Raising the Red Lantern High in Celebration of Festivals

 – Exhibition of Traditional Chinese Festivals and Culture
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Preface 
Traditional Chinese festivals are mostly occasions for relatives to exchange greetings and for neighbors to pay courtesy calls on each other. Some of them are of a social or entertainment nature, so as to create opportunities for social activities, while some are of a sacrificial nature and evolved from old religious beliefs and sacrificial ceremonies; some are of memorial nature associated with important historic events or figures. During the festivals, Chinese people celebrate by hanging up red lanterns or Chinese knots. These festive folk customs are an embodiment of 5,000 years of Chinese history. These traditional festivities are hallmarks of our national culture.

Selected from the dozens of traditional festivals of China’s different ethnic groups, this exhibition mainly focuses on the Spring Festival, Lantern Festival, Dun Wu Festival, Qing Ming Festival, Mid-Autumn Festival, and the Chong Yang Festival of the Han people and several festivals of China’s different minority ethnic groups. These events are the most important and representative festivals in traditional Chinese culture. The exhibition tries to demonstrate the ceremonies, cultural origins and the ways these important Chinese traditional festivities are celebrated. The festivals, with their long histories, as well as their unique cultural flavors, and their solid roots among the ordinary people, showcase the Chinese concept of morality and life style along with Chinese people’s hope for happiness.

Spring Festival (Chinese New Year), Welcome the New Year and Pray for Good Fortune

Longing for the Spring

As early as 3000 BC, the Chinese started to hold sacrificial ceremonies for the New Year. During the first year of the reign of Emperor Wu Di of the Han Dynasty (104 BC), the first day of the first lunar month in the Xia lunar calendar was named as the first day of the year, since then,, over 2,000 years, this day was called Yuan Dan, meaning the furst day or the first morning, traditionally known as the big New Year.

In 1911, China began to use the Gregorian calendar and the first day in January was named the first day of the year. However, ,the Chinese people have continued their tradition with the celebration of  the first day in the Chinese lunar calendar as the Spring Festival.  According to this tradition, the Spring Festival is a month long happy time of celebrations. Usually, the eighth day of the La Month (the 12th month of Chinese lunar calendar) marks the beginning of the Spring Festival which will last till the 15th day of the Zheng Month (thefirst month of Chinese lunar calendar).

As the Chinese people’s most important festival, it involves a series of ceremonies and entertainment, such as to welcome the New Year, celebrate theNew Year’s Eve, stay up at the New Year Eve,and to make courtesy calls on New Year’s Day and make sacrifices to ancestors of the family. These important and lively activities reveal the sentiments, consciousness and aesthetic orientation of the Chinese people. The spiritual concept  behind all these activities stands the traditional culture of the Chinese nation.

La Ba Porridge 

La Ba is just a few days away from the New Year. La Ba porridge acts as a prelude to the Chinese New Year celebration. In the month to come, each family starts to prepare for the coming of the Spring Festival.

La Ba Porridge is made from grains like glutinous rice, rice and black wild rice, as well as dates, peanuts, walnuts, raisins, chestnuts, red beans and sesame. The origins of La Ba porridge are associated with Buddhist culture.

According to Buddhist legend, after years of hard self-cultivation, Sakyamuni accomplished himself as Buddha on the eighth day of the 12th month. To commemorate this event, a variety of activities are held by Buddhists, imitating the story of the shepherd girl offering yogurt to Buddha before his great achievement. They also cook porridge of various grains and beans and distribute the porridge to fellow believers. 

Because the porridge is mellow and nutritious, people believe they shall be blessed by Buddha and will enjoy a long life if they eat it. As a result, this is becoming an increasingly important part of the preparations for the Spring Festival. 

Sacrifice to the Kitchen God

The Sacrifice to the Kitchen God on the 23rd (the 24th in southern China) of the 12th lunar month marks the beginning of the series of Spring Festival celebrations, so that day is also given the name “the Preliminary New Year”. 

Sacrifice to Kitchen God is also called “Seeing off the Kitchen God”. In folklore, the Kitchen God is the guardian of the fire for each family. On every 23rd of the 12th lunar month, the Kitchen God will be recalled back to heaven and report on the behaviors of the family where he resides, with god punishing evil families and rewarding good ones. On the eve of the day, every household will hold a farewell ceremony to see off the Kitchen God. People will set up a table in the kitchen and offer candy to the god, sometimes even smearing honey on the lips of the god’s statue. This is because people hope he can say good words when he returns to heaven, bringing back blessings of peace. 

Making an offering to the Kitchen Gods is a reflection of the concept of respecting heaven and ancestors in Chinese culture. The Chinese believe that even at home there is a god supervising your deeds and that they should not do anything against heavenly rules or morality. After seeing off the god, people are much more relaxed and begin busily preparing for the festival.

Dusting Day

The 24th day of the 12th month in Chinese lunar calendar is the “Dusting Day” for every household.

In folklore, this is also the day on which the Gods return to Heaven. Hence, the ancient Chinese believed it was a good time to clean the house, or to move furniture. Even if they have to stir up a cloud of dust and break down the wallpaper on the ceilings, they will not offend any Gods in the family. So this day is for house cleaning.

People still maintain this tradition and clean their homes before the Spring Festival. They clean utensils and curtains, sweep the courtyard and drain the sewers and welcome the upcoming New Year with a brand new look.

Meanwhile, the Chinese word “dusting” is a homophone of another word meaning “clear out the old”. As a result, the house cleaning also means to get rid of the old and open up new horizons, hoping that all things will take on a new aspect in the coming year, with good luck and great prosperity.

Abundant Festival Food

Starting from 25th of the 12th month, the Chinese begin to prepare all kinds of festival food, so that they may have more time later to relax and enjoy themselves.

Spring Festival is a good time to exhibit Chinese culinary culture 

In northern China, people prefer to eat a dumpling called “Jiao Zi”, a pastry made from wheat flour wrapping and different fillings. Because its outlook imitates the gold or silver ingot of ancient times, the food really implies that you will “let treasures and fortune into your house”. 

In southern China, Nian Gao Cake is a must. The food is made from ground glutinous rice and rice flour, and is steamed. In Chinese, “Nian Gao” sounds like “better and better each year” and so it is quite popular. It looks like a rectangular bar, imitating the shape of gold or silver bar, implying good fortune in the coming year. This type of food was originally an offering to God and ancestors on the Preliminary Eve. Because of its auspicious shape and good taste, it has become a must of every household during the Spring Festival. 

Writing Spring Festival Couplets

Before the Spring Festival, people would always write these simply but exquisite words on red paper and apply them to the two sides and the lintel of the front door. Fixing Spring Festival couplets is an important custom of the Spring Festival.

These couplets are composed of three parts, the upper one or the one on the right, the lower one or the one on the left and the horizontal one. This is a unique form of literary composition in China, and embodies people’s longing for good luck and a better life. It is said this custom originated from a folk tradition in the Zhou Dynasty, where people would hang a peach amulet in front of the door to scare away evil spirits. According to legend, the warriors Shen Tu and Yu Lei are famous for their ability to catch ghosts, so people will write their names on a piece of peach wood and hang it in front of the door. During the Five Dynasties Period, Meng Chang, the king of the Western Shu Kingdom, wrote a pair of couplets saying: “The New Year brings good luck, Spring is the Supreme Festival.” These are believed to be the first ever pair of Spring Festival couplets. After the Song Dynasty, peach wood gave way to paper, and Spring Festival couplets soon became popular across the whole country.

“The new year begins and great changes will take place”. These bright red couplets on the front door of every household add to the happy atmosphere of the Spring Festival.

New Year Painting 

At the end of each year, it is customary for people to post paintings of God or joyous designs on their front doors to ward off evil spirits. Since these paintins need to be changed every year during the Spring Festival, they are also called New Year paintings.

Just like Spring Festival couplets, this custom originated from the old tradition of posting door guardians. Paintings of the warrior guardians Shen Tu and Yu Lei were originally hung. During the reign of Tang Dynasty Emperor Tai Zong, people always heard ghosts wailing in the royal palace. So General Qin Qiong and Wei Chigong stood guard outside the palace and that made the palace peadeful again. Therefore, these two generals became known as door guardians. After thousands of years, New Year paintings have become an important aspect of Chinese folk art.

In addition, people also hang big red lanterns just outside their front doors or post a square shape amulet with the Chinese character “fu” (meaning blessing or happiness).on their door.
Although people no longer take so seriously the role of  the New Year pictures and “fu” amulets in terms of warding off evil, they still love to practice to this custom to ensure a happy and joyful holiday.

Family Reunion Dinner before the Spring Festival Eve 
The Spring Festival is the time for family reunions. Going back home for the Spring Festival, it is an important embodiment of the Chinese tradition of family togetherness. The eve of the Spring Festival is called the Preliminary Eve. No matter where they are, family members will try their best to return to their parents’ and join the rest of their family for dinner. This meal is called the reunion dinner. The meal is more luxurious than usual and is very symbolic. Among the dishes, there should be one that has meatballs, symbolizing that there is much to spare, and everything is peaceful and safe.

Attachment to the family and holding elders in esteem are the traditional virtues of the Chinese. The family is the cornerstone of Chinese society. Kinship is the most important emotional characteristic of the Chinese. The family is the warmest harbor for a Chinese soul.

As society progresses, the lifestyle of ordinary Chinese people has undergone some dramatic changes. To a certain extent, the cultural content of other ceremonial rituals in the Spring Festival has weakened. However, every time the Spring Festival comes, millions of Chinese will continue to make their way back home for the reunion dinner, which remains an unchangeable aspect of the Spring Festival.

Seeing Off the Old Year in Firecracker Blasts 

The family reunion dinner lasts from evening to midnight. After the dinner, the whole family will stay up to see in the New Year, reflecting the nostalgia for the year that has passed and the great hope for a better life in the New Year.

When clock strikes midnight, people will light fire crackers and welcome the New Year. Early the next morning before the opening of the front gate, people need to light firecrackers again, symbolizing great happiness when the door is open.

In the past, firecrackers were lit to scare away evil spirits and bad luck, and to ensure health and good luck in the New Year. Today, firecrackers and fireworks are an indispensable aspect of traditional Chinese festivals. The sound of firecrackers adds to the happy and joyous mood and lifts the festive atmosphere to a new height.

New Year Greetings

It is a custom for people to get up early and make New Year greeting calls.

 “Nian” (Year) was said to be a ferocious animal in ancient times. Every preliminary eve, it will come out and eat humans. And people could do nothing but hide at home. Early next morning, the survivors would come out and congratulate each other for their escape from Nian. As a result, this has become a folk custom in the form of the New Year greetings.  

For the past 2,000 years, New Year greetings have been an important activity during the Spring Festival. At the time, people make offerings to their ancestors, greet their elders and then visit to their friends and relatives, exchanging their best wishes with each other.

New Year Greetings originally meant wishing elders a happy new year. For friends of the same generation, it is called New Year calls. Gathering together and exchange greetings is generally called group calls.

During the greeting calls, the elders will distribute money (Suppress Evil Spirit) to the youngsters, because the Chinese word “Sui” (year) is a homophone with evil spirits. So if children are blessed with lucky money, they can spend the next year peacefully.

Receiving the God of Fortune 
According to folklore, the fifth day of the first month in the lunar calendar is the birthday of the God of Fortune. Before that day, every family will host a dinner in his honor.

According to legend, there are several Gods of Fortune, responsible for different areas, such as the “Pian Fortune God”, “Cross Road Fortune God”, “Civil Fortune God” and “Military Fortune God.

Ordinary Chinese people prefer the Civil Fortune God. His picture holding a treasure-bowl would always be hung in line with the Gods of Happiness, Salary, Longevity and Wedding. Together they represent the five types of luck people are longing for. The Military Fortune God is believed to the famous general Guan Yu. He is renowned for his credibility and code of brotherhood. Businesspeople normally prefer to worship Guan Yuan as the Fortune God.

Every fifth day of the first month, stores would open up and light firecrackers to welcome the Fortune God, hoping for another lucrative year. 

Dazzling Lights at the Flower Market
The 15th day of the first month of the lunar calendar is grand closing of the Spring Festival, the Lantern Festival

The first month is the beginning month (Yuan) in the lunar calendar. The ancient Chinese call the night as “Xiao” (another word for night). So the 15th night of the beginning month is called the Yuan Xiao Festival (Lantern Festival). Meanwhile, it is the night of the first full moon. “A new year begins with a bright full moon”. All creatures begin to revive and the earth awakens in the beginning months. To celebrate this term is an extension of the Spring Festival.

The Lantern Festival is also called “Shang Yuan” Festival. According to legend, the God in charge of the affairs in the first half of the year is the heavenly office’s sponsor of fun and excitement. So on that night, with a bright full moon in the sky, people lighten thousands of colorful lanterns. This custom took shape in the Han Dynasty, and received special attention in the Sui and Tang dynasties. In the Song Dynasty, lighting lanterns became an important custom. Even the emperor would join his subjects in enjoying the lanterns. Hence, the Yuan Xiao Festival is also called the Lantern Festival. On that day, the whole nation becomes a sea of lanterns.

Celebrating the Lantern Festival
After the carnival of the Lantern Festival, a month-long celebration comes to an end. Hence, from ancient times to today, this festival is considered a carnival. In the Tang Dynasty, the curfew was lifted in the three days around the festival and gave way to a nationwide celebration. Therefore, the Chinese call this festival the Lantern Festival Carnival.

On that day, people would flood into streets and lanes and enjoy the lanterns. A series of activities would take place in the streets, no matter in the town or in the countryside. People could enjoy different types of performances or street shows, such as acrobatics, puppet shows, magic shows, stilts dances, boat dances, streamer shows, lion dances and dragon lantern plays etc. Towns and villages are filled with deafening sounds of drums and gongs in celebration of festivals and for happy life.

In tradition, women seldom ventured outside. The lantern festival, however gives them a rare opportunity to go out for fun. They would dress up and come out with female friends, crossing every bridge on their way, for this could ward off illness and bring longevity. This was called walking away hundreds of diseases or crossing hundreds of bridges.

Wisdom hidden in the lanterns

Ever since the Song Dynasty, the craftsman began to post slices of paper with riddles on the colorful lanterns during the festival. People came out in streams to celebrate, enjoy the beautiful lanterns and have fun in figuring out the answers to these riddles. And this then became a very special part in the festival — Lantern Riddles.

Lantern riddle is an interesting activity that requires a broad knowledge. The questions can cover almost all categories. No matter whether it is a poem, an essay, flowers or birds, or an item known to all, it can all become a riddle. But how to hint to the answer is up to skills of the makers. Some of the riddle makers would place one or two gifts as an incentive. So, it becomes a competition of knowledge and mental agility. Because of the difficulties, people also liken it to shooting a tiger.

Lantern riddles are of great interest and wisdom, so they have been popular over the past 2,000 years. Till today, many stores, newspapers and television stations will draw up some riddles and share them with their customers and viewers.

Eating Yuan Xiao (Glutinous Rice Ball)
There is food tradition of eating Yuan Xiao, hoping that the whole family would, just like this little small ball, go very smoothly all year around.

Another name for Yuan Xiao is Tang Yuan. It can be traced back to the end of the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476 BC). In the Song Dynasty (960-1279 AD), Yuan Xiao was regarded as a must-eat food for the festival. The taste of Yuan Xiao varies. Normally it is a round rice ball made of glutinous rice pastry with fruit and sugar mixture as its fillings. It can be broiled, steamed or fried and tastes great.

Yuan Xiao originally is an offering to the God. Because of its round shape, in the Chinese language its homophone is Tuan Yuan, meaning reunion. So, people eat Yuan Xiao to pray for the solidarity and unity of the family.

Qing Ming (Tomb Sweeping) Festival — Day to Memorize the Deceased Cozy Day No Matter Whether Sunny or Rainy

Many Chinese festivals are associated with the solar terms of the Chinese lunar calendar, and Qing Ming Festival is a good example.

As an important folk festival, Qing Ming Festival is always around April 5th, or 4th (on leap years) every year. At this time of year, the whole land turns green and flourishing with increasing rainfall and nature begins to wipe away the dust of the winter and embrace the return of spring, so it is called Qing Ming, meaning in Chinese “Clear and Bright”. The festival began in the Zhou Dynasty and has a history of over 2,500 years.

First, Qing Ming Festival is a day to remember deceased ancestors, a day to offer sacrifice to ancestors and to repair or clean their tombs. Because the festival is at the beginning of the spring season, it always rains on that day. The sprinkling of raindrops are regarded as the tears of memory.

If it is bright day, the grass and trees turn green. It is a good time for the whole family to have an outing and do outdoors exercises.

This festival is mixes tears of grief for ancestors together with the cheerful laughter of a day out. It fully exemplifies the optimistic spirit of the Chinese people.  

From Jie Qi (Solar Term) to Festivals

As an important traditional festival, Qing Ming is also an important solar term in the Chinese 24 solar term systems.

The 24 Solar Terms system is a very special way season telling in the Chinese calendar system, accurate and scientific. Each solar term matches a 15 degree radian the earth crosses on the ecliptic plane. The theory of the 24 solar terms took shape in the Warring States Period and was incorporated into the official calendar in 104 BC.

The 24 solar term system objectively reflects changes in temperature, rainfall and weather in the four seasons and coincides with the growth laws and cycle of animals and plants. It has been the reference to guide the ancient Chinese in the arrangement of farming activities. The Qing Ming Festival is 106 days away from the Dong Zhi (Return of Winter) Solar Term. It is the time the temperature rises and rainfall increases, and is a good time for spring plowing and farming. At this time, farmers begin their busy preparation for the year’s farming.

Due to the popularity of this ceremony, Qing Ming turned from being a solar term to a national holiday, becoming a significant folk and memorial activity. 
The Return of the Soul

The origins of this festival are in the sacrificial rituals of ancient imperial families. In the past, people observed this custom, and conducted ceremonies to commemorate their ancestors and sweep their tombs and it became a custom of the Chinese. Qing Ming is a festival in honor of ancestors, during which people normally sweep clean the tomb and make sacrifices. The custom of sweeping the tomb can be traced back to ancient times, probably in association with religious rituals in making offerings to ancestors. This custom has been continued and has evolved with the passing of time. Commemorative and sacrificial rites were important aspects of life in traditional society. Making sacrifices to ancestors is still regarded as one of the most important events in a person’s life.

There are two forms of sacrificial ceremonies, one is to go to the graveyard and make offerings, so it is called a tomb sacrifice. When Qing Ming comes every year, the members of each family, male and female, young and old, will join together and bring to the tombs of the family graveyard a variety of offerings, such as incense sticks, food or paper in the form of money. They will present food and burn paper in front of the tombs of the ancestors in their honor. They will shovel new earth on the tombs, plant several willow branches around the tomb and kowtow to ancestors in memory of the deceased. By making offerings and sacrifices and holding the tomb-sweeping ceremony, the Chinese show their grief and remember the deceased.  

To Be with Ancestors

Another form of making sacrifices to ancestor is to hold a ceremony at home or at the family’s ancestral temple. By doing so, they not only remember the great accomplishments of their ancestors, but they also strengthen the bonds between family members and relatives, so as to bring their family closer together. 

The Chinese put the filial piety first. Filial piety is based on respect and love for one’s parents, while sacrificial rituals are based on remembering one’s ancestors. To show filial loyalty to one’s parents and to make sacrifices to one’s ancestors are the two traditional virtues in Chinese morality. The moral relations of the Chinese patriarch clan system, composed of benevolence and justice, are better embodied and exemplified by the sacrificial rituals in the Qing Ming Festival.

Kite Flying
Qing Ming enjoys a pleasant spring breeze and it is good for flying kites.

According to historical records, during the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476 BC), the carpenter Lu Ban made the first kite from wood. This was able to carry an adult to monitor the enemy frontline, and is regarded as the origin of the kite. With the invention and application of paper, kite began to use paper and is called the paper kite. In the later days, people fixed whistles to kites and as air flows through the whistle, it blows and makes a sound just like a zither. From then on, kites were also called “Feng Zheng” (wind zithers). 

Kites gradually became folk art. Some kites are of high artistic values with exquisite craftsmanship and color painting. Beijing, Tianjin, Weifang in Shandong Province and Nantong in Jiangsu Province become the four major places of kite production. 

It is said that flying kites in Qing Ming also has the function of exorcising evil spirits. The ancient Chinese would cut off the kite wire and let it fly away, and call it letting go of bad luck. People hope that these kites can take away disaster and illness, leaving behind good luck and health.

Willow Trees in Qing Ming

It is said that the second year people found out that the willow tree which has been out together with the gentleman revived. This willow was named the Qing Ming Willow. Later after, on their way back home, the parents would weave a wreath of willow branches from the willow trees planted by the side of tomb and place it on the heads of children as a way to remember their ancestors.

In ancient times, after their spring outing, people would always bring some willow branches back home and hung up on top of the door or under the eaves. One of saying is that willow branches can keep evil away from a family, another belief is that they will guide the soul of the deceased back home.

People continue to practice this custom and bring back home the spirit of spring with thousands of willow branches dancing in the spring breeze. More and more, people have converted this customs from cutting the branches to planting willow trees. So forestation is part of the Qing Ming Festival today.

Qing Ming Food
In terms of food during the Qing Ming Festival, San Zi (Deep Fried Noodle Chips) is a must in both the Northern and Southern China. San Zi is deep-fried food, crispy and delicate. It was called Han Shi in ancient times. The customs that forbade cooking and the eating of Han Shi is not popular in most part of China. But the San Zi, associated with the folklore, has been inherited and loved by the Chinese. The Uygur, Dongxiang, Naxi and Hui ethnic groups are famous for cooking this food. 

In the lower reaches of the Yangtze River, people practice a custom of eating Qing Ming Cake. To make this cake, first you have to extract juice from wild barley, mix it well with glutinous rice flour into dough, put the paste of red beans in the middle and wrap it into round balls, steam it and finish with a glazing of vegetable oil. The Qing Ming cake is glutinous and soft, fresh and with a unique green color like jade, so it is also called Green Balls. It is necessary for locals to make offerings to their ancestors and this is of great importance in the food culture of this region.  

Duan Wu (Dragon Boat) Festival, Wielding Away the Ghosts to Ensure Good Health

Story about Duan Wu Festival on May 5th of the Lunar Calendar

The fifth day on the fifth month on the lunar calendar is called the Duan Wu Festival.

Duan Wu Festival has a lot of other names, such as Duan Yang, Summer Festival, Yu Lan Festival, Girl Festival, Tian Zhong Festival, Cattail Festival, Poet Festival and Hygiene Festival. The varieties of its names reflect its many origins. 

About the origin of this festival, there are at least four or five different stories. Some say it has its origins in the memorial of the Poet Lord Qu Yuan, some say from the memorial of the royal official Wu Zi Xu at the end of the Spring and Autumn Period, some say from the memorial of the filial girl Cao Er in the Eastern Han Dyansty.

All these sayings can be linked to some heroic figures in the Chinese history, so it becomes a festival with profound historical significance and rich emotional content.

Spiritual Idol
Among the stories of Duan Wu, the most popular one is about the great patriotic peot Lord Qu Yuan at the end of Warring States Period. Lord Qu Yuan was unable to win the trusted of the King and unjustly expelled to the Mi Luo River. In 278 BC, when he heard the capital of his kingdom was taken by the enemy troops, he tied himself to a big stone and drowned himself in great anger and deep regret.

Lord Qu Yuan is a famous poet in Chinese history. His magnificent poems opened up a new chapter of romantic poetry of China. His touching verses and his patriotic spirit are deeply rooted in the mind of the Chinese people. He himself became the spiritual idol of the Chinese, especially for Chinese literary figures.

Many of the customs of the festival are associated with the drowning of the poet. His soul has been the cornerstone of the culture and folklore of the Duan Wu Festival for 2,000 years.

Aroma of Zong Zi (Pyramid Shaped Glutinous Rice Dumpling)

According to folklore, when the townsmen heard Lord Qu Yuan had drowned, they threw bamboo tubes filled with rice into the river to feed the fish, fearing that the fish and shrimp may eat the remains of their beloved poet. Later on, the bamboo tubes and rice became Zong Zi, a dumpling in a shape of four-cornered or five-cornered cubes with glutinous rice wrapped in bamboo or reed leaves by color threads. In the Jin Dynasty, people began to add meat, chestnuts, dates and red beans to the filling. Today, Zong Zi has a become the favorite seasonal food in the festival.

Each year on the fifth day of fifth month, every family will make and eat Zong Zi, a kind of stuffed rice cake. In northern part of China, ead dates are put into the rice cakes as stuffs inside and in southern China, such stuffs may be fresh meat cubes, bacon, bean paste and egg yolks. Such rice cakes taste soft and sweet. Jia Xing, a mall waterfront town in Zhejiang Province is famous for its Zong Zi, the rice cake. For thousands of years, such custom of eating Zong Zi is very popular throughout China, and was introduced to Korea, Japan and other countries in Southeast Asia.

According to some historic records, the custom of eating Zong Zi could come into practice before the time of Lord Qu Yuan. However, people still believed that this tradition commemorates the poet.

Dragon Boat Race
According to legend, when people heard the drowning of the poet, they raced to his rescue by boat, and so the boat racing became a folk custom and passed doen to this day. In boat racing, rowers beat drums and gongs to scare away fish, and protect the poet. Dragon Boat Racing is one of the most unique customs of the Duan Wu Festival. In fact, the dragon boat racing in wetlands is mainly to exorcise diseases and to ensure good luck.

Dragon boat races are held in many places in China. The dragon boat is a kind of long rowing boat with its bow and stern in the shape of dragon. Before the starting point, the rowers will hold ceremonies to invite dragons and to make offerings. During the race, the audience will stand on the riverbanks and cheer for the rowers. The rowers themselves will coordinate with each other and keep the rhythm with beating of drums and spare no effort in rowing ahead for the lead, creating quite a grand and exciting scene. 

Today, dragon boat racing has become a favorite water sport during the Duan Wu Festival.

Exorcise Ghosts and Evil Spirit


According to sequence of the traditional Chinese calendar, the fifth month is the month of Wu (noon), the month in the middle of the year. Wu belongs to Yang (positive and masculine) time in the Yin and Yang system. Hence, Duan Wu is also called Duan Yang. The ancient Chinese believed that the noon is the time that the Yang (positive or masculine) is at its paramount position of the day. According to the belief that “things will develop to its opposite direction when it reaches its extreme”, a principle advocated in ancient Chinese philosophy, it is also the time when Yin (negative and feminine) begins to grow. At the time of change, people tend to get ill. Hence, it is necessary to conduct ceremonies to exorcise ghosts and evil spirits.

According to ancient Chinese legend, Zhong Kui is the best ghost catcher. It is said Zhong Kui was born at the beginning of the Tang Dynasty (618-907 AD). He failed in the royal martial competition, just because of his awful outlook,. At a result of his anger burst, he committed suicide by smashing his head into a wall. After his death, he was been granted with the title of Lord Ghost Buster and was responsible for exorcising all evil spirit under heaven. 
In late Ming Dynasty and the early Qing Dynasty, there appeared a custom of ousting evil spirits by posting his picture at one’s residence. Just like the colored longevity rope people used to wear on their forearms, this custom intends to protect people when Yin and Yang changes.

Prevention of the Five Poisonous Creatures in the Duan Wu Festival

Duan Wu Festival is around the midsummer season. The weather is hot and humid. All creatures are quite active and it is the time that epidemic diseases can easily be spread, especially the five poisonous creatures, namely vipers, centipedes, scorpions, house lizards and toads. So people call the fifth day of the fifth month of the lunar calendar the poisonous day of the poisonous month, and people need to take extra measures to protect themselves.

During the Duan Wu Festival, parents dress their children with a belly apron embroidered with designs of these five poisonous creatures for protection, while adults need to wear spice bags filled with realgar and cinnabar. They also drink spray and apply realgar wine to drive away disease. Meanwhile, people will hang calamus and mugwort branches to their front doors to clear the air and to ward off disease.
Duan Wu Festival has always been a folk festival of different ethnic groups in China for 2,000 years, a time in which they perform physical exercises, cleaning and ward off epidemic diseases and evil spirits and express their hopes for a healthy life. It reflects the advanced herbal medicine culture of ancient China. Today, the notion of warding off five poisonous creatures has vanished, however, the custom of hanging calamus and mugwort, as well as wearing belly aprons with five poisonous creatures are still part of people’s daily life.

Mid-Autumn (Moon Cake) Festival, Family Reunion and Full Moon


The Festival of the Moon 
According to Chinese lunar calendar, the autumn season covers the seventh, eighth and ninth months. The 15th day of the eighth month is exactly at the middle of the autumn, so it’s called the Mid-Autumn Festival.
Early in the Tang Dynasty (618-907AD), the Mid-Autumn Festival became the official festival of the government. In the Song Dynasty, greater importance weas attached to the festival and became second only to the Spring Festival.

In the golden fall, the sky is high and the air is clear. It is a good time to enjoy the moon. On the night of Mid-Autumn, the full moon looks very large and round. In Chinese, “round” also means “gather together around”. So a round full moon naturally has the meaning of reunion or get together in Chinese culture. So the Mid-Autumn Festival is also called the Reunion Festival. The Chinese hope that at the moment when the moon grows full and round, the whole family should gather together. For the travelers, they will easily miss their family who are enjoying the same full moon but are far away. “From the sea a full moon rises, here and there the moment we share”. The poet wrote numerous works on nostalgia for the homeland and lovesickness. Under the moonlight, Mid-Autumn became the most poetic festival in China.

Full Moon Sacrifice and Appreciation

The moon in Mid-Autumn is the brightest, largest and the most round. So, making sacrifices to the moon is the earliest rituals included in this festival. Early in the Zhou Dynasty, there was such a ceremony on the eve of the festival.

The sacrificial ceremony has its origins in the ancient custom of astronomy worship — worshipping the moon. In the old days, the Chinese bestowed the God of moon a feminine nature, representing beauty, good virtue, and every possible feminine quality. In the sacrificial ceremony, people would setup an incense altar, put the moon cake, water melon cut into the shape of a lotus flower, and lotus root, plum, grape, pomegranate, water caltrop and seasonal fruits, or to place the statue or picture of the Moon God to the direction of the rising moon. Women knelt down and worshipped the moon. Then, the whole family would gather together and share the melons and fruit, telling mythical stories of the moon. That is the custom of moon appreciation.  

Chang Er Flying to the Moon 
Chang Er is a quite popular mythical story in Mid-Autumn. Even though there are a lot of versions, the most beloved is a legend of love.

In the ancient mythical stories, Chang Er is the beautiful wife of a hero Hou Yi, who shot down nine suns when ten suns appeared in the sky at the same time, and saved the world from drought. So he is loved by the people. Even the Queen Mother of the West presents a gift of longevity pills. When the disciple of Hou Yi, Feng Meng learns about the message, he takes advantage when Hou Yi is out and forces Chang Er to hand over the magic pills. At the critical moment, Chang Er swallows the pills and immediately she flies up to the sky. Since she is worried about her husband, she becomes a goddess on the moon which is the closest to the human world.   

Because of this beautiful story and the implication of the full moon, people would always say that Chang Er will bless every lover in this world. Throughout the ages, people in love would point to the moon and make their oaths, and those who split with their lover would pray to the moon for a reunion. 

Moon Rising from the East 
“Wu Gang Cuts the Laurel (Osmanthus) Tree” and “Jade Rabbit Pounds Medicine” are two popular legends stories told in the Mid-Autumn.

When the ancient Chinese found out that there were shadows on the moon’s surface, they said there were laurel trees at the moon palace. Wu Gang, a deity who made a mistake is sent over there and has to cut the laurel trees down every day as a punishment. Every time, he makes his cut, the magic laurel tree will heal the cut. So Wu Gang has to continue his work. Osamthus and its flowers are the typical plant in the Mid-Autumn Festival. People always drink osmanthus wine at the time.

Besides, in another tale, there lives an immortal rabbit on the moon. It always holds a magic medicine pestle and makes magic cures for all diseases. People love this magic rabbit and always refer directly to the “Jade Rabbit” of the moon. In Beijing, in the Mid-Autumn Festival, a toy called the Rabbit God is on sale for children to offer to the moon. The clay toy is an amulet in the festival and a popular toy for children.

Moon Cakes

Moon cakes are a necessity in the Mid-Autumn Festival when people enjoy the full moon.

Moon Cakes are round cakes stuffed with red-bean paste, cane-sugar, sesame, ham.. It was originally an offering to the Moon God. In the Tang and Song Dynasties, it became the most important food for the Mid-Autumn Festival.

Nowadays, the cakes are elaborately manufactured. There are three major styles— Guangdong, Suzhou and Beijing Style. Normally, some words of blessing for reunion or family happiness are stamped on the surface of the cake. This makes it a good gift to present to friends and relatives. 

Chong Yang (Double Ninth) Festival — Respect Elders and Pray for Longevity

Respect Elders and Best Wishes for Birthday

In autumn, as the sky is high and the air is brisk, the traditional Chinese Chong Yang (Double Ninth) Festival falls on the ninth day of the ninth month of the Chinese lunar calendar, from where it gets its name Double Ninth Festival. The Chinese believe that nine is the biggest odd number and it belongs to Positive. The ninth day of the ninth lunar month is a day when the two Yang numbers meet. So it is called Chong Yang. (Double Ninth). Because as a homophone, the Chinese word nine is the same as “longevity”, “Double Ninth” conveys good wishes for elderly people to live longer. This is named the Festival for the Elders. As early as the Han and Wei dynasties, people prayed for longevity and hosted banquet for their elders. The Chong Yang (Double Ninth) festival inherits the traditional virtue of filial respect for elders and the embodiment of morality of Confucianism. By showing care, respect and love, Chinese society achieves harmony and peace.
Physical Exercise and Entertainment

Chong Yang Festival is also called the “Festival of Mountain Climbing”.

Mountain climbing is one of the oldest physical exercises. In aboriginal concepts, high mountains are the magic land, which are the closest to the Gods. Climbing up to the top of hills or mountains means that the climbers are close to the blessing of the Gods. Later on, this belief became an entertaining exercise.

Meanwhile, the Chong Yang Festival is quite close to one of the solar terms, Shuang Jiang (Frost Fall). People need to collect Chinese herbal medicine and wild vegetables before that season. And so it explains another origin of the festival.

In the Chong Yang festival, the brisk autumn breeze brings cool air. By climbing up the hills and enjoying the beautiful scenery, seniors can not only exercise their bodies, but also can broaden their mind while rejoicing in the new and open horizon so as to achieve spiritual happiness. Thus, both man and nature realize harmonious co-existence.

Enjoy Chrysanthemum Blossom and Cultivation of One’s Nature

Chrysanthemums come into full bloom around the time of the festival, so in folklore Chong Yang Festival is also called “Chrysanthemum Festival”, meaning it is the season to enjoy chrysanthemum flowers.

Chrysanthemum is also called “Yellow Flower”. At the time when other flowers wither and fall, it bursts into full bloom. Its petals, even if dried out, stand firmly on the stems in the chilly wind of autumn, just like this poem says: Blame me not for my favor of chrysanthemum, Barely any more flowers after this bloom. Hence, in Chinese culture, the chrysanthemum stands for high ideals of upholding of one’s moral integrity and the refusal of the lure of fame and wealth. 

The appreciation of Chrysanthemum began during the Spring and Autumn Period and became fashionable in the Jin Dynasty. It is said that this custom originated from the great poet Tao Yuan Ming (356-427AD) in the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317-420 AD). Tao tried to keep away from fame and wealth and adored chrysanthemums and chrysanthemum wine. Many others followed him, and so it became a custom to drink chrysanthemum wine, one that is continued to this day. In contemporary China, at the Chong Yang Festival each year, a chrysanthemum fair will be held for people to visit and enjoy. During this season, people prefer to drink chrysanthemum wine while enjoying the flower.

Chong Yang Cake

In the folk customs of the Chong Yang Festival, besides chrysanthemum wine, Chong Yang cake is another typical food to enjoy. Cake, which is a homophone as “higher” in Chinese language, symbolizes the hope of a better life and good luck and fortune.

This custom has its origins in the Wei and Jin Dynasties (317-420AD), and was called bun at the time. The cake varies. Normally it is round and has a number of layers. Its components are mainly rice and wheat flour, mixed with dried date, chestnuts and other fruit. It is decorated with the imprints of insects, flowers and birds and steamed to perfection. It is a food with a strong local flavor.

There is a strict ceremonial before eating the cake. At the sunrise of the double-ninth, the parents would put a piece of the cake on the forehead and chant words of blessing for their children. That was the original reason the ancient Chinese baked this cake. Because Yang (masculine or positive) has the homophone of lamb, two pieces of lamb-shaped dough are put on the cake.

Joy between the Young and Old


The Chong Yang Festival has been given new meaning and content nowadays. In 1989, the Chinese government decided that the Double-Ninth day every year would be the Seniors’ Festival, a holiday on which to show respect and love to senior citizens.

Each year at the festival, the whole of society will hold variety of activities to pay respect and to aid the senior citizens. Many institutions will organize autumn outings for elderly people, or arrange outing to the seaside or to the mountains so that they can enjoy the natural environment, physically and spiritually. Many families will arrange outings to the suburbs for elderly relations. It is a good occasion for the different generation to exchange views. These activities carry on the old Chinese tradition of paying esteem to elders and have unique Chinese characteristics

Festivals of Ethnic Groups

There are 56 ethnic groups in China. Due to less population comparing to the Hans, they are called the ethnic groups or minority nationalities.

The whole population of the ethnic groups amounts to 106,430,000, accounting for 8% of the country’s population. They are mostly located in the border areas in the northeast, northwest, southwest, southeast and southern parts of China. The total area they inhabit accounts for 64.2% of the nation’s territory. 

Living at different geographic locations, the ethnic groups generated different customs, religious beliefs, and definitely their own unique traditional festivals with eminent national features. These festivals are immersed with their own long history of religion, or with the stories and history of their people, all with distinguishable national characteristics. These festivals a good way to understand their customs and folklore. 

In the thousands of years’ of history, the ethnic groups have established very close relations with the Hans, therefore, their folklores has been deeply influenced by the Han culture, with some even sharing traditional festivals with the Han, but with some differences, big or small. This reflects one feature of Chinese culture, “harmonious but different”.

Fire – Firebrand (Torch) Festival of Yi Ethnic Group

Fire Worship & Firebrand (Torch) Festival

The Firebrand Festival is an important traditional festival of the Yi ethnic group. It is held on the June 24th of the Chinese lunar calendar.
According to legend, the Heavenly God sends his bands to collect taxes from his subjects on earth, but they have been killed. For revenge, he releases pests down to the earth and devastates people. On June 24th of the Chinese lunar calendar, Yi people gather together, light their torch and win the victory over the Heavenly God. Since then, for three days, people light their torches as a memorial, and so the Firebrand (Torch) Festival was born. 

Some scholars believe that the origin of the festival is closely associated with the calendar system and the aboriginal fire worship of the Yi nationality. Traditionally, Yi people live in the mountainous area and each family would build a fireplace in the middle of the house. The festival, through a series of ceremonies worshipping fire, intends to pray for a good harvest. It is considered to be the most trans-regional and national festival of the Yi ethnic group.

Carnival Festival 
The Firebrand Festival is full of laughter, song and dances.

In the festival, each family in the village builds several torches poles in front of their door, and engages in activities such as ox-fighting, wrestling, horseracing, folk song competitions and archery. In the evening, a camp fire will be built and people will form a circle around it, singing and dancing to their hearts’ content. After the singing and dancing, people will rally on the path of the farmland, pleading for favorable weather and no insects. 

The third day is the day for ceremonies of “Farewell to God of Fire” and “Closing the Festival”. At night, each village will collect torches and build a big campfire, to show the solidarity of the whole village against natural disaster. People will burn the feather, claw skin and thigh bone of the chickens they kill on the first day, meaning that bad luck and evil has been burned away. Then, they will bury the ashes under a stone to ensure a good harvest.

Meanwhile, it is a good time for young people to shoot their love. Young people will express their affection to each other in the form of song and dance. Traditionally, boys can snatch belongings from their beloved girls.

Water — Water Splashing Festival of the Dai Ethnic Group

Origin of the Water Splashing Festival

The 24th to 26th of the sixth month in the Dai calendar, approximately April 14th to 16th in the metric calendar is the traditional festival — Water Splashing Festival for China’s Dai, Achang, Drung, Blang and Va ethnic groups.

The Water Splashing Festival was originally a religious ceremony of Brahmanism. Later on, it was borrowed by Buddhism and introduced to the Dai area of Yunnan Province about 700 years ago. The Dai people mixed the ceremony together with their mythical stories and gave it a much more mythical and national flavor.

In a Dai folk story, the Prince of the Devils, the ruler of the world, had seven beautiful daughters. To save mankind, they sacrificed ties of blood to righteousness and killed their father. Unexpectedly, as soon as the head of the Prince of Devils fell on the ground, the earth burst into flames. To put out the fire, the seven girls had to take turns once a year to hold the head. At the end of each shift, the girls had to bring \ fresh water and wash away the blood of the past year. To commemorate the seven fairy maidens, Dai people would splash water at each other in the Dai New Year.  

Water of Blessing

The Water Splashing Festival is a sign of change between the old and new in the Dai calendar, and also is the grandest festival of the Dai people. It is also the most influential and most populous one among the ethnic festivals in Yunnan Province, with its rich and diverse activities. 

Early in the morning on the holiday, people will dress up in their holiday attire, carrying water on their shoulders. They first visit the Buddhist temple and wash Buddha statues, and then sprinkle the water around onto their relatives and friends using flowers or tree leaves, sending them their best wishes. 

The Dai people love, adore, cherish and respect water. They believe water is the most pure being. Whoever is splashed with the most water is the one who is the most blessed. People exchange water splashes, and send their best wishes to each other for good luck

Water Splashing Carnival

Throwing embroidered bags is a traditional game during the festival. In the game, girls will hold those small elaborately hand-made love bags and they, together with boys standing 30 to 40 steps away, throw the love bags at each other. If the boy misses, he has to insert fresh flower in the girls’ hair. If the girl misses, she needs to fix the flowers on the boys’ clothes. Boys and girls take the chance to know each other and start their beautiful love stories.

Dragon boat racing on the Lan Chang River, Gao Sheng rocket and thermo- balloon launching are typical activities in the Dai area. The Gao Sheng rocket is a kind of self-made firework launched during the festival. When it is lit, it screams up into the sky. At night, people light candles and put them in the self-made thermo balloon. The hot air will lift the balloon into the sky. The balloon is called a Kong Ming Lantern.

In addition, the elephant feet drum dance and peacock dance are parts of festival activities. The Water Splashing Festival has evolved into a very popular celebration.

Songs, March 3rd Folk Song Fair 
Sea of Folk Songs 
On the third day of the third month of lunar calendar Zhuang communities are a sea of music and song. This is the grand festive gathering of the Zhuang ethnic group: the folk song fair. The participants are in their hundreds, and sometimes there are thousands.

The folk song fair is a result of the long development of Zhuang traditional culture. According to legend, a Zhuang folk song master tried to choose a son-in-law for his daughter. A young man gifted with great musical talent and a good personality was chosen and married to the girl. Since then, young people have used songs to express their love and choose their better halves, giving birth to the folk song fair.

Before the folk song match, people rally on the street with the statue of the Goddess of Songs of the Zhuang people, Liu San Jie. They pray to her for musical talent and for successful matches. Then, people will stand in the wild and sing. They will raise questions and answer back with songs. The content will involve astronomy, geography, national history, real life, knowledge of agricultural production and etc. The fair will be turned into a big classroom. During the fair, the other cultural and entertainment activities include snatching fireworks, Zhuang opera performances, variety shows, color dragon dances, phoenix dances and Gui opera performances. People can spend an entire night at the fair.

Songs that tell love stories 

The folk song fair is an ideal social activity for young people. Many young girls and boys meet at the fair. Boys will try to break the boiled egg tinted in red against the eggs in the girls’ hand. If the girl lets him break the egg shell, they will eat the eggs together, means she is willing to start a romance.

More young people prefer to pass on their message of love through song matches. Normally, the young boy will sing a song as he walks around. When he finds the right girl, he has to sing a song of greeting and invitation. The girl, on the other hand, if satisfied, will throw the embroidered love ball to her love. The embroidered ball is a piece of silk ball crafted to bind 12 petals into a ball shape. Each petal represents a month and is painted with the flower of the month. The boy will return some small gift when receiving the ball and the young couple will be engaged.

The verse of the song is impromptu. It can immediately showcase the talent and personality of the singer. The sweet songs, just like a red thread, draw close and tie up the two young hearts.

Opera, Tibetan Xuedun Festival
 Evaluation of Xuedun Festival (Yoghurt Festival)

Each year on July 1st to 5th of the Tibetan calendar, it is time for the traditional Tibetan festival — the Xuedun Festival.

In Tibetan, “Xue” means yoghurt, and “dun” means feast. So in Tibetan, Xuedun means a festival of “Yoghurt Feast”.
Before the 17th Century, this festival was merely a religious ceremony. According to the rules of the Gelu School of Tibetan Buddhism, the June 15th to 30th of the Tibetan calendar is the curfew period. Lamas in the Buddhist temples are forbidden to go out. July 1st of the Tibetan calendar is the end of the curfew. The lamas then will go down the mountains and the farmers and herdsman will offer them yoghurt. This is the origin of the festival.

After the 17th century, the regime of the unified church and state system in Tibet was greatly strengthened. The Xuedun Festival began to perform Tibetan opera, shifting its focus to Tibetan Opera performance. A set of festive ceremonies were established. Sometimes people also call Xuedun the Tibetan Opera Festival.

The Unfolding of Buddha Thangka

The major activities on the program of the Xuedun include three parts: the unfolding of the Grand Buddha Thangka, the Tibetan Opera performance and enjoying leisure time in Lin Ka (woods).

The unfolding of the grand Buddha Thangka is the opening ceremony of the festival. No matter the weather is fine or not on that day, at dawn, in the incense smoke, accompanied by the low and deep sound of the Tibetan horns, the lamas of the Zheban Lamasery will carry the grand Buddha Thangka, which is painted on the hundred-meter high brocade, to the top of the mountain slope on the west of the temple. They will slowly unfold the picture from the top to bottom for worshiping by thousands of followers. When the unfolding takes place, the sun normally will burst in all her splendor and shine on the Thangka painting. It is called the union of heaven and god. Hence, the other nickname of the festival is the Festival of Unfolding of the Grand Buddha Thangka. Meanwhile, it is also the day for the change of shift of the whip (the Iron Bar Lama) in the Zheban Lamasery called Ge Gui. 

After the ceremony, people will go out to Luobu Linka, singing and dancing throughout the night. Opera troupes from different places of Tibet gather here and perform. 

Tibetan Opera 
The introduction of Tibetan Opera to the Xuedun Festival at an early date marks the start of the combination of religious activity and mass entertainment. However, the opera performance was strictly confined to temples at the time. After the 18th century, laymen were allowed into the temples to watch the opera. Since then, the Xuedun activities were perfected and established its set programs of ceremony. 

Tibetan opera is a general name for operas and drama in Tibet. In Tibetan, it is called Ajilamu, meaning Sister Deity. Tibetan opera is an art form with a long history and numerous schools. Tibetan opera is deeply rooted in Tibetan culture. Its performance is of great national character. Its music and vocal melody are refined and elegant. Its garments are magnificent with exuberant color and religious significance. 

The origin of the Tibetan opera is closely related to shaman culture, other religious cultures and especially Buddhism. The development of the Tibetan opera was much influened by the culture form central China and the cultures from India. The opera is characterized by open-air mask performances with strong religious contents and, ceremonial orientation.

Race — Nadmu Fair of Mongolian Ethnic Group

Customs from Genghis Khan

Nadmu in Mongolian means entertainment in the form of games or recreation. It is held in every seventh or eighth month of the lunar calendar, when livestock atr fat and strong. 
The predecessor of Nadmu fair was the sacrificial ceremony to Ao Bao (Stone Pile Ceremony) of the Mongolian ethnic group. It includes a unique national competition, entertainment and sport games created over their long history of nomadic life.

The fair has a long history. According to historical records, when Genghis Khan defeated the empire of mid-Asia in 1227, a grand fair was held at the Bu Ha Su Qi Lake. Since then, Nadmu was held every time on occasion such as military victories, sacrificial ceremonies to the flag of the legion and the appointment of the general, gatherings of the army and its tribe, the meeting of different banners, and sacrifices to Ao Bao. In the Qing Dynasty, the fair was organized by the government. It became a folk fair of variety shows in celebration of a good harvest. 

Entertainment and Competition

Song and dance were originally the main forms of entertainment at Nadmu. However, because of the customs of honoring the hero and martial spirit, which were established in the long history of war and a nomadic life, Mongolians attach a great deal of importance to courage, wisdom and persistence. They called horsemanship, archery and wrestling the three arts of man. In Nadmu, the three arts are the major games and competition. The winner will be hailed and entertained with Mongolian long-tune songs of praise. 

Today, this fair includes track and ball games and theatrical performances enjoyed by the Mongolian people. The traditional grand fair of Namdu not only brings great joy to the people, but also fully displays the charm of the Mongolian customs and folklore as well the profound cultural content of the ethnic group.

Sincerity, The Festival of Fast-breaking

Beginning and End of Ramadan

Each September on the Muslim calendar is called Ramadan, which will last for 29 or 30 days. In this month, everyone should keep away from food and water from sunrise to sunset to show their loyalty to Allah, except the elderly, children, and the sick and pregnant women. 

When Ramadan comes to the end, all Muslims gather at the Mosque and conduct a service. They will shake hands and congratulate each other in Arabic language. So the festival of Fast-breaking begins.

In China, the Hui, Uygur, Kazak, Uzbek, Tajik, Tatar, Kirgiz, Salar, Dongxiang and Bao’an ethnic groups believe in Islam. The Festival of Fast-breaking (Lesser Bairam) is one of the most important traditional festivals. In some ethnic groups, it is also called Rouzi or Eid Festival.

Festival of Solemnity

This Festival of Fast-breaking lasts for three days. At sunrise on the first day, every household will do a thorough house cleaning. Adults will take showers to clean themselves and children need to clean their faces and comb their hair.

At 8 o’clock in the morning, Moslems will gather at the mosque, bringing their prayer carpet with them. When the ahung (imam) announces the beginning of the ceremony, they will lay down their carpet, take off their shoes and keel down in lines facing Mecca, chanting Koranic verses and conduct the ceremony and prayer at the instruction of the Imam. The solemn atmosphere demonstrates the determination and solidarity of Moslems..

During the Festival of Fast-breaking, the Muslims will voluntarily donate to the mosque to express their sincerity. After the ceremony, the Muslims will invite the Imam to their family graveyards, and pay homage to the deceased and encourage the younger generations to make  brand new life. .

Fragrance of San Zi (Deep Fried Noodle Chips)

During the festival, each Muslim household will fry San Zi and enjoy the fragrance of fried pancakes.

According to legend, one time the Prophet Mohammed, the founder of Islam, returned after a victory, people flooded in and invited him to their homes. He did not choose a rich family, but turned to a poor Muslim family instead. Unable to offer decent food to him, the elders served him with fried pancakes. The prophet was delighted. He tore a small piece with his right hand and distributed the rest of pancake to the children around him. Since then, Muslims have eaten fried pancakes with their right hands.

In the  Festival of Fasr-breaking, Muslim will cook chickens and beef and lamb, and eat noodles in lamb soup. They will also bring food to their relatives. Sons-in-law need to visit their wife’s family and present them with gifts. Many young couples will choose the festival to hold their wedding ceremony, which in return adds to its exciting and charming atmosphere.

　

Concluding Remarks

The traditional Chinese festivals introduced in this exhibition have a long history. While some of them have vanished, others have been evolved into a new form. Meanwhile, some new festivals and folk customs have taken shape. The various national folk festivals are the direct reflection of the essence of traditional Chinese culture. They are a gold mine of culture awaiting further exploration.

The traditional festivals, on the one hand, link us back to the world that has passed, and on the other hand are part of life of today. Every time the modern Chinese inherit old festive customs and repeat the ceremonies year after year, they shall reinvigorate traditional Chinese culture. Festivals and folklore, in such a way, carry on the cultural heritage of this nation, which have become an important part of consciousness of each and every child. 

Captions of Chinese New Year Painting Rolls

Heavy Snow Brings Bumper Harvest
 Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

The painting depicts the outdoor activities of children after heavy snow. There is an old saying “Heavy snow forecasts a good harvest in the year to come”, so it indicates a good year ahead.

Spring Plough 
Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

Pictures on spring plough is a typical folk culture and custom. Its purpose is to see off the cold winter and encourage timely farming in spring.

Lotus & Carp Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

The picture usually shows the image of a baby holding a carp fish with one hand and a lotus seedpod in the other, surrounded by lotus flowers. In Chinese, the word lotus carries very similar pronunciation as the word “richness” and “prosperity”, implying an abundant life for the coming year.

Happy Family Reunion

Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

Traditionally, the Spring Festival is an occasion for family reunions. The wood imprint shows the scenario of a family busy preparing for the New Year, cooking dumplings and steamed bread, setting up the banquet and playing mahjong.

Abundant Harvest

Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

“Abundant Harvest” means the barn is full of crops. In the picture, the child holds a lantern or a vase in its hand, implying there is an inexhaustible supply of food in the barn.   

Heaven, Earth and Hell

Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

From top to bottom, the gods and goddesses representing heaven, earth and the underground world are the Heavenly King Yu Huang Da Di, Sakyamuni and the San Guan Emperor. 
Busy Lantern Festival 
Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

The painting is composed of 10 children. Some of them are holding painted lanterns and some are beating drums and gongs, while others are playing games. It showcases the high spirit of children at play in the New Year.  

Hundred Children Performing Dragon Dance

Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

A group of children celebrate the Lantern Festival by performing a dragon dance, or looking at colorful lanterns. The other children perform the “Kui Competition” (Competition for Champion), hoping to be the No.1 Scholar in the imperial examination when they grow up. 

Wild with Joy

Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

It showcases children playing football and other games in the courtyard, a picture full of the cheerful spring spirit.

Success In Spring Breeze 
Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

The spring breeze brings green color back to the trees and mountains. It is a good season for flying kites. In the picture, the parents guide children to flying kite in the open and enjoy the beautiful landscape of spring.

Dragon Boat Racing

Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

Racing dragon boats is an important part of the Duan Wu (Dragon Boat) Festival. Each and every year, the Chinese will build dragon boats, train the rowers and carry on dragon boat racing. The picture depicts the exciting scenario of dragon boat racing.

Guang Han (Eternal Chill) Moon Palace 
Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

A legendary lavish palace on the Moon inhabited by the Goddess Chang Er. The painting is about the tale of Chang Er living on the moon. In the painting, the Jade Rabbit, as the loyal companion of the goddess, is pounding Chinese herbal medicine under the osmanthus (sweet-scented laurel) tree. 

Naughty Boys Offer To Jade Rabbit

Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

Jade Rabbit is regarded as the mascot of the Mid-August Festival. During the sacrificial ceremony to the Moon, the Jade Rabbit is also offered. As a toy, it is made in the shape of an opera figure with a rabbit’s head, called the Rabbit God, and is cherished by children.

Longevity God
Wood Imprint, Chinese New Year Picture

In the picture, an old man with long eyebrows and beard is holding a birthday peach named Dong Fang Su. He is a legendary figure symbolizing longevity in folk stories. The Chinese typically use his image as a blessing for longevity. 

Tablet in Double-Nine Festival
 Paper cut 

The painting utilizes traditional paper cut techniques for the tablet, which says: “In the bamboo birds sing at the moon rising, with passing clouds hills are green after the rain”. Each character of the tablet could be taken as a small traditional Chinese painting, among which depicts the natural landscape, human figures, zigzagging tree branches and flowers, dark pine trees and elegant bamboo, the precious antiques and traditional courtyard made of gray bricks. Hidden in these small paintings are not only words for good luck, but also witty folk stories. When the Chinese characters are figured out, the paintings create much profound implications beyond the actual images themselves.
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