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Abstract 

The Hindu festival Holi or Phagwa dates back to the revered Srimad 
Bhagavata Purana, one of Hinduism's eighteen sacred Puranas (an-
cient literatures). This celebration, like many other religious festivals, 
signifies the triumph of good over evil. It also commemorates the arri-
val of spring with worship often performed in front of a bonfire and 
colours smeared on participants amidst song and dance. Phagwa has 
been popularised in various forms of literature, festivals and film, par-
ticularly Bollywood movies. Shakespeare's Macbeth displays remarka-
ble similarities with the Indian legend of Hiranyakashipu, around 
which the plot of Holi is based, while the Songkran Water Festival in 
Thailand and the Nowruz festival in Central Asia both celebrate the 
arrival of Spring with prayer, music, water fights and even bonfires. 
Bollywood has increased the love for Phagwa. This paper follows the 
evolution of the festival and analyses its portrayal in various examples 
of literature, festivals and movies, noting similarities, differences and 
fusions.  
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Introduction 
 

Translated, the Hindu festival Holi means ‘festival of spring’, named for 
its celebration of the arrival of spring and the end of winter. It begins on the 
evening of the Poornima (full moon) in the Hindu month of Phalguna (usually 
March) with the burning of an effigy of the infamous demoness Holika, along 
with worship of the divine. It culminates the following day with the smearing of 
colours, dances and songs. The festival signifies the triumph of good over evil, 
and encourages self-introspection and the rectification of negative attributes. To-
day, Holi is celebrated beyond India - in South Asia and several Indian diasporic 
countries including Trinidad and Tobago, Suriname, Guyana, Mauritius, South 
Africa and Fiji. The festival has also been given national holiday status in Suri-
name and Guyana. The United Kingdom and United States of America have also 
embraced Holi celebrations as the festival of love and colours, which a signifi-
cant number of non-Hindus participate in and enjoy. Although the festival has 
evolved almost into a Carnival, the religious aspect is still of utmost importance 
to Hindus.  

Legend dates the origin of Holi to approximately 3000 BC. It describes 
the rule of the tyrant King, Hiranyakashipu, who after years of performing great 
penance cunningly requested (and was granted) a boon to ensure his immortality. 
He could not be slain by any human or animal, indoors nor outdoors, day or 
night, by weapons or on land, water or air. As a result of this immortality, Hiran-
yakashipu became arrogant and declared that only he could be worshipped as 
God. Severe punishments were issued to those who did not obey his commands. 
The egoistic King eventually demanded that his own son, a devotee of Lord 
Vishnu (Hindu God) be killed. Several attempts were made to end the life of 
young Prahlad but to no avail. Eventually, the demoness Holika, the sister of the 
King, was summoned as she had been gifted with a special shawl that protected 
her from being harmed by fire. Prahlad was tricked into sitting on her lap on a 
bonfire, but when the fire was ignited Holika's shawl suddenly blew off and cov-
ered Prahlad instead. The young devotee of Lord Vishnu was subsequently saved 
and the demoness perished. Lord Vishnu then appeared in the avatar of Nara-
simha (half human and half lion) at dusk and attacked Hiranyakashipu at the 
doorway by placing him on his lap, killing him with his claws and strategically 
defeating the boon of the demon King. Prahlad and the Kingdom of devotees 
were thus protected, demonstrating the victory of good over evil.  

Various aspects of this narrative have been observed in several literary 
works, festivals and films, including in Shakespeare's Macbeth, Vadakkan Pat-
tukal (collection of Malayalam Ballads), the Songkran Water Festival in Thai-
land, and the Nowruz festival in Central Asia. Macbeth and the Ballads of the 
North Malabar region in Kerala tell the stories of infamous warriors (Macbeth 
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and Chandu Chekavar, respectively), both of whom were also granted boons by 
mystical creatures to ensure long lives. However, they were eventually slain in 
circumstances similar to the death of King Hiranyakashipu. As Shakespeare 
wrote the play Macbeth c.1603-1607 and the Vadakkan Pattukal dates to the 
thirteenth century, it is highly likely that these works of literature were influ-
enced by the Holi legend. The Songkran Water Festival and the Nowruz Festival 
do not commemorate the defeat of an evil King, but they can be compared to 
Holi as they both celebrate the arrival of Spring (in April and March, respec-
tively) with great pomp and bonfires. The Songkran Water Festival dates to the 
era of the Buddha and Nowruz has been celebrated for the past 3,000 years, con-
firming that the origin of Holi preludes them both.  
 
Phagwa reflected in various literary works 
 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth 
 

The critically acclaimed Tragedy of Macbeth by William Shakespeare has 
been in continuous production since the 1660s. First published in the influential 
Folio of 1623, it is Shakespeare's shortest tragedy, in which Macbeth plays the 
character of a Scottish general under the rule of King Duncan. Following a fierce 
battle with the enemy, three witches make their appearance and profess that 
Macbeth will be made thane (a rank of Scottish nobility) of Cawdor and eventu-
ally occupy the throne of Scotland. Perplexed yet also ambitious for the King-
ship, a sceptical Macbeth soon finds peace when King Duncan's men reveal that 
he has indeed been appointed thane of Cawdor. Convinced that the witches' 
prophecy is true, eager to realise the future and encouraged by his wife, Macbeth 
eventually murders King Duncan, attacking him in his sleep and intoxicating his 
guards. Haunted by his actions and obsessed with power, Macbeth’s Kingship 
attracts great opposition and his insecurity results in another meeting with the 
three witches. Further prophecies state that he must be aware Macduff, the Scot-
tish nobleman, that he (Macbeth) cannot be harmed by any man born of a woman 
and that his safety is ensured until Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane Castle. 
Knowing that all men are born of women and that forests are immobile, Macbeth 
declares himself invincible and his throne appears secure. He exclaims, ‘That 
will never be. Who can impress the forest, bid the tree. Unfix his earthbound 
root? Sweet bodements, good!’ However, his relief is short lived as Macduff 
soon flees to England to join Malcolm, son of the late King Duncan. Insecurity, 
worry and fear consume Macbeth and eventually, all meet in battle. Upon learn-
ing that the army is advancing to Dunsinane Castle with shields of boughs cut 
from the Birnam forest, Macbeth considers the witches' prophecy. He fights vi-
olently but realises that his end is near when Macduff reveals that he was not 
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born of a woman. ‘Despair thy charm, and let the angel whom thou still hast 
served, tell thee Macduff was from his mother's womb untimely ripped’. After 
the demise of Macbeth, Prince Malcolm is crowned King of Scotland and de-
clares his noble intentions, establishing the rule of good over evil.  

Shakespeare's Macbeth has attracted great controversy over the years, with 
many wondering on his source of inspiration. The play, although described as 
based on the life of King Macbeth (c. 1005-1057) of Scotland and Holinshed's 
Chronicles, first published in 1577, bears little resemblance to such and instead 
displays great similarities with the legend of Hiranyakashipu. Both Macbeth and 
Hiranyakashipu were overcome with ambition and plotted the deaths of their 
loved ones. Macbeth betrayed and ultimately killed King Duncan and then 
vowed to kill Macduff in order to secure his throne, whilst Hiranyakashipu made 
several attempts to kill his own son Prahlad when he realised that he was not 
supportive of his dictatorship. In the Holi legend, Hiranyakashipu was granted a 
powerful boon by Lord Brahma after performing intense penance, but in Shake-
speare's Macbeth we see the introduction of three witches who foretell the future. 
This improvisation by Shakespeare adds darkness to the play and may have been 
included as witchcraft was of great interest to the monarchs of Shakespeare's era. 
Additionally, the death of both tyrant Kings defies the course of nature. Hiran-
yakashipu was slain by a creature created solely to cause his death while Mac-
beth was slain by Macduff whose ‘unnatural’ birth was closely described as what 
we would recognise as a caesarean section, although the British Empire first rec-
orded the operation between 1815 and 1821.  

There is no doubt that this piece of work by William Shakespeare greatly 
resembles that of the Holi legend. But could the story have been a figment of his 
imagination? In 1600 Elizabeth I gifted precious tokens to Emperor Akbar the 
Great through the newly formed East India Company. At this time trade was 
already established between England and India but this action resulted in the 
greater spread of India's historical records and literary works. It is also not diffi-
cult to consider that many of Shakespeare's pieces may have gained inspiration 
from the richness of India's history. The Merchant of Venice, also set in the 16th 
century, bears a close resemblance to the events of Draupadi's Swayamvar in the 
Hindu Epic Mahabharata, compiled around the 3rd century BCE. Here, the 
characters Antonio, Bassanio and Portia reprise the roles of Duryodhana, Karan 
and Draupadi, respectively, although Shakespeare dramatizes greatly. Another 
popular play, A Midsummer Night's Dream also bears great similarities with yet 
another story from the Mahabharata with Egeus, Hermia and Lysander portray-
ing the roles of Balram, Subhadra and Arjun respectively. Furthermore, the Ger-
man poet Goethe had read Kalidasa's play based on the life of Shakuntala, 
mother of emperor Bharata from the Mahabharata and expressed his admiration 
for the piece of literature. This was followed by Karl Wilhelm Friedrich Schlegel 
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publishing the German translation of the very same story in 1808. The Maha-
bharata, translated and edited by J. A. B. van Buitenen therefore rightly states, 
‘No story is found on earth that does not rest on this epic - nobody endures with-
out living off its food. Even as servants that strive for preferment live off a high-
born master, so all the best poets live off this epic’. The English novelist Rudyard 
Kipling also dedicated much of his success to his birthplace in India, and it was 
said that the land inspired most of his work. Similarly, there is no doubt that the 
most loved legend of Romeo and Juliet is closely related to the renowned Indian 
story of Heer and Ranjha, the novel that was first published in 1766. These ex-
amples indicate that it is highly likely that William Shakespeare was heavily 
influenced by Indian storytelling.  
.  

Figure 1: Shakespeare: Macbeth, 1845 photograph by Granger 
Source: Fine Art America 

 
Vadakkan Pattukal 
 

Vadakkan Pattukal is a collection of Malayalam Ballads often referred to 
as ‘Songs of North Malabar’ in South India, dating to approximately the six-
teenth century. They describe the legends of heroes including Aromal Chekavar 
and Chandu Chekavar, warriors proficient in martial arts who are eventually 
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burnt by the flames of ambition. Chandu Chekavar greatly resembles the pow-
erful King Hiranyakashipu and soon the title of 'Chathiyan' (traitor) was added 
to his name, indicating his infamy. Similar to the Holi legend, Chandu longs to 
rule and is envious of his cousin, the ruler Aromal, who he eventually betrays 
and kills in order to ascend to the throne. In 2016, these folk songs inspired an 
Indian historical drama film, Veeram, which opened to brilliant reviews includ-
ing, ‘It evolves into an ambitious demonstration of an idea that amazingly blends 
two classic tales together’.  

Both the folk songs of Malabar and the movie Veeram invoke the origin 
of the warrior Chandu Chekavar. Chandu has a brief meeting with a sorceress 
who declares that he will soon receive the promotion he has been longing for. 
His ambition is fuelled and upon consulting with his love interest, his desire for 
power is all-consuming; he eventually murders the beloved King Aromal and 
usurps the throne. His rulership attracts considerable controversy, often causing 
him to be overwhelmed with insecurities. He is eventually encouraged to meet 
with the infamous sorceress again. Dependent upon her predictions, Chandu de-
mands that his future be predicted until it is revealed that the nephew of King 
Aromal, his sister Unniyarcha's son, will be the cause of his demise. Chandu 
orders that both Unniyarcha and her son be killed, unaware that they both have 
the means to escape and live their lives wait-
ing for revenge. The young warrior eventu-
ally returns to slay Chandu, once again signi-
fying the power of good over evil.  

In Vadakkan Pattukal women are por-
trayed as the instruments for deceit. The great 
advisor Kautilya (375 BCE- 283 BCE) often 
advocated using women as weapons of war 
as he saw them as an addictive source of 
pleasure, worse than wine or gambling that a 
good King should enjoy only in moderation. 
This is most evident in the folk songs of Mal-
abar when Chandu is captivated by the sor-
ceress and influenced by his love interest's 
desire for power. The tactics utilised by these 
women drive the plot of the story, and bring 
about the death of the villain. In the Holi leg-
end however, the wife of King Hiranaya-
kashipu is described as an ideal woman who 
always encouraged her husband to lead a life 
of righteousness, thus preventing disastrous 
consequences. Perhaps such a twist is deliberate in these folk songs, serving to 

Fig 2: Kunal Kapoor portraying the 
role of Chandu Chekavar in the 

movie Veeram. 
Source: The Hindu 
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highlight societal issues and remind us that throughout the history of the world, 
the energy of women has conquered even the greatest of men.  

 
Phagwa Reflected in Various Festivals 
 
Nowruz  
 

The word Nowruz, of Persian origin, translates to mean ‘new day ‘ and is 
popularly known as the Persian New Year, celebrated worldwide around March 
21. Similarities between Holi and Nowruz can be seen in their celebration dates, 
as Nowruz commemorates the beginning of spring, marking the first day of the 
first month (Farvadin) in the Iranian calendar, and Holi is celebrated on the first 
day of the first month in the Hindu calendar, Caitra. Although the exact date of 
Holi varies annually, both festivals occur at approximately the same time and 
are celebrated via a prelude to the festival day. Charshanbe Suri (Festive 
Wednesday) is celebrated on the Wednesday before Nowruz, with the lighting 
of a bonfire, considered a purification practice. Holika Dahan (burning of 
Holika) is celebrated on the night before Holi as bonfires are lit and people con-
tribute pieces of wood that represent the demoness Holika. In both festivals pray-
ers are performed to ask the fire to remove all negativities and replace them with 
health and prosperity.  

However, one remarkable difference between the two festivals is the tra-
dition of spoon banging. On the eve of Charshanbe Suri, people assume disguises 
and go door-to-door banging spoons on plates, receiving special treats. This 

Fig 3: An Iranian man jumps over a bonfire during the Nowruz  
festivities in 2019. (Source: Times of Israel) 
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custom greatly resembles Halloween, where children dress in their favourite cos-
tumes and go trick-or-treating. It has also been noted that even though the fes-
tivities of Nowruz do not incorporate the use of colours and water in any parade-
like manner, in Azerbaijan, people celebrate one of the four elements (water, 
fire, earth and wind) on the four Tuesdays preceding Nowruz. Water, therefore, 
is recognised as being essential to mankind. As Nowruz is now celebrated by 
diverse communities, the United Nations officially recognises the festival as the 
‘International Day of Nowruz ‘ with the adoption of the UN resolution 64/253 
in 2010. On March 30, 2009, the Parliament of Canada with unanimous endorse-
ment, passed a bill to add Nowruz to the national calendar of Canada.  
 
Songkran Water Festival  
 

The Songkran Festival is celebrated annually in Thailand on April 13 as 
the Thai New Year holiday. Derived from the Sanskrit word Sankranti (move-
ment), this festival occurs when the sun moves from one zodiac to another in 
accordance with the solar calendar. Even though this festival has no historical 
connection with the defeat of an evil King, it closely resembles the carnival that 
represents Holi. Like many Asian festivals, the Songkran Festival celebrates sen-
timental values as places of worship are visited and participants are encouraged 
to reflect on past actions and to wash away sins. Although the festivities may 
vary between each region in Thailand, the most popular aspect of the celebration 
is the water festival, where people unite and major streets are closed to allow 
water fights amidst loud music. They often incorporate the use of Pichakarees 
(syringe-like tubes) and colours, resembling Holi celebrations throughout the 
world. The Songkran festival is frequently described as a perfect opportunity to 
experience child-like fun. 

 

Fig 4: Photograph of 
Songkran festivities 

in Thailand 
Source: ASIA DCM 
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The Spring Equinox in Mexico 
 

Although the arrival of Spring in colder climates is often associated with 
warmer weather conditions, in Mexico the spring equinox has been historically 
regarded as a time of rebirth and rejuvenation and for farmers, an auspicious 
time for planting. Unlike Holi, the defeat of evil is not prominent but the cele-
brations are similar as they also include rituals and special ceremonies at various 
locations throughout the country. Grand events are held at the Mayan site of 
Chichen Itza and the archaeological site of Teotihuacan where visitors climb the 
stairs of these pyramids to receive the energy of the sun. Usually celebrated an-
nually on the 20th or 21st March, participants dress in white garments in a man-
ner similar to Hindus who believe that the colour represents purity, often parad-
ing with music and performances. The use of colour has only been noted in the 
state of Veracruz where participants smear one another with various shades.  

 

Fig. 5: Photograph of Spring Equinox celebrations at Chichen Itza 
Source: Trip Advisor 

 
Phagwa interpreted by Bollywood 
 

Bollywood is frequently considered synonymous with India. It exerts a 
noticeable influence on India's national identity as a significant medium for tell-
ing the story of India’s struggle for independence from the British Raj and its 
subsequent emergence as the fastest growing economy in the world. As a form 
of ‘soft’ power for India, Indian cinema has changed the Western perception of 
India, and its role in expanding India's global influence comparable with the 
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Hollywood influence. Several Bollywood movies have been embedded in the 
souls of Indians throughout the globe, with celebrities such as Nagris, Rajesh 
Khanna and Amitabh Bachchan worshipped as idols. As Bollywood films are 
primarily musicals, the music also acts as a determining factor behind the suc-
cess of the film and is the life and soul of almost every Indian event. It also 
cannot be disputed that the festival of Holi is one such celebration that has 
evolved through Indian cinema, transcending boundaries.  

Described as perhaps India's most revered film, the 1957 cinematic epic 
Mother India has risen to the status of ‘blockbuster’, not only highlighting India 
on the world map but also defining Indian cinema for decades to follow. Centred 
around a poverty-stricken village woman portrayed by the late actress Nargis, 
who fights against all obstacles to raise her two sons single-handedly, Mother 
India portrays an independent India, encouraging a strong sense of nationalism 
and community building. This is most evident in the song, Holi Aayi Re Kanhai,  
which sees the community spirit transformed into an atmosphere of love and joy 
despite the many hardships coming their way. The song itself describes the play 
of the Hindu God Krishna during Holi celebrations, introducing the Pichkaree 
and coloured powders (abeer) and setting trends for the festivities to follow. It 
also symbolically displays the romanticisation of Radha (Hindu Goddess) and 
Krishna amongst the smearing of colours, reminiscent of Krishna's childhood 
pranks. Even today, this flavour of naughtiness has been retained in Holi cele-
brations worldwide.  

In the decades to follow, Holi was represented via Bollywood as an all-
inclusive celebration where barriers between the rich and poor, men and women, 
young and old are broken up by clouds of colour, and Indians were encouraged 
to rethink social norms. The 1971 movie Kati Patang, one of the seventeen con-
secutive hits of the legend Rajesh Khanna, featured the song Aaj na chhodenge, 
khelenge hum Holi, that describes everyone being drenched in colours regardless 
of their destinies. The script sees the eventual inclusion of a young widow whose 
white sari (Indian ethnic wear) becomes stained with the red and pink colours 
often used in Holi celebrations. Even today, in various parts of India, social, 
cultural and economic limitations dictate the lives of widows, who are often un-
welcome at social and religious events as they are considered bad luck. An infa-
mous and inhumane practice, though now less widespread, was that of sati (self-
immolation) where widows would be cremated along with their dead husbands. 
The 2005 movie, Mangal Pandey: The Rising, saw a British Captain oppose the 
belief of sati and breathe new life into a young widow while the lead actor, Aamir 
Khan, pursued a courtesan until they became undifferentiable, both covered in 
the colours of Holi. 

Despite the most visually striking aspect of Holi being that of the spraying 
of brightly coloured powders, a further unique aspect of the celebration is the 
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drinking of bhang (Indian drink made from cannabis). This drink was introduced 
by Bollywood and has been popularised mainly through Holi celebrations. The 
movie, Silsila, released in 1981, was widely acclaimed as a classic film, mainly 
due to its soundtrack, with the popular Rang Barse describing a girl wearing a 
scarf that is drenched by water colours. The song went on to break charts and 
was one of the first to portray participants of the Holi festival as intoxicated from 
drinking bhang. The script sees the icon Amitabh Bachchan losing all senses 
after a few glasses of the drink and pursuing another man's wife while he himself 
is married to another. As marriage is regarded as a sacred institution in India, 
this relaxation of social codes did not sit well with the audience and today, Holi 
is often labelled as the festival of assault in India as it is deemed inappropriate 
or rude when women do not welcome similar behaviours. Bhang has also been 
exploited during Holi festivities to increase vulnerability in women. However, 
this drink has not been introduced in Holi celebrations in Trinidad and Tobago, 
perhaps due to the illegality and unavailability of cannabis.  
Holi celebrations throughout the Indian diaspora are enhanced by the singing of 
Chowtaals, folksongs originating from the Bhojpuri region of North India. As 
most Indian immigrants in Trinidad hailed from the states of Uttar Pradesh and 
Bihar where, Rama is worshipped, the Chowtaals often describe his life, with 
the popular song Holi Khele Raghuveera narrating the Lord's participation in 
Holi celebrations along with his brother Lakshman. The 2003 Bollywood movie 
Baghban saw the evolution of this particular Chowtaal, sung by Amitabh 
Bachchan with a modern beat, captivating young viewers and further establish-
ing itself as a sought-after item in all Holi celebrations. It is evident that this 
modern rendition assists in keeping the ancestral folksong alive.  
 
Conclusion 
 

Holi or Phagwa is one of the most captivating and celebratory festivals in 
the Hindu calendar, and is enjoyed by all regardless of differences. Dating to 
3000 BCE, Holi signifies the victory of good over evil with the end of the dicta-
torship of the King Hiranayakashipu. There is no doubt that the festival of Holi 
has evolved over the years, especially as it has attracted the perspectives of var-
ious cultures. The legend behind its origin can be seen in William Shakespeare's 
Macbeth and Vadakkan Pattukal (folk songs of North Malabar in South India), 
where ambition, arrogance and desire connect the villains who eventually betray 
the King and usurp the throne. After it is determined that their deaths would be 
no normal affair, the villains are convinced of their immortality and crush the 
citizens under their dictatorships. Their deaths, similar to that of King Hiranaya-
kashipu, were, therefore, only possible through the combined forces of nature 
and intellectual strategy. Moreover, these pieces of literature bring with them 
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intriguing dramatizations that fuel the plots, captivating the readers of the re-
spective eras. 

The festival of Holi is also associated with the arrival of spring as it prom-
ises warmth and hope, and is represented by the many colours utilised in the 
celebrations. Although many cultures anxiously await the arrival of spring, there 
are some festivals that are similar to the celebration of Holi. The Nowruz festi-
val, popularly known as the Persian New Year is celebrated on the first day of 
their religious calendar, similar to Holi. There is a prelude to the celebration 
involving a bonfire and worship, with both sharing the belief that the holy fire 
replaces all negativity with prosperity. In Nowruz celebrations, however, the use 
of colour is not noted, which is a major difference between the two festivals. 
This striking aspect is the main similarity between Holi and the Songkran festi-
val held annually in Thailand. Celebrated as Thai New Year, worship is per-
formed and large crowds partake in coloured water fights amidst music and 
dance, in a festive atmosphere similar to Holi. The Spring Equinox in Mexico, 
see similarities with worship, rituals and gatherings, undertaken to absorb the 
sun's energy with the hope of rejuvenation and prosperity.  

Although Holi is of great religious significance for Hindus, it is popularly 
portrayed by Bollywood, particularly through vibrant songs and captivating 
dance numbers. The movie Mother India, which defined Indian cinema for gen-
erations, presented Holi as a community event connecting all. Movies like Kati 
Patang and Mangal Pandey further emphasised the festival as all encompassing, 
challenging social norms by portraying widows and courtesans enjoying the best 
of the celebrations. In 1981, Silsila went on to break barriers, demonstrating a 
relaxation of social codes during 
Holi celebrations in the hit song 
Rang Barse. This song also saw 
the introduction of bhang that 
trended throughout festivities to 
follow. However, it was not until 
2003 that the mesmerising voice 
of Amitabh Bachchan captivated 
the Indian Diaspora with his ren-
dition of  the Chowtaal Holi 
Khele Raghuveera in the movie 
Baghban. This modern remix is 
now a fixture at many public Holi 
celebrations in Trinidad. Popular 
film and music culture has con-
verted Holi to a Carnival.  

 

Fig. 6: Amitabh Bachchan celebrates Holi with Rekha 
in the movie ‘Silsila’. (Source: New India Express) 
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