I THE LEGEND OF

“NIAN”

Introduction

In the Chinese language, the character
nian (4F) carries the meaning of the start
of a year. Thus, the Nian Festival, also
known as the Spring Festival, is a Chinese
festival that celebrates the beginning of a
new year.

Generally regarded as the most important
traditional festival in China, the Spring
Festival is celebrated by having family
reunion dinners, exchanging greetings

and good wishes, giving hongbao (gift
money in red envelopes) to children,
setting off the firecrackers, performing
the dragon dance and the lion dance,
doing Chinese paper-cutting, putting up
Chinese New Year pictures and Spring
Festival couplets, etc.

The creature Nian has been imagined in
various forms in different legends.

o Two scenes in the Chinese New Year picture Embracing the New Year by
artist Huang Ruihu of the Qing Dynasty, depicting performances of the
dragon dance (left) and the lion dance (right) during the Spring Festival
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Driving off the plague evil

Worshipping the kitchen god

Setting off the firecrackers

o Three paintings from the Qing-dynasty artist Shen Zonggqians album of people on the eve of the Chinese
Lunar New Year, held by the Jiaxing Museum, Zhejiang Province

Story Time

There once was a beast called Xi (#).
When food became scarce in the harsh
winter, it would come out looking for
food in the nearby villages and attack or
even eat the villagers.

The villagers were so scared of Xi that
they begged the kitchen god, who was in
charge of fire, to get rid of Xi. The kitchen
god tried very hard but could do nothing
with the ferocious beast. The Jade
Emperor learned of the situation and sent
a fairy child, Nian, to solve the problem.

Even though Nian made several attempts,
Xi was still on the run. Fortunately, Nian
was smart and good at observing. By

chance, he discovered that Xi was afraid
of loud noises; therefore, he drove Xi
off with the cracking sound of burning
bamboo.

However, the peace only lasted for a few
days, after which Xi returned.

This time, Nian found Xi was afraid of
the color red, so he told the villagers to
put red paper on their front door, hang
red lanterns and then burn bamboo at
midnight. As Nian had expected, Xi ran
away that night and never showed up
again. That day happened to be the last
day of the year according to the Chinese
lunar calendar.




Cultural Links

& The main traditional Chinese festivals

Deeply rooted in ancient Chinese farming

culture, most of the traditional Chinese
festivals are scheduled according to
the Chinese lunar calendar.

The. r.nam Date (Chinese lunar
traditional alendar)
Chinese festivals S
The Spring the 1st day of the 1st
Festival lunar month
The Lantern the 15th day of the 1st
Festival lunar month
The Dragon Boat | the 5th day of the 5th
Festival lunar month
. . the 7th day of the 7th
The Qixi Festival Junar month
The Mid-Autumn | the 15th day of the 8th
Festival lunar month
The Double- the 9th day of the 9th
Ninth Festival lunar month
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o A Chinese paper-cut

~ Chinese folk arts in the Spring
Festival customs

There are many customs for celebrating
the Spring Festival in China, among which
Chinese paper-cutting, Chinese New Year
pictures and Spring Festival couplets are
three well-known folk arts.

Boasting a history of over 1,000 years,
Chinese paper-cutting has various uses in
folk culture. It is mostly intended to benefit
health, promote prosperity, or simply for
decoration. In 2009, it was inscribed on the
UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage
List.

Chinese New Year pictures mostly feature
auspicious and joyous subjects, which range
from plump babies to the Old God of
Longevity, from landscapes to birds and
flowers, from the plowing cattle in spring to
rich harvests in autumn, to name but a few.

Spring Festival couplets are said to originate
trom 7uaofu, namely two peach boards with
the names of door-gods, which people hung
on the gate to pray for good luck and ward
off evil spirits in ancient times. Nowadays,
they are written with graceful calligraphy
on red paper and affixed to both sides of the
door frame. Adhering to certain lexical and
tonal rules, the contents of the couplets are
mostly about the Spring Festival, the beauty
of nature and extending best wishes for a

splendid future.
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"o A Chinese New Year picture

o A Spring Festival couplet

£ Red in China growth and prosperity. It is said that the color
red gained increased popularity among the

people during the Ming Dynasty, because the
royal surname at that time was Zhu, literally
meaning red. Today, red is still widely seen on

The ancient Chinese associated color with
philosophy, etiquette, customs and so on.
Therefore, each color has its own cultural

connotation. ) ) . )
testive occasions such as wedding ceremonies

Red is the embodiment of ancient sun and the Spring Festival.

worship, representing brightness, warmth,
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o Red in the Spring Festival

> The American family reunion day: traditional festival that originated in the
Thanksgiving Day United States.

Thanksgiving Day is an important time Legend has it that, aboard the ship The

for family reunions in the United States, Mayflower in 1620, a group of English
which always falls on the fourth Thursday people sailed to America seeking a new life.

of November. Unlike Christmas, it is a That winter, the native people of America
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offered them daily necessities and taught them the ways of
planting, hunting and fishing. Thanks to the natives’ help, they
survived the harsh winter and had a great harvest the next year.
To express their thankfulness, the English people invited the
natives to share in a harvest feast, which would later become

an annual tradition.

o Thanksgiving Day dinner,
served with pumpkin pie, turkey,
bread and so on

Discussion

1. What are the customs for celebrating the Spring Festival in

your hometown?

2. As globalization continues to develop, what do you think the

significance of celebrating traditional festivals is?
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