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® Festivals & Celebrations

NEW YEAR

One of the most important festivals of
the year is the New Year. Many people
throughout the world celebrate it on 1
January. The calendar of 12 months that
we use today evolved from the old
Roman calendar. The Roman calendar
was reformed by the Roman statesman
Julius Caesar and later modified
by the Roman Catholic Pope Gregory
XIII.
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On New Year’s Eve in Brazil, priestesses
of the local macumba voodoo cult dress
in blue skirts and white blouses for a
ceremony dedicated to Yemanja, the
goddess of water. A sacrificial boat laden
with flowers, candles and jewellery is
pushed out to sea from Brazil's famous
Ipanema beach in Rio de Janeiro.
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JAPAN

In Japan , New Year’s Day is also celebrated on 1
January. At midnight on the last day of the old
year, the bells in every Buddhist temple are struck
one hundred and eight times. As the sound of
the bells dies away, the New Year begins and
Buddhists think about ways in which they can
live better in the year to come.
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UNrTeD KINGDOM

The ancient Viking life-renewing fire festival that
marked the end of winter darkness and the old
year, lives on in Lerwick, the chief settlement of
the Scottish Shetland Islands. On the last Tuesday
in January, men dressed as “Vikings " parade
through the streets carrying torches. The
celebrations reach a climax with the burning of
a replica of a Viking longship.
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CHINESE NEW YEAR

One of the most colourful festivals
of the Chinese calendar is New Year,
an annual event that may fall in
late January or early February, depending
on the time of the new moon. It
is a family festival, a time for visiting
friends and relatives, paying off debts and
buying new clothes. In many Chinese
communities throughout the world, the
New Year is celebrated with colourful
parades and lion dances.
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THAIPUSAM

In January, Hindus celebrate the festival of
Thaipusam in honour of Lord Subramaniam.
This Hindu figure represents virtue, bravery,
youth and power. His image is carried through
the streets in a grand procession of devotees
each carrying a kavadi — enormous steel
arches decorated with fruit, flowers and

peacock feathers. As an act of penance,
devotees may have steel spikes driven into
their bodies, skewers in their cheeks and
tongues, and their sandals embedded with
nails. However, the devotees feel no pain and
there is no blood from their wounds.
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CARNIVALS

Shrove or Pancake Tuesday is the last day
before the beginning of the forty-day fast
that precedes Easter. It is traditionally a
day for confessing sins and eating rich
food before the long fast begins, and it is
also a time for making merry and having
fun. In some countries, carnivals are held
to mark this ocassion.
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One of the most famous carnival
celebrations in the world is in Brazil's Rio
de Janeiro. It is celebrated the weekend
before the first day of the fasting period
before Easter with parades, parties and
fireworks in a festival known as Mardi
Gras.
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SWITZERLAND

Unlike most carnivals, the three-day Fastnacht
festival in the Swiss city of Basle takes place in
the week after Ash Wednesday in defiance of the
traditional fasting period. Members of groups
known as cliques vie with each other in
producing the most unusual masks which are
worn during a noisy and colourful
street procession.
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Unitep KINGDOM

The English custom of eating pancakes on Shrove
Tuesday is commemorated in many parts of the
United Kingdom including the town of
Olney in Buckinghamshire. Dressed in aprons, the
local women take part in a pancake race. They run
carrying frying pans in which there is a pancake
that must be tossed three times during
the race.
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SNow FESTIVAL

The snow festival is celebrated in the
northern city of Sapporo. Held every year
on the second Thursday of February, the
city’s main square becomes a showcase
for ice sculptures and snow statues, some
of them over 18 meters high.

It takes about two weeks to prepare for the
festival. A team of sculptors work on blocks
of ice taken from the frozen river. Ice-skating
and skiing contests are held but most people
simply enjoy looking at the beautiful
sculptures under the bright, colourful lights.
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