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Fairs and Festivals of Kasi
Dr. B.S.Mehta

When we decided to look at the Radiance of Kasi through the binocular of Fairs
and Festivals, we did little realize that we are looking into a subject of vast dimension-
instead of a pond we are looking at a sea. And then we realized the truth of the proverb
that Varanasi celebrates "thirteen festivals every week". Any one can count them if he so
desired - there are 24 Ekadasis, Ramalila 31 days, Laksmi worship 16 days, Ancient Pitr
worship 15 days, Durga-ptija and DaSami 11 days, Holi for a week, Rama-navami and Gauri-
pujafor 9 days, 56 days of GaneSa, 12 days of Sun, 8 days for Bhairobaba, 12 Sankrantis,
more than 200 days for Siva, many festivals of Visnu and Krsna, one extra holy month
every third year, days of ten incarnations, birth and death anniversaries of saints and V.L.P.,
lunar and solar eclipses, National days, World days, Buddha, Jaina, Muslim and Christian
festivals, provincial festivals and festivals of demigods, especially in rural areas, of Birs
and Pirs. List is very long and if one puts them on paper, the proverb will come true.

The question may be asked: are these festivals unique and meant for Kasi only?
Of course, other places celebrate many of these festivals and organize fairs on large scale
but they have their selected ones. While Varanasi celebrates each and every festival, sure
this city is micro-cosmopolitan. Kasi has the proud privilege of lodging all the deities of
Hindu Pantheon and also that of other sects and religions. Again it is not dogmatic about
following one Hindu calendar - it takes into account all the calendars like Hizri, Gregorian,
Saka and others. If a calendar says today is our festive day, the city celebrates. We have
all the colours of rainbow.

A very pertinent inquiry is why do we have a fair or festival? What is the need of
this hangama. The question will have to be answered by Psychologists, Sociologists and
Anthropologists. A friend of mine suggested and also wrote an article, suggesting that
festivals, like Durga-piija, Divali and Holi should be banned legally. They are noisy,
barbaric and hooliganistic and they disturb the peace of the city and its gentle citizens.
| do not dispute the right of the gentleman to express his views and agree that when they
come in power they may ban all the Hindu festivals. Of course the anti-festival feeling
is not against the special days of other religions because they do not disturb the peace of
people. The experiment of banning peoples' aspirations has been tried many a times but
has not succeeded, left Government in Bengal has not succeeded in banning Durga-pija.
[ remember Nero, who burnt Rome and to appease the people he organized sport festivals.
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In a wider perspective, celebration of Fairs and Festivals are common all over the world
and can be seen even in ancient titues. Forms have changed but not the spirit.

If we look at the 'Family of Man' anywhere in the world, we will find events like
the birth of a baby, marriage and anniversaries are celebrated with great joy, there is eating,
drinking, music and dancing. Banaras is unique because here even Death is a festival. If
looked into the Hindu household, many vratas and utsavas may be noticed. They fast on
a particular weekday like Tuesday fast, Friday fast; they keep fast on particular tithis
(the Hindu calendar-dates), like ekadasr (the eleventh every fortnight). Then they fast
on the birthday of incarnations like Janmastami, Sivaratri. One can find similar
observances everywhere and in various communities. This mini-seminar will throw light
on some of them. It seems that the spirit of festivity is an essential feature of human life
and seers of psychology and social science can throw light on this aspect of life.

Now the question is- Did the people of Kasi celebrate festivals in the past and
what were they? We do not have much information from Vedic or Puranic literature
probably because they were so common and routine things. Of course Smirtis do tell us
of the celebration of samskaras - another name of religio-social celebrations.

. Dr. Moti Chandra in his famous book Kasi ka Itihasa writes - 'Banaras has been
famous for its mauja-majain all the ages. And to satisfy their festive desires, they designed
many festivals and fairs. And other people may not call them lazy, work shy and itching
to enjoy a holiday, so they (the Banarasis) associated most of these festivals with gods
and goddesses.

Very little light has been thrown on festivals observed in Banaras, but there is no
doubt that they are very old.

So now let us look at some of the ancient festivals, though the information
available is very meager.

(1) Hasti Mangala

‘We find the description of this festival in the Jataka tales of Pre-Christian era.
Jataka-tale No. 2/33 tells us that on this day elephants were decorated, they were
covered with golden jhiila made of golden net; the head was covered with gold
ornaments. On this occasion, people recited Hasti-sitra. The palace was decorated with
flowers and leaves and with lighted lamps; Ladies wore new clothes and beautiful
ornaments. Elephants with glistering white ornamented tusks came out in procession.
The Brahmins enjoyed feast.

The present form seems to be the elephant decoration on Vijaya-dasami day at
Ramnagar Palace where the Raja performs Sastra-puja.
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(2) Chatra Mangala

This again finds mention in the Jataka tales. It seems it was a coronation festival.
On this day the city was delightfully decorated. The king sat on the throne under a white
umbrella (chatra). People paid tributary gift to him (nazarana).

To date the Rajagaddi-Iila is probably the reminder of that. Tulasidasa after
finishing the epic Ramacarita-Manasa, organized his first Ramalila at Assi-ghat and it
was 'Coronation-Lila". In Kudiattam repertory, there is Bhasa' play Abhiseka Natakam.
Again Vijayadasami also seems to be a prototype of this festival.

(3) Jalotsava (The Water Festival)

The Jataka-tale No. 1/280 tells us that Banaras people celebrated Jalotsava. It
appears to be'a forerunner of the present day Garnga-Dasahara. Jainas also observe
jalayatra. People, to appease the Rain god, fill up pitchers from Ganga and bathe Lord
ViSvanatha. It is called Kalasa-yatra or Jala-yatra. At present the city organizes a
Kalasayatra every year on Nirjala-ekadasi. Banaras has a Jagannatha Temple, and on
Jyaistha Pirnima the lord is bathed with water and this is Snana-yatra.

On the day of Ganga-DaSahara - the day is celebrated with Garnga-snana and
Ganga-arati. It is the day of advent of Ganga in plains. On this day unmarried girls used
to bring their dolls in a basket and immerse them in Ganga to appease the Water god.
Then for four months they kept away from dolls (a similar ritual is observed in Maldives
and Barbon countries). It was also observed as a day of prayer to Sea god, as the
businessmen prepared to go on a trip to other lands across the seas.

(4) Madirotsava (Sura-Samraksana)
Jataka tale (1/208) informs us that the city observed Madirotsava. The King of
Kasi once served lots of wine to ascetics and the intoxicated sadhus started singing and
dancing and became unruly; they uprooted the rice plants and indulged in hooliganism.
Jataka tale (4/73) says the king prohibited the sale of alcoholic drinks, but relaxed the
»rder for this one day. So on this day people drank to their full. Still later, it led to brawls
and many people were injured. The festival is also called Sura-raksana (preservation of
wine). It still remains in the fair called Piyale-ka-Mela (the festival of cup). This 1s held
n 1" Tuesday or Saturday of agrahayana at Shivpur and Chauka Ghat. Here they worship
rural deities or demigoddesses - Kalaka (the Brahmani and Sahaja (the Chamarin) with
fferings of wine. The participants are of lower caste, especially dhobis (Washer-men).

“hus occasion reminds people of the Graeco-Roman festival - Bacchalia to honour the
v ime zod - Dionysus and there was unlimited drinking and orgy.
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(5) Paksi-Utsava (Bird Festival)

From time immemorial, Banarasis have shown kindness and special attention to
animals and birds. This festival finds mention in the Mahajanapada-yuga. It was
celebrated by offering seeds (birds feed) and water in clay pots hanging from balconies
(still seen in some old houses). They made square holes in the building walls as homes
for birds. They put a bamboo chattri for pigeons and often put a bamboo floating in the
river for birds to rest. It is still a custom to feed the fish with flour-pills. There is a way
to symbolize the festival on the lalai-chat and that is sale of a cidiya (bird).

This kindness sometimes becomes troublesome, especially with naughty monkeys
(because it was custom not to hit the monkey) or an obnoxious bull.

(6) Varsa Mangala (Rain Festival)

Here we are reminded of the great Kalidasa, who on 1* day of asadha welcomes
clouds. In recent times, another poet Gurudeva Rabindra Nath started Varsa Mangala
celebrations at Shanti Niketan. In Banaras also some institutions celebrated Varsa
Mangala. For BanarasT - the rainy season is the time for fairs and festivals and everyone
eagerly awaits Savana - which comes jhiimke or with zoom. During this season there
are jhala, jhamar, srngara, kajali-birha, danigala and picnics (bahri-alang) and melas at
Sarnath and Durgdji. Since when these started, nobody knows but definitely since the
time of Lord Buddha and his sojourn for four months (caturmasa) in rainy season.

Another interesting story comes from Jatakas (3/20). It is about a police chief,
the Kotawala named Nagarguettik. Once the king of Kasi was pleased with an
untouchable (Buddha in a previous birth) for his deep knowledge, that king garlanded
him and made him the Kotawala. The garland was of red flowers. Does this story remind
us of the current festival called Bhairava-astami?

(7) Budhava Mangala

This is a unique festival of Banaras in which for 4 days - a number of music
conferences are held on houseboats floating on Ganga. Called Vrddha Angaraka, it was
celebrated on Tuesday after Holito bid goodbye to the old year and to welcome the New
Year. It was a typical New Year eve of Banaras. How old it is, we do not know, it is said
it was certainly during the time of Tulasidasa. It did continue upto the Nineteenth century
but has now disappeared in its original form due to financial stringencies and vandalism.
(8) Kaumudi Mahotsava

We read about it in the history of Candragupta Maurya-( ~300 B.C.). It was
celebrated on'the full moon night of Kunvara - it still is with us as Kojagari, Sarad-
pirnima. It is said that on this night Lord Krsna organised the maharasa. Vaisnava temple
observe the night with gaiety.
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(9) Madanotsava and Kama-Rati Puja

Probably, this was a spring festival in ancient time - a season of fertility. There
was a worship of Kama and Rati on Vasanta-pancami day. Later it became the day of
worship of the goddess of learning - Sarasvati. Again it seems that Holi was observed as
Madanotsava and even today it is so. Holi has its erotic elements. Greece and other
countries also organized such festivals.

(10) Vasantotsava (Welcome to Spring)

This spring festival is now observed as Sarasvati-paja. It is a season of warmth,
with flowers blooming and mother earth putting on green and yellow dress. 50 years ago,
the people wore light yellow (Basanti) dress. The musicians sang Raga Basanta and Bahara.
(11)Dipavali

It is one of the four main festivals. It is associated with end of rainy season. Rice
harvest is in godowns and wheat has been sown. It has been described in Jataka tales
(1/312-13), which says the city was decorated like Indrapuri. Woman wore saffron colored
dresses with a lot of ornaments. Jaina satras (JS 1/page 296) say that Dipavaliis celebrated
as a great festival. It was the night when Tirthankara Mahavira died and his instruction
was that one lamp of knowledge may have gone out but the darkness must be dispelled
by lighting myriad lamps. It is also said this was the day of Rama's Coronation.
(12)Other Festivals of ancient times are-

(i) Nandotsava

(ii) Vrksa Puja - Still observed as Vata Savitri Piijana - It has now taken a new meaning
with stress on ecology and environment.

(iii) Gau Puja - Govatsa-dvadasi and Gopastami - This also has taken a new meaning
in the era of prevention of cruelty to animals.

(iv) Naga Paficami - Remembers Panini and Patafjali. We do not know its relations
with Nagas and Pandavaking - Janamejaya. It is at present a festival of Health and
Gymnasium and of snake charmers.

v) Pitrpaksa is the fortnight of our homage to forefather. It probably is as old as the
proto-history.

(vi) Varsapati Pujana - New year of Hindus, Sankranti and eclipses, new moon and
full moon days are in vogue since calendars came into existence.

A special feature of Hindu festivals is their association with seasons, which are six

ner. As already pointed out, the great festivals occur as welcome to new season and
the harvest. Of these, Spring-Rainy Season and Autumn (Sarad) are very famous.

Looking at the calendar, one has to take note that most of our festivals are
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according to lunar calendar - but some, like sarikranti and eclipse follow the solar one.
Christian festivals follow the solar calendar. Islamic festival come according to lunar
dates, but due to non-correction of calendar, the important events do not match with solar
calendar. Hindus, every third year add an extra month and correct the dates and so the
solar dates vary 10 to 20 days at the most.

Another feature of festivals of Banaras is its association with clay toys. During
most of these festivals it was customary to buy a toy of the day. We can quickly look at
them but this tradition 1s dying fast.

Festivals and Toys

No. Month* Date (Tithi) Festival Toy
1.| Caitra Sukla 1-9 Navaratra Durga, Gauri
2, -do- 3 Ganagaur Gauri Gudiya
3, -do- 9 Rama Navami Rama Paincayatana
4. | Vaisakha Krsna | O (Solar) Satua Sankranti Janjhara
5. | Vaisakha Sukla 3 Aksaya Trtiya Ganga & Makara
6. -do- 7 Ganga Saptami Boat
7. -do- 14 Narasimmha Caturda$i Narasirhha
8. -do- 15 Buddha Parnima Buddha
9. | Jyestha Krsna 13-15 Vatasavitri Banyan Tree
10. | Jyestha Sukla 10 Ganga Da$ajara Ganga Bhagiratha
11.| Asadha Sukla 2-3-4 Rathayatra Jagannatha, Subhadra,
Balabhadra
12 -do- 15 Guru Pornima Guru (Siva)
13. |Sravana Sukla** 5 Naga Pancami Naga, Picture-Nagas,
Pahalavana
14. -do- 11-15 Jhila Jhula
15. -do 15 Raksa Bandhana Rakhi
16. Bhadrapada Krsna 3 Kajali Tija Kajali Singing, Cosmieics
17. -do- 6 Lalai Chatha Bird
18. -do- 8 Janmastami Large number of Toys
19. Bhadrapada Sukla| 3 Haratilika Tija | Unbaked Clay Siva-Parvati

*  As per Vikrami Calendar.

* In Sravana, every Sunday there is 'Vrddha Kal Ka Mela; every Monday - 'Sarnath Ka Mela and

every Tuesday - 'Durgaji Ka Mela, On Karka Sankranti day (Solar) - 'Sankudhara Ka Mela'.
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20. -do- 8 Sorahiya Fair Laksmi in various styles
(16 days) of ornaments
21. -do- 12 Vamana Dvadasi Dwarf
22, -do- 14 Ananta Caudasa Ananta
23.| On 17" September - Vi$vakarma Paja Huge idols of Vi§vakarma
24.| ASvina Krsna 8 Jiutia Babua
25. -do- 9 Matr Navami Mother & Child
26. Asvina Sukla 1-9 Navaratra Huge clay idol of Durga,
Kali, Hanuman, Ghata
27. -do- 10 Vijaya Dasami Ramalila Masks & Toys
28. -do- 11 Bharata Milapa -do-
29. -do- 15 | Sarad Parnima KojagarT Laksmi & Kubera
30.| Karttika Krsna 4 Karava Cautha Karva
3l -do- 4 Chetgunj Lot of Toys
Nakkataiya
32 -do- 9 Govatsa Dvadasi Cow & Calf
33. -do- 13 Dhanaterasa Utensils, Dhanvantari,
Demons of Disease
34, -do- 14 Kali Caudasa Kali, Hanuman
| Gane$a, Laksmi, Dipa Dha-
35. -do- I3 Dipavali rani, Bhandar, Large num-
ber of Toys, Sugar Toys
36.| Karttika Sukla 1 Govardhana Puja Annakuta
37. -do- 1 Gujarati New Year Gifts
38. -do- 1 Jamaghanta Cards & Dice (Gambling)
39. -do- 2 Bhaiduja -
40. -do- 8 Gopastami Cow
41, -do- 9 Aksaya Navami Picnic under Amla Tree
42. -do- 11 Hariprabodhini Tulasi (Marriage)
Ekadasi (Devotthana) Sugarcane
43. -do- 15 Karttika Purnima Diya, Mukki Dangala
(Deodivali)
- -do- 10 Naga Nathaiya Lakha Mela
(Krsna Lila)
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45.{MargaSirsa Krsna 8 Bhairva Astami Bhairon with Dog
46.|Margasirsa Sukla 14 Lota-Bhanta ka Mela Brinjal
47.| Pausa Sukla 15 Badri Narayana Badrinatha
48.| Magha Krsna* 4 GaneS$a Cautha GaneSa
49.| Magha Sukla 5 Vasanta Paincami Sarasvati
50. -do- 12 Bhisma Dvadasi Huge idols of Bhisma on
Ghats
51.| Phalguna Krsna 13 Mahasivaratri Siva
52.| Phalguna Sukla 11 Rangabhari Ekadasi Colours (Dry)
33 -do- 15 Holika Dahana Effigy of Holika & Prah-
lada, Cow-dung Toys
54.1 - Caitra Krsna 1 Dhuli Vandana Colours, Sweets & Toys
i In Magha Pyale ka Mela Where Bamboo products-
Dalia, Stupa, Fans are sold
56.| First Tuesday after Holi Budhava Mangala | A Music Festival on Boats
57. In Caitra Gulaba Bari Another Music Festival with
Caiti Rose & Caiti Songs
58.1 On the}4th of Bhadra- Great GaneSotsava for Huge Ganapati idols
pada Sukla™** 10 days begins (especi-
ally in Maharashtra)

Here we come to the end of a short resume of festivals and toys.

At the end it may be concluded with a short note on Ratha-Yatra. On the first
three days of Asadha-sukla, icons (wooden) are brought from Jagannatha Temple at Assi
and put on a chariot at Mehmoorganj. This festival started in the first decade of 19" century
when the chief pujari of Jagannatha Temple at Puri came to live in Varanasi. Beni Ram
and his brother with the help of Raja Bhonsle built the Temple and gave instructions to
celebrate the melaalong with the Puri car-festival. This is the first festival of the season
after summer. Fifty years ago, this area had small population and there were lot of open
places and garden lawns. People from villages came to Varanasi and stayed here for three
days enjoying a full-length picnic and village fair. Now with growing population and
growing concrete jungle, the fair is losing its lusture and sanctity - and other fairs and
festivals are also not in a better position. Will they add any Radiance to Kasi in the 21"
century is posing before us a big question mark.

Every Monday of Magha - Vedavyasa ka Mela
#+  On this day, if you see the Moon; throw a stone and get abused - it is called Dhela Cautha.
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