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The Lantern Festival
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The Lantern Festival, a grand traditional festival which usually falls on the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, is another important festival after the Spring Festival. In many places, people regard Chinese New Year’s Eve as the beginning of the Spring Festival season and the Lantern Festival as the end. Therefore, for many people, the Spring Festival season isn’t over until the Lantern Festival. China is a country with a vast territory and a long history, and there are various customs such as having sweet dumplings, enjoying festival lanterns show, performing dragon and lion dance on the Lantern Festival.
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I. Origin


It is said that the origin of the Lantern Festival comes from Buddhist ceremonies. In the Buddhist doctrine, people compare the light of fire to the majesty of the Buddha. Buddhists usually put lamps to pay homage to the Buddha. On the 30th of every December in Buddhist calendar, a grand ceremony of lighting lamps will be held to show their devout heart to the Buddha. By sheer coincidence, the day of Buddhist calendar falls on January 15th in the lunar calendar, so both Buddhists and ordinary civilians held grand celebrations. From then, the custom of enjoying lantern show was handed down to the public to become a common practice.
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In the folk, there is another funny story about festival lanterns. A long time ago, ferocious beasts and birds attacked human and livestock everywhere so that people had to get together to fight against them. At that moment, a sacred bird landed on earth because of losing its way back, but it was killed by a hunter accidentally. On the death of the bird, the Jade Emperor was enraged so that he immediately gave an order that divine troops would descend from Heaven to make a fire to burn all kinds of beings on January 15th. The Jade Emperor’s daughter was so kindhearted that she couldn’t bear to see people suffer a lot without making crimes, so she risked her life to tell people the news by driving the auspicious clouds furtively. All of them were too scared to be at a loss at the news. An older man came out and said, “Take it easy, and we can decorate with lanterns and streamers, light firecrackers and set off fireworks to create a false impression which makes Jade Emperor believe that we all have died in the fire on January 15th of the lunar calendar.” All the people agreed with him and then went to prepare separately. Not until January 15th in the lunar calendar, the Jade Emperor came to earth to inspect as expected. He found there was red glow and stupendous roar in the distance, which lasted for several days. The Jade Emperor believed that people must have suffered from enough punishment, so his grievance was eliminated involuntarily. People also felt very happy because they had protected their lives and property. In order to commemorate the victory, every January 15th in the lunar calendar, all families must hang lanterns and set off fireworks to commemorate such a wonderful day.
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II. Customs


In the folk, there are various kinds of activities, like guessing lantern riddles, eating sweet dumplings, enjoying festival lanterns, performing dragon and lion dance, etc..
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Lantern Couplet


Vertical written couplets on lanterns are the so called Lantern Couplet. On Lantern Festival, people will go out to enjoy a great variety of colorful lanterns. The couplets are written on some lanterns. Throughout history, a lot of scholars and poets have written many popular and readable poems which could be put on the lanterns to express their pleasant feelings.
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Festive Lanterns


A festive lantern is a traditional folk artifact and also an important symbol in Chinese traditional culture.It originated from worshiping events in Han Dynasty, and later became an entertainment project. When the Lantern Festival comes every time, people living in palace will hold a grand ceremony from dawn to dusk. Every corner of the palace will be placed a lighted lantern for lighting. Later on, lighting lanterns became popular as one part of the Lantern Festival. There are a lot of different kinds of colorful lanterns, and the themes of the lanterns are mainly airy pavilions and pagodas or flowers, birds, fish and insects, which are dyed into different colors such as red, yellow, green & blue, etc.. In ancient China, people did not only enjoy the lanterns but also had an activity of guessing lantern riddles. Usually, people wrote the riddles on the lanterns and invited the pedestrians to guess the answers. Whoever gave the correct answer would receive a nice gift. It was also a good opportunity for the young to date in enjoying the lantern show. Some girls would describe their sweethearts as riddles on the lanterns to make people guess. In some places, it was very popular to take in a son-in-law by guessing lantern riddles. Girl’s parents would hang the lantern riddles in an eye-catching position of the street and invited young men to guess the riddles. Parents would betroth their daughter to the guy who can answer the riddles successfully.
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Having Sweet Dumplings


The sweet dumpling is a kind of Chinese snack, one of those which have the longest history. It originated from Song Dynasty when its craftsmanship was easier. People just needed to chop fruit, twisted the glutinous rice flour like a ball and put the chopped fruit inside. You cannot eat the ball until it is boiled. Later on, the crafts man-ship was becoming more and more complicated and the dumpling was stuffed with not only fruit but also sesame, almonds, walnut, rose and sweetened bean paste. While tasting the sweet dumplings, people will make soup with white or red sugar. In many places, it is popular to have fried sweet dumplings, which are fried in oil then eat. In other places, sweet dumplings are rolled instead of twisting.
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Eating Refreshments


Besides sweet dumplings, there are some other traditional refreshments to eat. Noodle is a necessity for northern Chinese people on the Lantern Festival. Every evening (on that festival), all the family members sit at the table and talk with each other happily while eating delicious noodles, symbolizing constantjoys. In the south of China, people are fond of eating the rice cake which is a kind of common food steamed with rice flour. It signifies “to be promoted every year”, which means that people make improvement in work and life year by year. Moreover, people in some places will eat a kind of barley pancake, which is named after the meaning of a happy reunion.
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Lion Dance


Lion dance is a folk art with Chinese characteristics and also the symbol of Chinese traditional culture. While on Lantern Festival or some other grand ceremonies come, people must invite each other to perform lion dance together for pleasure. The activity of lion dance originated from the period of Three Kingdoms. At that time, Buddhism was just introduced into China, thus, the Buddhist culture greatly influenced China accordingly. After long period of development, the activity of lion dance has been deeply rooted in the Chinese culture and become a part of it. There are a variety of performing forms of lion dance. With the music (accompaniment), performers will wear lion masks and act as a lion to perform a lot of different shapes. It is said that the performance has the function of getting rid of evil.
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Land Boat Dancing


Land boat dancing is also an particular folk art. It was said that in order to commemorate the achievements of Dayu’s succeeding in controlling the floods, people hold the performance of land boat dancing. The land boat is not a real one but a model made of bamboo. Then the bamboo frame would be wrapped up by the colored cloth, tied around girls’ waist. Generally, the performers are females who need to sit in the boat model with wooden oars, assuming the rowing posture. In some places, people are singing beautiful songs while rowing (a land boat) to express their best wishes for a happy life.
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February Lunar II
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February Lunar II is a traditional festival celebrated on February 2nd of the lunar calendar. There are various folk activities on that day and it is also named Green Grass Treading Festival, Spring Dragon Festival and Dragon-head-raising Festival.All kinds of recreational activities will be held at the arrival of the festival, especially the grand dragon dances.
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I. Origin


As a folk saying goes, “The Dragon King will give rain to the universe on February 2nd in the Chinese lunar year by raising his head.” February Lunar II was called Zhonghe in ancient China. According to a legend, the Dragon King would raise his head for rain every lunar February 2nd. The Dragon King was the supernatural being who was in charge of cloud and rain in the ancient Chinese legend, so that it would be rainier and rainier after February 2nd. Dragon-head-raising means, after hibernation,  insects would come back to lire and plants would begin to grow. Thus, February Lunar II is also called Spring Dragon Day. The reason why people wish the dragon to raise his head is that dragon symbolizes prestige. It is believed that dragon can overawe the insects. If the dragon raises his head, the insects will be rrightened to hide themselves somewhere. People expect that the dragon can o verawe the reviving insects to secure a harvest, as well as the booming of people and their livestock. At the same time, people begin to plant rice seedlings on February Lunar II. It is also called Spring Cultivating Day because the warm spring falls into cold winter, the ground begins to melt, which is a good season for cultivation in spring. It is said that if the universe doesn’t come back to life, the booming thunder will awaken it.
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II. Customs


People would celebrate the coming February Lunar II by holding all kinds of activities. In northern part of China, on the very morning of February Lunar II, every family will go to the wells or rivers to fetch water with lighting lanterns. After returning home, people will burn incense, offer sacrifice to mourn their ancestors, and also hang the lanterns high on the top of the door frame to show happiness. In addition, people will cook a variety of delicious foods to treat friends and relatives. Interestingly, all the foods cooked on that day must relate to the Chinese character of dragon.
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Dragon-whisker-like Noodle


The dragon-whisker-like noodle is a popular food in northern China with long and thin shape in appearance, like dragon’s whiskers. There exists the custom of eating dragon-whisker-like noodles every February 2nd of the Chinese lunar year. Another story is also popular in the public with dragon-whisker-like noodles. It is said that in the Ming Dynasty, an emperor lost appetite for any food because he was in a bad mood. The ministers worried too much, seeing the emperor being thinner and thinner. Then a newly employed chef volunteered to cook a dish to satisfy the emperor. But ministers looked down upon the chef, they had no choice but agree to his request. In the evening when the emperor began to have meals, the chef placed the food into a big bowl. The emperor asked the eunuch around, “What’s this? I don’t want to eat. Withdraw it.” The chef said to the emperor, “What is placed in the bowl is your country.” On hearing this, the emperor was very curious, so he uncovered the bowl to find ordinary noodles in it. The emperor blamed angrily, “Aren’t they the ordinary noodles? Why do you call it my country? I will punish you unless you explain it clearly today!” The chef kneed down and said, “My majesty, the noodles in the bowl are not ordinary at all, but the country of the Ming Dynasty like the endless noodles live on for ever. What’s more, the noodles are just like dragon’s whiskers, and they can be eaten only by the real emperor.” The emperor was delighted very much with good appetite to eat the noodles while appreciating and praising with a great pleasure.
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The Food Related to Dragon


A lot of foods eaten on February Lunar II relate to dragon. The spring pancake eaten this day is called eating dragon’s scales; the rice eaten this day is named dragon’s sons; the wonton eaten this day is called eating dragon’s eyes; the dumplings eaten this day is called eating dragon’s ears. What’s more, people will eat a thin kind of pancake. In legend, it was thought that February Lunar II was the birthday of the Dragon King in Eastern Sea, so eating pancakes was to eat Dragon King’s afterbirth and chew Dragon King’s disasters; throwing pancakes referred to bury Dragon King’s afterbirth. People hoped to awaken the dragon to pray for their health and safety by relating food to dragon. However, there were some taboos on dragon. In some areas, women couldn’t use needles for clothing because it might hurt dragon’s eyes. In some places, people couldn’t wash clothes because they might make dragon’s skin injured. On the very beginning of the morning, after getting up, people would hold lanterns to light up their houses’ beam, murmuring while lighting, “Lighting up the house beam on February Lunar II will drive scorpions and centipedes away.”
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Eating Pig’s Head


In ancient China, people would lay pig’s head as the sacrifice to gods when they had magnificent mourning activities. Pig’s head couldn’t be eaten at usual time. People could only eat it on December 23rd, the Preliminary Eve after a busy and hard year for ordinary families, butchering pigs and sheep for feasts. From the Preliminary Eve to the Lantern Festival, people could eat pork as extra meals. Especially, on the Chinese New Year’s Eve, the whole family would get together to have a reunion dinner, including dumplings. After 15th of the first lunar month, the pork left was not much, only leaving the pig’s head which could be eaten just on February Lunar II. The Dragon King took charge of falling rain, so peasants had to offer the best sacrifices to him to pray for a better harvest and luckier life in the following year.
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Inviting the Married Daughters Home


Gunainai is an address for the married daughters in folk China. On every lunar February 2nd, the married daughters would return their parents’ home for a reunion celebration. On the morning of this day, the relatives of their parents’ family would get up early and do a thorough cleaning of the house to greet their daughters. Different places share different customs, but similar general procedures. In Chinese folk tradition, the married daughters are not allowed to stay at their parents’ home even one day in lunar January. They have to go back to their husbands’ home after visiting her parents on the very day. After February Lunar H, however, she could stay at her parents’ home for days or half a month. During February LunarTI, the married daughters could relax herself at her parents’ home after a busy preparation for Spring Festival dinner at her husbands’ family. When February Lunar II comes, she can visit their childhood playmates and chat casually. Because their parents are usually so kind that they seldom let their married daughters to do housework.
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