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nese way of looking at their history, traditions, and treasured customs.”
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New Year’s Day
(Jan. 1)

New Year's Day is also called “Yuan Dan” in China. It falls on the first day of the
first month of the Gregorian calendar.

How did Yuan Dan come into existence? It is said that it was Zhuan Xu who began to
observe the festival. Zhuan Xu was one of the legendary rulers (the Three August Ones
and the Five Lords). The Three August Ones were Fu Xi, Shen Nong, and Sui Ren or Zhu
Rong and the Five Lords were Huang Di, Zhuan Xu, Di Ku, Di Yao, and Di Shun. Zhuan
Xu stipulated that the first month of the lunar year was called Yuan, Yuan means the be-
ginning or the first, and day is called Dan. So the first day of the first month in a lunar
year was called Yuan Dan. But later on, the date of Yuan Dan was different in each dy

 nasty—Xia(2100 ~ 1600B.C. ), Shang(1600 ~1100B.C.), Zhou(1100 ~ 221B.C.), Qin

(221 ~206B.C.) or Han(206B.C. ~ 220A.D.) respectively. According to the book, The
Records of the Historians written by Sima Qian in the Han Dynasty, the Xia Dynasty took
the lunar New Year’s Day as Yuan Dan or Yuan Day ; the Yin Dynasty(1400 ~1100B.C.)
took the first day of the twelfth month of the lunar year as Yuan Dan; the Zhou Dynasty
took the first day of the eleventh month of the lunar year as Yuan Dan. After the First Em-
peror of Qin unified China in 221 B.C. , a unified calendar was issued, thus, the first day
of the tenth month of the lunar year was taken as Yuan Dan. Up to the time of Han Wudi
(an emperor of the Han Dynasty, Liu Che, 140~ 87B.C.), the lunar New Year’s Day was
called Yuan Dan. As it was on the same day as that in the Xia Dynasty, this calendar was
also called “the traditional Chinese calendar or the lunar calendar” . After the Revolution of
October 10, 1911(the Chinese bourgeois democratic revolution led by Mr Sun Yat-sen which o-
verthrew the Qing Dynasty) , the Gregorian calendar(or the solar calendar) commonly used in the
world was adopted. Since then, January 1% of the solar year has been called Yuan Dan or New
Year’s Day.

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, people in all walks of life have a
day off for New Year’'s day. The Chinese people of all nationalities celebrate their great
victory and achievements of the year. Some schools, factories, mines and other enterpri-
ses have a get-together, a dance or a dinner party on New Year’s Day. They gather to-
gether happily, review the past year, and look forward to a new year. The Chinese Cen-
tral and local television stations of the whole country broadcast TV programs on a special
topic to celebrate New Year's Day. Thus, New Year’s Day is not only a festival for our
Chinese people of all nationalities to enjoy ourselves, but also a new start for us to con-
stantly urge ourselves to make progress. So the day is worth celebrating.
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Spring Festival
(the 1* day of the 1* lunar month)

The first day of the first lunar month is the Spring Festival, the Lunar New Year’s
Day.

The Spring Festival is the most important traditional festival in China. It is said that
the Spring Festival evolved from an activity known as the Winter Sacrifice. It was a cus-
tom practiced by the people of the primitive society.

As the cold winter began to recede and the warm spring was about to begin, the peo-
ple of an entire clan gathered together. They brought out their bounty from hunting, fishing
and the field. They thanked the gods of nature for the blessings, including the mountains,
rivers, the sun, the moon and stars. They thanked their ancestors,and then they shared
and enjoyed the sumptuous bounty of the sea, air and fields as they ate, danced and sang
heartily.

In the beginning, their activity had no fixed date. But usually it was held at the end of
each winter. Gradually, through the years, it was celebrated at the end of the old year or
the beginning of the new year. With the changes and disintegration of primitive society,
the form and content of the Winter Sacrifice also changed. Ultimately, it became a festival
to bid farewell to the old year and welcome in the new year. So it came to be called the
Spring Festival, or the Lunar New Year's Day. _

After the Xinhai Revolution of 1911, the Chinese bourgeois democratic revolution led
by Dr. Sun Yat-sen which overthrew the Qing Dynasty, China adopted the international
calendar—the Gregorian calendar(the solar calendar). But the old folk still observed New
Year’s Day on the first day of the first lunar month, which marks the beginning of the Chi-
nese Lunar New Year. Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China, our country
has had a unified calendar which shows that the first day of the first solar month is New
Year’s Day, and the first day of the first lunar month is renamed the Spring Festival. The
date of the Spring Festival is not fixed on the Gregorian calendar every year. It falis be-
tween January 21 and February 22™. The earliest date is on January 21* and the latest
date falls on February 22™.

Of all our festivals, the Spring Festival is the most important to us Chinese.

Several days before the lunar New Year, we spring-clean our houses and decorate
them. The old folk say that everything must be new and clean for the Spring Festival cele-
brations so that the New Year will bring happiness and good luck.

According to the Chinese tradition, every year Chinese people observe the Spring




Festival, every family hangs up(or sticks up) Spring Festival couplets, which are pasted
on gateposts or door panels conveying one’s best wishes for the year.

In ancient times, the Spring Festival couplets were called “peach wood charms
against evil, hung on the gate on the lunar New Year’s Eve” or called “door-god”. They
were often pasted on the front door of a house as talismans in old China. The ancient peo-
ple before the Five Dynasties(907~960) , regarded Shen Tu and Yu Lei as the gods and
wrote their names on two pieces of peach wood and put them up on both sides of the gate.
The Five Dynasties were the Later Liang Dynasty (907 ~923), the Later Tang Dynasty
(923~936) , the Later Jin Dynasty(936~946), the Later Han Dynasty (947 ~950), and
the Later Zhou Dynasty(951~960) .

According to legend, Shen Tu and Yu Lei were brothers and they were both spiritual
beings. They lived under a big peach tree on Du Shuo Mountains. The big peach tree was
coiling and winding for 3,000 /i (equal to 1,500 kilometers). The northeast gate of hell
through which thousands of ghosts came and went, was guarded by Shen Tu and Yu Lei,
who would catch the vicious ghosts with reed ropes and let the tigers eat them up. Thus,
from ancient times, people had often erected human figures made of peach wood on New
Year’s Eve, hung up binding ropes and drew Shen Tu, Yu Lei and tigers on them to drive
out vicious ghosts and evils. Up to the time of the Five Dynasties, Meng Chang in the Lat-
er Shu(934~965) began to write Spring Festival couplets on pieces of peach wood. For
example, once he wrote, “The New Year’s Day offers more happiness, the good festival
marks a long spring.” These were the earliest Spring Festival couplets of our country.
During the Song Dynasty (960 ~1279), Spring Festival couplets were already in vogue.
So Wang Anshi in the Song Dynasty specially wrote a poem, The Lunar New Year’s Day ,
which says.

Amid the din of crackers,

Goes the parting year.

The winds of spring,

Bring warmth to help the wine mature.
To millions and millions of households .,
The sun imparts its brighter rays.

Old peach wood charms,

Renewed, against evil shall insure.

After the founding of the Ming Dynasty, Zhu Yuanzhang, the first emperor, once gave
an order that every family, no matter if it was one of the high ranking officials or one of the
common people, must put up Spring Festival couplets on either side of the gates after he
founded his capital in Nanjing. Up to that time, Spring Festival couplets had already been
written on pieces of red paper. At first, only the local authorities and families with high
social status put up the couplets. So did ordinary people later. From then on, it became a




custom for common people to put up Spring Festival couplets on Lunar New Year's Eve, -
which has been handed down from ancient times.

Now, on the eve of Lunar New Year’s Day, every family puts up red Spring Festival
couplets on the doorframe and on door panels are written words like “Chun” meaning
“spring” or “Fu” meaning “happiness”. When the family happily gathers together under
the same roof for dinner, the celebration begins. No matter how far away from home a
person is, he will always try to get home in time for this big dinner, which lasts a couple
of hours.

Since the Spring Festival marks the first day of a brand new year, the first meal is
rather important. People from the north and south have different sayings about the food
they eat on this special day.

In Northern China, people usually eat Jiaozi or dumplings shaped like a crescent
moon. It is said that dumplings were first known in China some 1,600 years ago. The Chi-
nese pronunciation of Jiaozi means “midnight” or “the end and the beginning of time”. Ac-
cording to historical records, people in both the north and south parts of China ate dump-
lings on Chinese New Year’s Day. Perhaps because southern China produced more rice
than any other areas, gradually, the southern people had many other choices on the
Spring Festival.

In addition to Jiaozi, the most common foods for the first meal of the Spring Festival
are noodles, New Year cakes and Tangyuan, a kind of round sweet dumplings. Both the
cakes and dumplings are made of glutinous rice flour. i

In China, noodle symbolizes longevity. The New Year cake also called Nian Gao in
Chinese conveys the hope that life will be improved year by year. The round sweet dump-
ling is a symbol of family reunion.

After the family reunion dinner, the whole family sits around, watching the live eve-
ning programs for celebrating the Spring Festival from the Chinese central or local televi-
sion stations. Parents or grandparents offer the children money as a lunar New Year gift
and encourage them to do better in the coming year. Some parents put the money gifts un-
der the children’s pillows when they are asleep. Money given to children as a lunar New
Year gift symbolizes two things: first, parents or grandparents hope that children will grow
safe and sound in the new year; second, they can help to intensify the festive atmosphere.

On the first day of the holiday, we usually stay at home. We get up fairly early and
the first thing to do is to exchange New year greetings. Now in some administrative units
people gather together to exchange New Year greetings on the Spring Festival morning
and set off fireworks.

On the second and the third day we go visiting relatives and friends. We sit together
chatting and eating candies, cakes and all kinds of delicacies. Every family prepares
something special. ‘




As for recreational activities during the Spring Festival, we can use two words to
summarize them: rich and colorful. The Dragon Dance and Lion Dance are traditionally
performed during the festival. The dances do not have to be performed by professionals.
Sometimes the performers are farmers, street vendors or craftsmen. One kind of dance is
called Yangge, a popular rural folk dance, which farmers like to dance during the Spring
Festival.

Walking on stilts is another traditional performance event popular in China, especially
in the northern part of the country. According to the archives, our Chinese ancestors be-
gan using stilts to help them gather fruits from trees. This practical use of stilts gradually
developed into a kind of folk dance.

- Today’s skiliful performers can perform truly amazing feats and extremely difficult
movements on stilts. The professionals even perform dramas while walking about on
stilts.

If you are not a stilt-walker yourself, or you do not do a dragon or lion dance, never
mind! During the Spring Festival, you can go to temple fairs and enjoy superb perform-
ances of the dances, walking-on-stilt performances and amazing acrobatic shows. You can
also try and enjoy the many varieties of local snack food.

Nowadays, most people in China’s rural areas till hold to these traditional cele-
brations. However, as the pace of life continues to quicken in the cities, urban residents
have taken up new ways to celebrate the traditional Spring Festival. They use the tele-
phone or pagers to convey greetings to relatives and friends. To travel during the New
Year holidays is fashion.

As the Spring Festival is one of the most important festivals in China, the celebration
lasts 15 days. The fifteenth night of the first full moon is called the Lantern Festival, which
pushes the Spring Festival recreational activities to another climax.
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