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January (Mutsuki) 

January is the month when relatives and 
friends spend time together to celebrate 
the New Year. 
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New Year's Decorations 

New Year 's decorations should be completed by 

December 30. Avoid decorating on the 29th because 

the number "9" is phonetically similar to the word 

"suffer" and is considered unlucky. The 31st should 

also be avoided as a one-day decoration is considered 

unlucky. Keep decorations in place during the period 

from January 1 to 7, which is when the tos/1igami, the 

year god, is said to visit homes, and remove them on 

the 7th . 
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Shogatsu (The New Year) 

The New Year is one of the most important annual 

festivals in Japan. It was originally a celebration to 

welcome the toshigami (the year god) and to show 

appreciation for the year's harvest. People make a 

fresh start and set new goals for the new year. (The 

school year, however, starts in April.) Schools and 

businesses close for about a week; families and 

relatives travel far and wide in order to spend some 

quiet time together. As for children, it's the delightful 

holiday on which they receive otoshidama, the New 

Year 's monetary gift. 
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Kadomatsu 
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Shimekazari (Sacred Shinto Rope) 

Shimegazari is a twisted straw rope with good luck 

charms like fern leaves and bitter oranges attached 

to it. It is hung to ind icate sacred places and serves 

to purify evil spirits. In addition to the entrance, it 

may be placed in various places including the kitchen, 

bathroom, work place and ins ide or on cars. 
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Tokonoma kazari 

(Decoration of Japanese Alcove) 

The alcove, w.here oshigami y~od) settles, is 

decor ated with kagami-mochi (round r~ cakes), 

toso-ki (a set of New Year's special sake cups)J/<!lb.ana 

(fresh flowers) and kakejiku (hanging scroll). 

In addition to pine, which represents good fortune, 

red berries like Chloranthaceae and Myrsinaceae are 

used in ikebana because they symbolize prosperous 

business. Berberidaceae, which are associated with 

avoiding bad luck, are also used . 
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Osechi-ryori 

(Special Dishes for New Year ' s) 

Traditionally, Osechi-ryori were offerings made to the 

year god. It is packed in a three-tier lacquer box and 

eaten on the first three days of the New Year. Although 

there are some regional differences, the basic 

components and ingredients are the same. They are 

all auspicious and represent prosperity, fertility, good 

health and good fortune. Examples include kazunoko 

(herring roe) for prosperity, kuri kin ton (mashed sweet 

potatoes with chestnut) for wealth, and gobi5 (burdock) 

for long life . 

F~fll 

.iEFJI:iJ011)1~miJ<Mtt, -ijO(J)$jffi'.t&9PJit ~ i1. n '*9 o 
9~ 1J'0.!!, T:tr:l:llit;!il(li!;IJ'~' ''E>(J)), ;f;l:rull;!il (li!;IJ'~G IJ• 

<t~IJ<§;,,t,(J))t, :5:;5-HTiliti•J;t9o 

Kadomatsu (Decorative Pine Branches) 

A set of Kadomatsu is placed at the front door of 

many households and businesses, for it is bel ieved 

this is where the year god stays during the New Year 

season and thus is where good luck can be rece ived . 

Kadomatsu is decorated as a pair, with the male 

kadomatsu, which consists of hard leaves, on the 

right, and the female kadomatsu , which consists of 

soft leaves, on the left. 
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Kagami-mochi (Round Mirror-shaped Rice Cakes) 

Kagami-mochi is a set of two round mirror-shaped rice 

cakes, one large and the other small , stacked on a stand, 

with a daidai (bitter orange) on top. They are displayed in 

the alcove as offerings to the toshigami (year god). Tradition 

says that people will have a happy and healthy year by 

eating them on January 11. 
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Omlkuji are written oracles sold at shrines 
and temples. The oracles are written on 
long strips of paper, and are usually tied to a 
branch of a tree after being read. 

1. l!l: *IJ'ii:'-1*"-i:>J:? I~ Daidai (B itter Orange) 
Besides meaning "bitter orange," daidai also means 
"generation after generation." It is displayed for its 
auspicious name, and is not eaten. 

2. ff!~illi'i!!: l!ltJ'IllltJ'i:> l:fc!lllo<n:<t-::.J:?I~ 

/se·ebi (Japanese Lobster) 
lse-ebi symbolizes a wish to live until one's back 
becomes bent like a lobster's. 

3. 'l' lAili:liti l<t rB*J caLn:: raO'tJ'*-::.J c'f-::. 
Hoshi-gaki (Dried Persimmons) 
Phonetically, hoshi-gaki could also be interpreted as 
meaning "joy is coming." 

4 . ~'f <)Jl:-3'-llllll* Yuzuri·ha (Daphniphyll um) 
Yuzuri-ha symbolizes a wish to be blessed with 
children. 

5. l!lrlfi: J:'3;:l.;ii~EI3* Kombu (Seaweed) 
Kombu is phonetically simi lar to the word "yorokobu," 
which means to rejoice. 
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Kagami-biraki(Opening of Kagami·moch!l 
Kagami-biraki is the event on which kagami­
mochi, which was displayed in the alcove 
as offerings, is eaten to wish for the family's 
peace. Kagami-mochi is broken into small 
pieces with a hammer and cooked in soup 
and eaten on January 11. 
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Hatsumode (The First Shrine or Temple 

Visit of the New Year) 

Hatsumi5de is the first visit paid in the new year 

to a shrine or temple to make wishes for the new 

year. Hatsumode usually refers to visits taking 

place in the first week (no later than the 7th). 

Visitors buy a new lucky charm and return the 

, old one to be burnt. 
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Rituals When Visiting a Shrine or a Temple 

Visiting a Shrine 
1. Bow once as you pass under the torii gate. 
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Visiting a Temple 
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2. Using the dipper, wash your hands and rinse your mouth to purify yourself before 
worshipping. When using the dipper, pour some water into your hand first, and rinse 
your mouth with the water in your hand. 

1. Wave the incense over your head to ward off 
evil spi rits. 
2. Give a small offering in the offering box and 
bow once. Put your hands together and pray. 
Bow again before leaving. Do not clap your 
hands at a temple. 

3. Drop a small offering (osaisen) in the offering box. and ring the bell . Before praying, 
bow twice, clap your hands twice and put your hands together. Bow again before 

leaving. 
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Em a 
Ema are small wooden plaques on which people write 

their wishes or expressions of gratitude for wishes 

that were fulfi lled. Many ema have pictures of horses 

on one side; supplicants write their wishes on the 

other side along with their names. Em a are dedicated 

to a particular shrine or temple, and are left hanging 

there within the precincts. 
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February (Kisaragi) 
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February is spring in the lunar calendar. 
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Setsubun (Around February 3) 

Setsubun is the day before the start of spring according 

to the lunar calendar. Rituals are held on this day to 

drive away evil spirits that could bring disasters and 

illness and to wish for good health. 
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Roasted soybeans called 
fukumame are used for the 
mame-maki. Fukumame are 
placed in a wooden box called 
masu and offered to the 
household altar during the day. 
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Toshi-otoko 
Toshi-otoko are referred to males 
born in the corresponding animal 
year of the Chinese zodiac. 
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Mame-maki (Bean Scattering) 

Mame-maki is the setsubun ritual that is generally 

performed by the "toshi-otoko" or the head of the 

household. First, he stands at the front door and 

throws roasted soybeans outside, chanting "Oni wa 

soto!" ("Devils out!") Then, he proceeds to throw beans 

into the room, chanting "Fuku wa uchi!" ("Luck in!") 

After the bean throw ing is finished, the windows are 

closed so the luck won't escape. Finally, everyone 

in the family eats the same number of beans as their 

age (though some regions add one more). The sound 

of marne (beans) symbolizes good health . 
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