

[image: The Little Book of Diwali: The Festival of Lights. Unofficial and Unauthorized. An illustration of a candle surrounded by flowers sits at the centre against a dark red background, and illustrated fairy lights run across the top of the page.]






[image: Title page for, The Little Book of Diwali: The Festival of Lights. Unofficial and Unauthorized. An illustration of a candle surrounded by flowers sits at the centre against a white background, and illustrated fairy lights run across the top of the page', publishing imprint logo O.H.]









Copyright © 2025 Headline Publishing Group Limited


The right of Malcolm Croft to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in 2025 by OH


An Imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED


Disclaimer:


All trademarks, copyright, quotations, company names, registered names, products, characters, logos and catchphrases used or cited in this book are the property of their respective owners.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978-1-03543-026-0


Compiled and written by: Malcolm Croft


Editorial: Saneaah Muhammad


Designed and typset in Pollen by: Tony Seddon


Project manager: Russell Porter


Production: Marion Storz


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk   www.hachette.co.uk









CONTENTS


INTRODUCTION


CHAPTER ONE A NEW MOON


CHAPTER TWO SWEETNESS & LIGHT


CHAPTER THREE GOLDENTOUCH


CHAPTER FOUR INNER LIGHT


CHAPTER FIVE DIYAS OF OUR LIVES









INTRODUCTION


Welcome to Diwali!


Feasts, fireworks, friends and family – this five-day “festival of lights” is a two-millennia-old religious and cultural tradition that ignites more than just a lot of pretty lights. It is a time when good vanquishes evil, gods conquer demons, knowledge defeats ignorance and the Indian nation enters a new year with a new harvest and new fortunes. Today, Diwali is the largest multi-faith event in the world, honoured annually by more than one billion joyful and grateful devotees.


From Dhanteras to Bhai Dooj (the first and final days of the festivities), Diwali is filled with a wealth of time-honoured traditions. Whether it’s mantras or prayer rituals, sweets or snacks, decorations or celebrations, each of them keep Diwali’ers smiling from sunrise to sunset.


With a deep-rooted history steeped in Hindu, Buddhist, Jain and Sikh mythology, gods and goddess, holy cows, golden temples and technicolour fireworks, Diwali is the one global holy holiday that has it all – and is set to become even bigger with each new year.


This Little Guide to Diwali shines a ray of pure light on this awe-inspiring festival. Its humble aim is to serve as an ideal introductory reader to those wishing to learn more about the festival, as well as celebrate it in all its awesome glory. Consider this your first step to switching on your inner light. So, spark up your diyas, unbox your mithai and wrap up your uphaar, because it’s time for the festival of lights to begin.


Shubh Deepavali!











Chapter One


A New Moon


The ancient origins of Diwali have been burning bright in the minds of its devotees for more than 2,500 years.


Let’s turn the light on… and get the festivities started!








15 August 1947


The day that India gained independence from its British colonial rulers. Despite there being few Diwali celebrations that year – the nation was still healing from its conflicts with Pakistan – India’s freedom was the first step in igniting the nation’s own inner light and fueling the popularity of Indian customs and traditions abroad.


That year, Diwali was celebrated on the 12 November.





दी  पा  व  लि


Sanskrit for Diwali


“Deepavali”*– the origin of the word “Diwali” – derives from the Sanskrit words deep (meaning “light”) and avali (meaning “row”). Together, Diwali means “row of lights”. The five-day event is now commonly celebrated as the “festival of lights”.


For more than two millennia, Hindus around the world have placed a row of clay lamps outside their dwellings to help guide their once-exiled gods Rama and Sita back home to the sacred city of Ayodhya.


* “Deepavali” is used in southern India and “Diwali” is mainly used in the north, as well as internationally.





Diwali is celebrated over five days, and each day has its own unique traditions.


Day 1: Dhanteras


The first day of Diwali is celebrated on the 13th day of the lunar month of Kartika in the Hindu calendar. The word Dhanteras comes from the Sanskrit words dhan (wealth) and teras (13th). This day is observed by praying to the goddess of wealth, Lakshmi, by purchasing gold as a sign of good fortune.


Day 2: Choti Diwali


Choti Diwali marks the triumph of Lord Krishna over the demon Narakasura. With rituals and prayers dedicated to the goddess Kali, this day is designed to ward off all evil spirits before the day of Diwali.





Day 3: Diwali


The main celebration! Families gather together for the main prayer ritual, Lakshmi Puja (a prayer to Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth), followed by large feasts and fireworks.


Day 4: Govardhan Puja or Annakut


The first day of the Hindu new year sees friends and relatives visit with gifts and best wishes for the season, along with a celebration of Govardhan Hill, a sacred Hindu site in Uttar Pradesh.


Day 5: Bhai Dooj


The final day of Diwali festivities sees a celebration of the sacred bond between brothers and sisters. Brothers visit their sisters, and sisters ceremonially mark their brothers with a tilaka, a red spot on their forehead to represent their spirituality.







Amavasya


The Sanskrit term for a new moon, it is considered to be the perfect day for a Diwali celebration. Diwali begins two days before Amavasya, on Dhanteras, and ends two days after. Each month has a new moon, a period of a couple of days when the moon is between the sun and the Earth and cannot be seen in the sky.








Diwali can be first traced to ancient India more than 2,500 years ago, when farmers first celebrated the end of harvest and reaped their crops. They would then offer praise and gifts to the gods* Brahma (the creator), Vishnu (the preserver) and Shiva (the destroyer) for granting them a good crop.


* Collectively known as Hindu’s holy trinity, or Trimurti.





[image: Open quotation.]


How far that little candle throws his beams! So shines a good deed in a weary world.


[image: Close quotation.]


Portia
William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Act V, Scene i





The Golden Mile


Every Diwali, in Leicester, England, more than 40,000 revellers travel to Belgrave Road, also known as “The Golden Mile”, to participate in the largest Diwali celebration outside of India. The festivities include the famous switch-on of the “Wheel of Lights”, a decorated Diwali Village, food stalls, funfair rides, a laser show, fireworks display, light installation, rickshaws, lantern processions, live musical guests and free-roaming illuminated giants! Throughout the year, The Golden Mile is known for its Indian restaurants, shops and honouring of Indian traditions.







Icons of Diwali #1:
Lord Rama


According to the Ramayana, one of Hinduism’s most sacred religious texts, Diwali marks the return of Lord Rama and his wife Sita to Ayodhya, a city situated on the banks of the Saryu river in Uttar Pradesh, after defeating Ravana, a 10-headed demon king, and completing 14 years of exile. As Diwali takes place on Amavasya, or new moon, there is no moonlight to guide Rama and Sita on their journey home from exile, so villagers in Ayodhya lit lamps to help the couple find their way home. The lighting of lamps, sharing of food and giving of gifts are all symbols of lights and a triumph over darkness, the core symbols of Diwali.


A popular Rama chant during the day of Diwali is “Om Shri Ramaya Namaha”, translating roughly to “Salutations to the Lord Rama”.








May the light of Diwali,


Shine forever in your soul,


Bringing joy and prosperity,


Making your spirit whole.





In November 1947, shortly after India gained its independence from British colonial rule, Mahatma Gandhi, known as the “Father of the Nation”, delivered his first Diwali message in a bid to spiritually heal the nation from its recent conflicts and colonization.





[image: Open quotation.]


Brothers and Sisters, today is Diwali and I congratulate all of you on the occasion. It is a great day in the Hindu calendar. According to the Vikram Samvat, New Year begins tomorrow. You must understand why Diwali is celebrated every year with illuminations. In the great battle between Rama and Ravana, Rama symbolized the forces of good and Ravana the forces of evil. Rama conquered Ravana and this victory established Ramarajya in India. Only those who have Rama within can celebrate this victory. What we need today is the light of love in our hearts. We must kindle the light of love within. Then only would we deserve congratulations. True light comes from within.
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