Chandan Besha: The Cooling Divinity of Lord Jagannath’s
Summer Saga

The Chandan Besha festival at the historic Jagannath Temple in Puri stands as one of the most
spiritually profound, visually arresting, and lengthy rituals in the Hindu calendar. Spanning an
impressive 42 days, this unique festival is an intricate expression of devotion that masterfully
blends ancient tradition with seasonal necessity. It commences on the highly auspicious day of
Akshaya Tritiya (which marks the beginning of agricultural activities and chariot construction
for Rath Yatra) and culminates on the Jyestha Purnima (the full moon day of the Jyestha month).
This extended period of celebration is a vital component of the overarching Chandan Yatra,
serving as a testament to the intimate bond between the deities and their devotees.

The core essence of Chandan Besha lies in the daily, ceremonial application of fresh sandalwood
paste (chandan) onto the bodies of the presiding deities: Lord Jagannath, Lord Balabhadra, Devi
Subhadra, and the associated deities like Madanmohan. This ritual is imbued with deep symbolic
and practical significance. Odisha’s intense summer heat can be unbearable, and the
compassionate servitors treat the deities not merely as stone idols, but as living beings requiring
care. Practically, the cool, aromatic sandalwood paste offers physical relief to the deities from
the sweltering temperatures. Spiritually, the chandan represents absolute purity, cooling solace,
and the fragrant essence of unalloyed devotion. The pervasive aroma of sandalwood combined
with specialized floral decorations elevates the sanctum sanctorum, creating an overwhelmingly
serene and sacred atmosphere that envelops the devotees.

The 42-day festival is meticulously organized into two distinct phases, each lasting 21 days: the
vibrant Bahar Chandan and the intimate Bhitara Chandan.

The initial phase, Bahar Chandan (Outer Sandalwood Yatra), is a highly celebratory and public
event. During these 21 days, the Utsava Murtis (representative idols) of the main deities are
taken out of the main temple complex in grand, boisterous processions. Crowds of ecstatic
devotees line the streets as the deities journey to the sacred Narendra Tirtha, a large ritualistic
tank. Here, the deities are placed onto twin, beautifully decorated boats designed to resemble
swans or floating temples. This leads to the mesmerizing ritual of Chapa Khela (water sports),
where the deities enjoy ceremonial evening boat rides amidst chanting, music, and devotional
fervor. This phase is crucial as it allows the general public to witness their beloved Lords outside
the strict confines of the temple sanctum, fostering a powerful sense of community participation
and shared joy.

The subsequent phase, Bhitara Chandan (Inner Sandalwood Yatra), shifts the focus entirely
within the secluded precincts of the main temple. For the remaining 21 days, the cooling rituals
and special Besha (adornment) continue in a far more private, solemn, and traditional setting.
Access is restricted, and the atmosphere becomes one of deep contemplation and intimate
service. Devotees visit during specific hours to offer prayers and witness the exquisite, detailed
sandalwood and floral adornments, immersing themselves in the spiritual quietude of the inner
temple rituals.



In summary, the Chandan Besha festival is a flawless harmonization of elaborate ritual, sensory
devotion, and rich cultural heritage. It powerfully illustrates the Odia ethos of treating the Divine
with human affection, demonstrating how care, love, and reverence are beautifully interwoven

into the fabric of daily worship during the challenging summer season.



