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of Ju ly 6 by writ ing w ishes on strips of colorful paper 

called tanzaku and hanging them along w ith other 

decorat ions on bamboo branches. 
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Five ~Colored Tanzaku 
Symbolic five-colored strips of paper called tanzaku 
are hung on bamboo branches during Tanabata. 
The five colors are green for wood; red for fire; 
yellow for earth; white for metal; and black for water. 
These representations are derived from the theory 
of Yin-yang and the five e)ements. 

July (Fumitsuki) 
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Fumusuki (month of letters) is derived from 
the Tanabata festival, a day on which people 
wished for improvements in their calligraphy_ 
Others say it is defived trom Fukumitsuki. 
which translates tnto ''bountiful crops." 

Tanabata Legend 

Tanabata, which was orig inally a fest ival to pray for a good 

harvest, is now the celebration of the annual meeting of the 

couple, Orihime (Vega) and Hikoboshi (Altair). The two stars, 

wh ich were separated by Amanogawa (t he Milky Way), are 

allowed to meet once a year on t he night of Tanabata. Because 

Vega and Altair can be seen beautifu lly after midnight of the 

previous day, the bamboo decoration starts on t he 6'". 
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Yukata Etiquette 

Yukata li terall y means a bathing robe, and it was t raditionally 

worn after bathing. Unlike other kinds of kimono, a yukata is 

made of cotton and is un lined; thus, it is not appropriate to 

wear it in a hotel or at a fancy restaurant. Make sure to wear 

special undergarments, like hadajuban (undershirt) and susoyoke 

(petticoat), under a yukata so that skin isn't seen through 

miyatsukuchi (openings under the sleeves). 

The key to wearing a yukata tightly is to keep the body shape 

straight or cylindrical. In order to level off the body curves, 

kimono brassiere or padd ing around the waist line might be 

needed. Walk with toes turned slightly inward to look more 

elegant. 
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The left side collar 
should be out front. 
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Some hair salons offer a 
yukata-wearing service to 
help women wear yukata. 
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Ochiigen 
Ochugen is a midsummer gift-giving tradition. 

People send gifts to bosses, teachers, re latives 

or anyone to whom they want to express their 

gratitude. Gifts should be given or delivered between 

July 1 and July 15 in the Kanto region, and mid-July 

and August 15 in the Kansai region. 

Pop~;~lav Gift Ideas 

Catalog 
Recipients can choose the item they like from a 
catalog. 
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Gift Certificate 
Gift certificates are another popular gift given for 
ochUgen. Send it along with an assortment of 
sweets, because sending only gift certificates 
will leave somewhat unfriendly impressions. 

Annual Customs and Rituals 

m!Ui131!!fi!IC>a:::>l::n 
Someone to whom 
you want to express 
extra gratitude 
(SOOOyen-1 OOOOyen) 
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Relatives or Bosses and Teachers 
Acquaintances (Around SOOOyen) 
(3000yen-4000yen) 
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Giving an Ochiigen 
It is preferable to visit the home of the recipient and 

hand the gift directly. However, it is okay to have a 

department store or a delivery service deliver the gift 

with a letter or a greeting card . 
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Articles of Daily Necessities 
Daily necessities, like assortments of detergents, 

seasonings, tea leaves or roasted lavers, will make 
excellent gifts as well. 
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Summer Vacation 

Summer vacation is the year's longest recess for students 

from elementary to high school. It generally starts at 

the end of July and lasts until the end of August, though 

there are some regional differences. Since many companies 

are closed during Obon, many people take vacation from 

work during this period for fami ly vacations or fami ly 

events. Traditional summer events like summer festivals, 

bon-dance and fireworks festivals are scheduled during 

the summer. 
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Shochii -mimai 

People send shochu-mimai, or midsummer greeting 

cards, to friends and relatives as an expression of concern 

for the recipients' health in the heat. Shochu (midsummer) 

is considered to be from around July 20 to the day before 

risshu, which is around August 8. Since risshu is the 

day on which autumn begins in the lunar calendar, the 

name "shochU-mimai" changes to "zansho mimai," which 

means lingering heat greeting, when the greetings are 

sent after risshu. 
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I ' Annual Customs and Rituals 

8 ¥.1 (fo<Jl ) 

August (Hazuki) 
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August is autumn 1n the lunar calendar, and 
one theory says that hazuki is derived from 
ha~ochi-zuki, or the month of falling leaves. 
Another theory says it is derived from hatsu­
ki-zuki, which means the month when geese 
first migrate. 
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Obon 

Obon, or Bon Festival, is a Buddhist observance to honor 

the spirits of ancestors. Obon lasts from August 13 to 16, 
or July 13 to 16 in some regions, and it is believed that the 

spirits of ancestors return to their former homes during 

this period. People visit and clean ancestral graves and 

the family altar in order to welcome the spirits. 
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Niibon 

The first obon after the death of a family member is called 

niibon, and a special service is held. Relatives generally 

give bon-chochin lanterns to the family; others give cash 

instead (1 0000yen-20000yen). 
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Mukae ·bi, Okuri· bi 
Small bonfires called Mukae-bi (welcoming fire) are lit 
on the night of August 13 so that the spirits of the 
deceased won't lose their way home. The other 
bonfires called Okuri-bi (send-off fire) are lit on the last 
day of obon. It is bel ieved that the smoke carries the 
spirits of the deceased back to the spirit world. 
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Daimonji-yaki 
Oaimonji-yaki is one of the five giant 
bonfires lit on the flank of mountains in 
Kyoto. It is the iconic festival of obon 
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How to Set Up a Bandana (Spirit Altar) 

Place a low table in front ofthe fami ly altar, and spread 

matting over it. Move ancestral tablets, votive lights, 

incense burner and Buddhist bell out from the fami ly 

altar and place them on the table. Make sure to close 

the doors of the altar. Offer "bon" flowers like Japanese 

bell flowers, Japanese clovers and Chinese lantern 

f lowers, water, vegetables and fru it . During the obon 

period, people exchange water on the altar, offer food 

and burn incense dai ly. A Buddhist monk is asked 

to come and rec ite sutras either on the 14th or 15th 
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Shoryo-Uma (Animal Figurines) 
Set up figurines of a cucumber horse 
and an eggplant cow to provide symbolic 
transportation for ancestors to and from 
the house. A horse represents the wish 
that ancestors will arrive quickly; a cow, 
that they will take their time leaving. 
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Bon-odori 

Bon-odori (Bon fo lk dance festiva l), a summer 

tradition, was originally a religious event to send 

off the spirits of the deceased back to the spirit 

world. Now, it has become one of the summer festivals 

held during the obon period. People line in a c ircle 

around the wooden tower called yagura, and dance 

to the taiko drums and folk songs p layed on the 

yagura. Manywearyukatas to the bon-odori, especially 

a community's bon-odori dancers who may wear 

matching yukatas. But anyone can jo in the ci rcle 

in ordinary dress. 
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Annual Customs and Ritual s 
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September (Nagatsuki) 

Tsukimi-Dango 
(Moon-Viewing Dumplings) 
Five or fifteen tsukimi-dango 
are offered. The decoration 
of tsukimi-dango and flowers 
are set on a small table on the 
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Nagatsukl. or long month, is derived from 
"Yonagazukl. · which means the month of 
long nights. 
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Shiibun-no-Hi (around September 23rd) 

Shubun-no-Hi is Autumnal Equinox Day. Just like the 

Vernal Equinox Day, daytime and nighttime are of equal 

length during this period. People visit ancestral graves 

and honor the deceased during a one-week period in which 

the Autumnal Equinox Day falls on the middle day. 
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Keiro-no-Hi (the th ird Monday of September) 

Keir6-no-Hi is Respect-for-the-Aged Day. It is the day 

to honor the elderly, tradit ionally over 60 years old , and 

to celebrate their long lives. People give gifts to elderly 

fam ily members or invite them to a special dinner with 

their favorite dishes. 
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The Seven Autumna l Flowers 
Susuki (Pampas grass), Fujibakama (Eutrochium), Kuzu 
(Kudzu), Nadeshiko (Dianthus), Kikyo (Bellflower), Ominaeshi 
(Valerianaceae) and Hagi (Japanese clover) 
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Jiigo-ya (mid September) 

Jugo-ya , or the 15th night , is the Moon-Viewing 

Festival celebrated on August 15th in t11e lunar 

calendar. It is also called Chushu-no-Meigetsu, 

or harvest moon. It is the night on which to appreciate 

the beautiful full moon . Tsukim i-dango (moon­

viewing dumplings) and vegetables in addition to 

seven autumnal flowers are offered to the moon. 

It was originally the festival to appreciate the harvest 

in autumn. 


