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“What I like about Diwali as a concept from 
my culture is the underlying theme of unity,” 
says Rohit Chokhani, Jessie award-winning 
curator and artistic director of Diwali in B.C. 
“I think we need to appreciate where all of us 
are the same—at the human core, soul level.”

Diwali is the Hindu festival of lights, 
which symbolizes the spiritual victory of 
light over darkness. During the celebration, 
bright lights are illuminated in homes, 
businesses and places of worship.

Diwali in B.C., not to be mistaken with 
other celebrations of Diwali, runs from 
Oct. 3 to Nov. 17 in Vancouver, Coquitlam, 
Maple Ridge, Vernon and Nanaimo. It 
is a multicultural, multidisciplinary 
performance festival in its second year.

This year’s theme is “New Horizons,” 
represented in part through the expansion 
into communities outside of the Lower 
Mainland. Diwali in B.C.’s five-year plan is to 
extend celebrations across British Columbia 
to develop an audience for traditional 
Indian dance and storytelling, and in the 
process, build a circuit for performers.

In 2017, Chokhani launched Project SAT 
(South Asian Theatre), an initiative to 
support and showcase South Asian theatre 
across Canada. Chokhani describes SAT 
as “an entry point” for new artists to be 
trained in their culture, as opposed to more 
Eurocentric, institutionalized training. 
This project folds into Diwali in B.C., both 
nurturing a cultural landscape that is equally 
sustainable, inclusive and entertaining. 
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“Most of our programming is affirmative 
action for people who are under-
represented,” says Chokhani, speaking 
of the diversity of performances and 
those taking the stage. “It’s not that we 
want our own space. We need spaces 
where dominant culture and under-
represented groups can still come 
together and create beautiful things.”

“New Horizons” is also a response to the 
cultural moment. As Chokhani points out, 
“there is a lot happening in the world right 
now politically, but also in terms of gender 
clashes or racial tensions or cultural divides.”

The festival’s theme is not just about 
bringing the values of Diwali to new 
audiences, but the sharing of new 
perspectives. 

A highly anticipated performance is 
The Believers Are But Brothers, written 
and performed by Javaad Alipoor and 
co-presented with The Cultch.

“It takes a way deeper look at the toxic 
masculinity that exists, but also makes 
a point around why certain generations 
of young men are finding themselves 
burning with these kinds of resentments 
and why they do these destructive things 
to get power,” explains Chokhani.

The Believers Are But Brothers is 
in direct dialogue with major news 
headlines, but other Diwali in B.C. shows 

are more subtly thought-provoking.
Shyama at the York Theatre on Oct. 27 

promises to be an unforgettably 
poetic performance, co-presented 
with Vancouver Tagore Society in 
community partnership with Mandala 
Arts & Culture. Directed by Chokhani 
himself, the production has been three 
years in the making. It is a contemporary 
interpretation of a classic romantic 
tragedy with an all-female cast of B.C.-
based Bharatanatyam dancers.

Chokhani describes it as “taking 
[Bharatanatyam] dance and creating it into 
a theatre to tell a language with a body 
that not many Westerners understand, 
but is unique to a script that was written 
by the first non-European Nobel-
laureate poet, Rabindranath Tagore.”

In these performances, and throughout 
the festival, the spiritual pulse of 
Diwali is strong but not overbearing. 
Traditionally, Diwali coincides with 
the Hindu New Year, a time associated 
with reflection and new beginnings.

“I wanted to not be dogmatic about 
its religious roots, but actually take the 
spirituality and celebratory component 
[for Diwali in B.C.],” says Chokhani. 

“Diwali is not just about getting up and 
dancing and celebrating, which is what we 
do at the festival, but also about good over 

evil, light over darkness. Those themes of 
Diwali are reflected in the shows that we do.”

Another show is A Vancouver Guldasta, 
which depicts a Punjabi family living 
in South Vancouver in the 1980s. 
Taking place during the Indian military 
invasion of the Golden Temple in 
Amritsar, Punjab, A Vancouver Guldasta 
explores the processing of trauma. 
It is a production by the South Asian 
Canadian Histories Association and runs 
Oct. 2–21 at the Vancity Culture Lab. 

Diwali in B.C. is a relatively new festival 
with limitless possibilities. In many 
ways, it has been a long time coming.

In a society where popular culture 
is stimulated by division and duality, 
one overarching theme of Diwali 
in B.C. endures, Chokani says.

 “We need to be able to see each other for 
our differences and still appreciate them.”

Diwali in B.C. runs from Oct. 3 to Nov. 
17 in different communities and venues 
across British Columbia. For more 
information, visit DiwaliBC.ca

Diwali in B.C. brings traditional Indian artistry to Canada, celebrates 
the victory of light over darkness, and showcases South Asian theatre 
and dance with a rich and thought-provoking offering of performances

m A Vancouver Guldasta depicts a Punjabi 
family living in South Vancouver in the 1980s, 
during the tumultuous times of the Indian 
military invastion of the Golden Temple in 
Amristar, Punjab. 
 

o k Dancer Arno Kamolika performs in 
Shyama, a contemporary interpretaion of a 
classic romantic tragedy with an all-female 
cast of B.C.-based Bharatanatyam dancers.
Diwali in B.C. photos.
 


