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Karthika Festival

Karthika is a month in the Indian calendar when the lights beautifully 
flicker in the courtyard of houses and temples. It now occurs between 
November 15th and December 15th. 

One of the important festivals of ancient India was Kaumudi 
Mahotsava, which was celebrated with the lighting of a line of lamps. 
In present times, this has merged into Deepavali festival in North 
India and Karthika festival in South India.

After Deepavali, it is the onset of winter. It starts getting dark earlier 
each day, even when the evening is still young. That is when there is 
need for lights - a string of lights to brighten up one’s life, to brighten 
up the houses, when there is still time before the community retires 
for the night. 

The festival of Karthika is similarly celebrated in South and East India, 
by the lighting of lamps every evening on the doorstep, throughout 
the month of Karthika. In South India, it is celebrated as Karthika 
Deepam and in East India, especially in Orissa it is celebrated with 
much fanfare as Bali Jatra.

What is the significance of the Karthika festival and the Karthika 
month? 

Why is it celebrated with lamps and is there a connection to Lord 
Karthikeya?
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Karthika, an Astronomical Insight

Indian Calendrical System is luni-solar, i.e. it is based on the 
movements of both the sun and the moon. 

The earth orbits the sun from west to east i.e. in an anticlockwise 
manner, in an almost fixed plane. But, when we look at the sky from 
the earth, we feel we are stationary and the sun is moving across the 
sky from east to west. 

The apparent path along which the sun seems to go around the earth 
is called the ecliptic. Similarly, the moon can also be seen going along 
a particular path, slightly inclined to the ecliptic, the path of the sun.

To keep track of the movements of the sun and moon, our ancestors 
used the star filled sky as the background canopy and used the stars 
and constellations that lay in the path of the sun and the moon, as 
milestones, markers. These constellations are called Rasi, zodiac. 

The 360 degree circular path of the sun and the moon in the sky 
was divided into 12 zones and based on the prominent constellation 
falling within the zone, the Rasi, zodiac was given that name.
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In the month of November, when seen from the earth, the sun can be 
found in the direction of the Scorpio zodiac. 

Scorpio being in the same direction as the sun during this month, will 
thus rise and set with the sun. It therefore gets lost in the brilliance 
of the sun and cannot be seen during this month, as stars can be seen 
only when the sky is dark.

On the contrary, look at the constellation just opposite Scorpio. It is a 
group of stars called Krttika by the Indian astronomers and Pleiades 
by the Greek. This group lies in the Taurus zodiac, which resembles 
the head of a bull. 

This Krttika, rises in the eastern sky soon after the sun sets and can 
be seen traversing the sky through the night and setting in the west 
in the morning with sunrise. Hence this month is called Krttika, the 
month when this constellation rules the night sky.

As the moon keeps going around the earth, it goes through various 
waxing and waning phases. On the full moon day, the moon is exactly 
opposite to the Sun. Since the  Sun is in Scorpio, the moon, when it 
is opposite to the Sun, has to be aligned with Krttika and we have the 
Karthik Poornima. Thus the full moon in November can be seen along 
with Krttika and hence from this perspective too, the month gets its 
Indian name as Krttika.
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The Krttika cluster of stars, to a cursory naked eye, looks like a fuzzy 
bunch of stars but with aids such as binoculars or telescope, one can 
pick out between six to 8 stars, which are prominent and very close in 
this cluster. This cluster is called M45 cluster in modern astronomy. 

Krttika Stars, Pleiades Cluster – Courtesy NASA, ESA

A sky map showing Pleiades or M45 cluster, near Taurus
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Jyothisha, Indian astronomy, had given these stars distinct names 
which can be found in the Upanishad and Brahmana.

From this verse, the names of the stars can be gathered as,

The Brahmana are explanatory text of the Veda and are equally old. 
The Veda and the Brahmana can be traced to a period more than 5100 
years ago.
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That the names of these stars find mention there, tell us that these 
stars were observed, known, recorded and names were assigned to 
them as far back as 5100 years ago itself in Indian Astronomy. That 
they are mentioned in the Brahmana text also tells us that they were 
linked to and used in the incantation for the day to day rituals. 

So, this November, as we gaze and look into the skies and see the 
billions of years old Krttika constellation, let us soak in the knowledge 
that the names of the constellations, months and calendrical concepts 
in use today, have come down to us from our ancient astronomers and 
have been in use for more than 5100 years now.

In Jyotisha, Indian astronomy, some stars have been given a masculine 
gender and some, a feminine gender. In the case of Krttika, these stars 
have been given a feminine gender. This would not have been done 
randomly to suit the mood of the first astronomer who identified and 
named them. 

We see in Indian Astronomy as well as in the Samskrt language, each 
name is formed from root letters such that it conveys the nature, 
functionality or scientific principle of the object whose name it is. 
The name for Krittika and its constituent stars therefore would have a 
scientific import and need to be looked at from that perspective. There 
are two things we need to ask ourselves here.

1. Why is the cluster of Pleiades stars given feminine gender in 
Indian Astronomy?

2. What are the scientific characteristics of each of these stars?

Luminosity
Stars are graded as per their luminosity in modern astronomy.  There 
are a number of stars in a constellation or a cluster. Each of these stars 
is assigned a Greek alphabet based on its luminosity. A star that is 
brightest to our eye is called alpha, the next brightest star is beta, then 
gamma and so on, all the way upto omega. 
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This same concept also exists in Indian Astronomy, in the name of 
Yoga Tara. A Tara, star, is calibrated based on its yogya, its capacity, 
which is why it is called Yoga Tara classification. The clue to the names 
perhaps lies here.

Krttika, the Layers
Let us look at the word Krttika. Kriti means “skin”, “hide”. From there, 
the word Krttika means “to tear the skin”, “tear the hide”, “to remove 
the layers, layer by layer”. This specific naming itself, if researched 
from an astronomical angle, could give us pointers to how the Pleiades 
constellation was formed or is forming.

Krttika, the true east
Krttika also denotes the mean East. We say the Sun rises in the East 
and sets in the West. So the Sun is our pointer to the East and West. 
The Sun has an annual north-south journey between the Tropic of 
Cancer and Tropic of Capricorn, which is a six month journey each 
way. 
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We know the tropics are at 23.5 degrees from the equator because of 
the inclination of the earth’s axis. From this we can gather that the 
Sun travels close to 47 degrees between north and south, in the sky, 
during a year. Each day, the Sun rises in a different point in the East. 

In this continuous movement, it therefore becomes hard to point to 
the exact East, the true East, keeping Sun as the reference alone. This 
can be done on the days of the two equinoxes when the sun rises along 
the equator. 
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On other days how does one calculate this true East when the sun has 
moved away?

The pointer for this, is the Krttika Nakshatra, which has been found to 
stay at the true East, through the year, through the centuries, through 
the millennia. 

In astronomy, it is important to know the cardinal directions, the 
mean or true directions, for any meaningful astronomical calculations 
because astronomy is an exact science, a constantly evolving science. 
Krttika has been the benchmark pointer for the direction of the true 
East. 

This shows us the precision with which the ancient Indian Astronomers 
had understood the sky and used the cardinal directions for their exact 
calculations. 

three stages of stars
The stars as they live, also grow old and die. They go through three 
primary stages. 

The stars at their birth are in their infancy stage. 

Then they go on to a fertile stage where they give birth to their own 
solar systems and nurture them by burning up the fuel they have 
within themselves. 

They finally grow old with the combustion of their own fuel, bloat up 
in size to form a Red Giant, eat up their own children - the planets 
and then explode into a spectacular supernova with the remnants 
becoming a black hole or a white dwarf.

The stars that are in the early fertile stage are those that can nurture 
life. Feminine stars are probably those in the fertile stage, capable of 
giving birth to planets and life. The Krttika Nakshatra are expressed in 
the feminine gender. Could this probably be implying that they are in 
the fertile stage, to nurture life?
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Krittika - Karthikeya, a Divine 
Connection

the Divine Karthikeya
The Indian pantheon of divinities can be largely divided into Tattva 
divinities which represent cosmic principles, Deva that represent the 
forces at work in the cosmos and Avatara, who were manifestations of 
the Tattva as historical personages, itihasa purusha. 

The principles of the workings of the Universe and the mind have 
been portrayed by legends by according a symbolic, human like form 
to the Tattva and Deva divinities and through the interpersonal 
relationships that arise between them. 

In this pantheon of divinities, the Tattva Shiva is portrayed with a 
family comprising of wife, Parvati and two sons. The second son of 
Shiva, also a Tattva,  is called by various names such as Karthikeya, 
Skanda, Kumara. 

Karthikeya in the Tamil language is venerated as Muruga. Muruga is 
one who is pleasant to look at and uttering the name Muruga, give a 
rolling feeling in the mouth and soothes the senses.

The legend of the birth of Karthikeya is very interesting. 
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the Krttika kanya
A spark of flame from Shiva fell in a Saravana, thicket of reeds, where 
it transformed into six babies. These six babies were nurtured by six 
maidens called the Krttika maidens. 

When these six babies were united into a single body with six heads by 
Parvati, the consort of Shiva, the baby was given the name Karthikeya, 
meaning one nurtured by the Krttika maidens. Since He was born 
in a Saravana, amidst reeds, Karthikeya is also called by the name 
Saravana. He is also called Shanmuga meaning one with six faces. 

Karthikeya

It is interesting to note that the legends also carry descriptions that 
link these six Krttika maidens to the Krttika constellation and the 
stars in it. This connection accords a life nurturing capacity to the 
Krttika Nakshatra from a different angle.
Karthikeya, having been born of fire, is also venerated as the divinity 
for fire, Agni. He is called Agni Bhuh meaning “born of fire”. The 
Krttika stars are also associated with fire, Agni.
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vestaL virgins
The same thought, similar legend was prevalent in the pre-Christian 
thought of Rome as the six Vestal Virgins. This was later denounced 
as Pagan thought and suppressed. It can be seen in the archaeological 
remains of the ancient city of Rome where the primacy of place has 
been given to the six Vestal Virgins.

 Their role was to tend to the eternal flame, the flame which was the 
seed of life, the flame which was the spark of life.

Vestal Virgins keeping the flame alive

We see a clear similarity between the six vestal virgins of ancient 
Rome and the six Krttika maidens of the Indian Legends. Both are 
six in number. Both tended to the spark of fire, the seed of light. 

Many of the ancient legends of the world were thus based on certain 
understanding of Nature and its sciences and this was shared among 
civilizations by the people of knowledge who travelled between these 
civilizations. 

The six vestal virgins Roman Forum
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six or seven?
We see both in Indian Astronomy and in Roman legends, veneration of 
the spark of life through the six vestal virgins. Both these civilizations 
are talking about six maidens. However, in modern astronomy, the 
Pleiades star constellation is colloquially referred to as Seven Sisters.
Is there a conflict here?
It cannot be that in ancient times there were six stars in Pleiades, 
Krttika and that now in modern times, one more star has come about 
and it is now a seven star constellation. This cannot be so because it 
takes millions of earth years for a star to be formed, to become stable 
and to be visible from earth. A short time of a few thousand years 
between the ancient times and the present times is too short a time 
in astral terms. 
If we look at the ancient text of India, in this case, the Kritikeshti 
Brahmana, where the details of this star is given, when we list it 
out, we see that there are indeed names of seven stars. Through the 
incantation of the word swaha, each of these seven stars in this cluster 
has been venerated. Each of the seven stars has also been given a 
distinct name.  We therefore do not see a conflict here.

karthiK Poornima
Due to the connection between Karthikeya, Krttika maidens and the 
Krttika constellation, Karthikeya or Skanda has come to be associated 
with the Krttika star. Every month, people venerate the divinity 
Skanda, Karthikeya on the day the moon transits the Krttika star. 
The month of Karthika, when the Full Moon occurs along the Krttika 
constellation, therefore is regarded even more special for venerating 
Karthikeya.
This adds another dimension to the celebration of the Karthika festival.
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Karthika Deepam

There are five primordial elements – Akasa (Space), Vayu (Wind), Agni 
(Fire), Apah (Water), Prthvi (Earth). They are called the Panchabhuta 
and the Universe is called Prapancha, meaning that which is made of 
five.

Panchabhuta - the five primordial elements

There are five temples of Shiva in South India, each denoting one of 
the panchabhuta.
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At the time of creation of the Universe, all the five Panchabhuta, in 
their pure and subtle form were contained in the Hiranyagarbha, a 
golden hued womb, synonymous with the cosmic egg as expressed 
in modern science.  When the Hiranyagarbha burst open as part of 
a Brahmanda Visfotak, cosmic explosion, again synonymous with the 
Big Bang explosion expressed in modern science, the Panchabhuta 
were spewed out and went to form the material Universe as we see 
it today.

This is in short, the process of Creation as explained in the Veda and 
which finds a correspondence in the theories of modern science today.

From this process was created Space which housed the other elements 
and bodies comprising of these elements. The bhuta started interacting 
and gave rise to the various bodies which contained a mixture of these.

The element Agni, fire, which existed in the cosmic egg, the 
Hiranyagarbha thus came to be everywhere in the cosmos. 
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There is therefore a continuum from that Agni in the cosmic egg, 
Hiranyagarbha to the fire, the Agni that is combusting in our sun, to 
the fire that is at the core of this earth, to the fire, heat that is within 
our body.

The Continuum - Agni, in the cosmic egg, in the sun, in the earth, in man

This fire is a continuum all the way to the deepam, diya, lamp that we 
light.

With the association of Karthikeya as the divinity of Agni, fire, the 
festival to venerate Agni is celebrated during the month of Karthika 
as Karthika Deepam.

The Karthika festival is celebrated with these deepam and 
Thiruvannamalai, the place of the Agni is where we see this celebration 
in complete brilliance as Annamalai Deepam.
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annamalai Deepam - tiruvannamaLai
This festival of Annamalai Deepam is 
celebrated in this month of Karthika 
on a full moon night with the 
lighting of the deepam in 

The Tiruvannamalai hill next to the 
temple. It is through this festival 
that a common man is educated of 
this primordial concept of Agni and 
one is able to relate to this chain of 
Agni from the moment of Creation 
to every aspect of evolution of 
the galaxy, sun, our earth and also 
ourselves. 

When we eat food, it is digested through a digestive process which 
is due to the Agni factor that exists in us, the humans. It is on such 
occasions that we see the link that we are a part of this Nature.

The Shiva temple at Tiruvannamalai is to remind us of the role of 
Agni in the Universe.

Shiva temple, Tiruvannamalai
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Festival of lights World Over

The Karthika month is the time of the year when the evening is young 
but dark. 
Hence many civilizations, world over, have used this time of the year 
to light lamps and celebrate various aspects of Nature and social life.
Theppa Utsavam
During this season, many temples all over South India conduct a 
festival called Theppa Utsavam, float festival, wherein the idols are 
mounted on a pontoon, platform which floats in the temple tank. The 
whole tank area, including the steps are lit up with lamps and people 
gather to get a glimpse of the well decorated idols, pontoon and the 
tank.  The flickering lamps are a sight to behold.

Theppa Utsavam
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BaLi Jatra - orissa
In Orissa, this is the month when the ancient mariners took out their 
ships into high seas to travel eastwards to Bali islands in present day 
Indonesia, which was their preferred trade destination. Hence this 
start of the journey was celebrated as the Bali Jatra festival which 
continues to be celebrated even today. They let out small floats of lamps 
in the village ponds, local streams and rivers, in commemoration of 
the glorious days of yore.

Loy kruthong - thaiLanD
The festival of lights 
is not limited to India 
alone. It is celebrated 
in the same period in 
Thailand too as Loy 
Kruthong, where they 
make beautiful floats of 
lamps in water bodies, 
in the evening. 

Bali Jatra – a painting

Loy Kruthong celebration
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hanukKah festivaL
In the Jewish tradition, in the month of November, a festival of lights 
is celebrated as the Hanukkah Festival where candles are lit for seven 
days. 

In Central Europe, in the month of November and December, a 
festival of lights, “Carrying Menorah” was celebrated right from the 
Pagan times for well over 2000 years and more. 

In Central Europe, in the month of November and December, a 
festival of lights, “Carrying Menorah” was celebrated right from the 
Pagan times for well over 2000 years and more.

 

An illustration of Hanukkah
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festivaL of Lights – a WorLD festivaL
So, we see that people all over the world have used lights to lift their 
spirits during the dark winter and have celebrated it as different 
festivals of lights. Also, dark winter is when one can see and truly 
enjoy the beauty of the lights.

With this knowledge, let us all together, celebrate this Karthika festival 
and the whole month of Karthika, as the festival of lights and spread 
the joy and enlightenment that lights usher in.  

When History meets Tradition and

Tradition meets Science and

Science meets Nature

We can advance as balanced and mature peoples.

You may visit our website www.bharathgyan.com for knowing more 
about our work.

We can be contacted at bharathgyan@gmail.com


