments but also as vehicles of storytelling, 
ritual expression, and collective identity. 

The study underscores that the relevance of stringed instruments in contemporary performance lies in their dynamic 
adaptability. While challenges such as technological substitution, declining craftsmanship, and changing audience 
preferences pose significant threats, they have also prompted innovative responses. Musicians and performers are 
increasingly engaging in creative reinterpretations, incorporating fusion elements, modern amplification techniques, 
and interdisciplinary collaborations. These efforts illustrate that tradition is not diminished by change; rather, it is 
revitalized through thoughtful reimagining. 

At the same time, the research highlights the urgent need for systematic preservation and support mechanisms. 
The sustainability of stringed instrument traditions depends on the continued transmission of knowledge through both 
formal and informal channels. Educational institutions, cultural organizations, and government bodies play a crucial 
role in fostering this continuity by promoting research, documentation, and training initiatives. Equally important is 
the recognition and support of local artisans and folk practitioners, whose contributions are often undervalued yet 
foundational to the survival of these traditions. 

Another key insight emerging from this study is the importance of contextual sensitivity in the process of 
modernization. While innovation is necessary for relevance, it must be balanced with an informed understanding of 
historical and cultural contexts. The integrity of Odissi and folk traditions lies in their rootedness, and any adaptation 
must engage respectfully with this heritage to avoid superficial or homogenized representations. 

Furthermore, the increasing visibility of Odishan performing arts on national and global platforms presents new 
opportunities for the revitalization of stringed instruments. International collaborations, digital dissemination, and 
cross-cultural exchanges can enhance appreciation and create new avenues for artistic expression. However, such 
exposure must be accompanied by efforts to maintain authenticity and ensure that the voices of traditional practitioners 
remain central. 

In essence, the journey of stringed instruments in Odisha reflects a broader dialogue between tradition and modernity. 
Their continued presence in both classical and folk dance performances affirms their enduring relevance as carriers of 
aesthetic beauty, emotional depth, and cultural memory. By embracing innovation while honoring tradition, these 
instruments can continue to inspire and enrich future generations. 

Ultimately, reimagining tradition is not about replacing the old with the new, but about creating meaningful 
continuities that allow heritage to thrive in changing times. Stringed instruments, in their evolving roles, stand as 
powerful symbols of this ongoing process—bridging past and present, and ensuring that the rich artistic legacy of 
Odisha remains vibrant and alive. 
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