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Festivals and Customs



I . Festivals and Customs

1. Spring Festival

Of the traditional Chinese festivals, Spring Festival is the most
celebrated. But the festival was not called Spring Festival” until the

Revolution of 1911. Until the Revolution it was called“ Nian” and
“Passing (or

celebrations for it were called “ Guo Nian”

Celebrating) the Nian”.
Why was the festival called Nian before? There was a story
behind it. It was said that there used to be a strange fierce animal
with horns on its head and the animal was called Nian. Every
winter, on the last night of the 365 days the Nian would come to a
village, trampling the crops, eating livestock and killing the folks.

One year the Nian came to the village as usual. It came past
the gate of a household, the owner of which made bamboo products
as a trade. The man inside the gate was heating bamboo and the
bamboo, splitting up with heat, was making noises. The Nian,
hearing the strange noises, was scared and ran.

It ran and ran and, before long, it ran into a person in scarlet
clothes and the scarlet color frightened it and set it running harder
and farther.

It kept running and was getting out of breath. It stopped for
breath under the eaves of a household. When it looked up it saw a
lantern hanging from a pole over the gate. The lantern was bright
and it was dazzled by its brilliance. It had to go and run again.

The folks then discovered the weakness of the Nian there

were things that the Nian was afraid of. It was afraid of explosive

noises , red color and the light from lantern or fire . And then they
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learned how to deal with the Nian if it came to the village again.
Every year on the night between winter and spring, when the Nian
came to kill the villagers and the folks would burn bamboo to make
noises (when fireworks were invented later they used fireworks to
make louder noises), put up red paper on the wall (later with words
on it to exorcize evil spirits and wish for good fortunes and this was
the forerunner of spring couplets), and hang red lanterns at the gate
to scare it away. When they succeeded in driving away the vicious
animal, every household had a feast to celebrate. Since then that
day had been known as “Passing (or Celebrating) the Nian”.

As a matter of fact the Spring Festival we celebrate today was
in ancient times a series of sacrificial activities by which people
hoped to bring about good weather and good crops in the coming
year. In ancient times the first day of the first lunar month was
considered as the beginning of the year and it was a very important
day of the year, so sacrificial activities were all arranged on that
day. And soon it became a festival known as “ Yuanri” or
“Yuandan” meaning the first day or the first morning of the year.
And the people began to call it“ Passing (or Celebrating) the Nian”
and along with it there have been many legends and stories that add
a festive mood to it.

When the Revolution of 1911 put an end to the monarchy,
Gregorian calendar was adopted and as the first day of the new
calendar is also known as “ Yuandan”, the first day of the first

lunar month was given a different name Spring Festival.

2. The Customs of Spring Festival

A. Laba Porridge and Laba Garlic

Spring Festival consists of a series of celebrations starting from
the 12th lunar month customarily called the month of La. The first
is Laba (the 8th of La). On Laba day, every household will cook
Laba porridge which is a mixture of many things : rice , millet ,

4
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sorghum, glutinous rice, soybeans, mung beans, red beans, peas,
apricot kernel, lotus seeds, peanuts, dried grapes, sunflower seeds,
longan, walnut, etc. Laba porridge is served not only as a delicacy,
but also as an offering in hope of good crops next year.

On Laba day Laba garlic is prepared. First class white garlic is
selected and put in a pot with vinegar and the pot is sealed. On
Spring Festival day when the pot is opened, you find the garlic
turned into fresh green and soaked with vinegar. There is simply no
substitute for it to go with jiaozi (Chinese dumplings) when the
family sit around the table to enjoy the first meal of the year.

B. Celebrating the Minor Festival

The 23rd of La is celebrated as the Minor Festival, or a
rehearsal of Spring Festival. From 23rd of La onwards the festive
mood of Spring Festival begins to pick up. There are more and more
vendor’s stands along the streets filled with a great variety of Spring
Festival goods that catch the eye: Spring Festival couplets, New
Year paintings, window decorations, paper cuts, fireworks,
firecrackers, lanterns, almanacs, etc. You can hear vendors calling
for business up and down the streets.

The Minor Festival, also known as the Kitchen God Day, was
highlighted on the 23rd. In the past, Kitchen God, placed next
above or next to the stove, was worshiped in every household. On
this day, Kitchen God was to go and report to Jade Emperor in
Heaven what he had witnessed on earth. As Kitchen God was
believed to be able to determine fortunes or misfortunes of the
household, to make it rich or poor, the household took great care to
worship Kitchen God as best they could and not to offend him in any
event. Among the offerings presented to Kitchen God there was the
sticky malt sugar. When Kitchen God took it, his teeth and lips got
stuck up and couldn’ t report to Jade Emperor for anything that
would reflect discredit on the household. When the worshipping
ritual was over , the portrait of Kitchen God was burned and people
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believed he went up to Heaven while crackers were fired.

This sounds like a funny story. If Kitchen God, with his
mouth stuck up, couldn’t report anything bad about the household,
he couldn’t say anything good about it either. That means he could
not carry out the mission he was entrusted with by Jade Emperor
and he was sure to be dismissed. No wonder there is no Kitchen God
to be found anywhere today. As people know more and more about

science, old and superstitious customs like this are being forgotten or

cast aside.

C. Cleaning Up

La 24th is the cleaning day. The folks call it “Sweeping the
Nian” or “Sweeping Dust”. In the ancient past “Sweeping the
Nian” was a religious ritual to exorcize epidemics and later it
became a pre-Spring-Festival custom. There is a legend that is
favorable to Kitchen God in a way.

It is said, apart from Kitchen God, Jade Emperor had sent
another god called“ Three Corpses” to watch out for anyone who
showed disrespect to Jade Emperor or any of the gods in Heaven. If
Three Corpses found any, he would leave a mark on the wall of his
house. On the eve of Spring Festival, warriors would be sent from
Heaven to look for the households with marks left by Three
Corpses, and if they found any, the household would be punished.
The showy Three Corpses, in order to boast of his performance,
would leave marks everywhere. Kitchen God, however,
sympathetic with the wronged people for this time, told the
innocent people to clean their walls the day after he went up to
Heaven. Since then La 24th became the cleaning day and actually
the cleaning was meant to get ready for the Spring Festival.

D. Staying up to See the Old Year out and the New Year in
The general practice in the past was that prior to the eve

the night of the last day of the lunar year enough food , clothing
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and daily necessities had to be prepared to last for five days, because
during the first five days of the New Year, you were not supposed to
go to the kitchen to cook or cut cloth for tailoring and, if you did,
people believed, it would bring bad luck. Of course customs like
these are no longer practiced today in China.

The eve of the Lunar New Year is the time for reunion of the
family. Members of the family engaged in study or business away
from home will come back to join the family for the reunion. They
will change into new clothes and sit around the stove, intoxicated in
drinking and eating, reliving the kinship.

There is usually chicken and fish in the New Year’ s Eve meal,
because the homophonic effect of the Chinese words “chicken and fish”
reminds you of “happiness and abundance”. Rice mixed with millet
makes the best. The yellow millet is symbolic of gold and the white rice
of silver. When rice and millet fill up the bowl it means you are in
possession of plenty of gold and silver. There is also New Year cake that,
by the sound in Chinese, means you will get better off each year. You
always keep some apples and persimmons on the table as an indication of
“safety” and “success”. You make sure there is some leftover of the New
Year’s Eve meal for the next day and that means you have enough food
and to spare for the year to come.

On the New Year’s Eve the family will sit up late into the
night. Children will force themselves to keep awake, listening to
their parents telling stories and guessing riddles. Lights are kept on
throughout the night and firecrackers start cracking from evening
and by midnight the deafening cracking noises rise and fall all over
the neighborhood. That is the way you see off the Old Year and

welcome the New year.

E. Bai Nian——New Year Greetings

The day after the strange fierce animal Nian was driven away
is called the” First Day of the New Year” or Spring Festival. When
people meet they celebrate it by greeting each other . By and by it
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