











ness and evil spirits. A similar custom
of floating dolls down a river, called
nagashi-bina, continues today in some
parts of Japan. The popular name for this
festival is Hina Matsuri, the Doll Festival,
a day to pray for the health and wellbeing
of girls (also called Girl’s Day).

Though the origin of the custom
remains obscure, from early on a display
of two dolls was put up in aristocratic

homes on this day. During the Edo peri-
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Tango no Sekku, the First Day
of the Horse—May 5

Popularly celebrated as a national holiday,
Kodomo no Hi (Children’s Day), began
as a special day for boys. Tango no Sekku,
the original title of this festival meant
First (tan) Day of the Horse (go) in the
old calendar. Various equine practices
developed over the centuries, to celebrate
valor and encourage all the virtues of
manhood. Similar to the Girl’s Day obser-
vance on March 3, Tango no Sekku was a
time to ensure the health of a male child,
of particular importance during feudal
times. The leaves of flag iris, which bloom
at this time of year, were thought to have
healing properties when added to the
bath, a custom called shobu-yu.

During the Edo period, this festival
complemented Girl’s Day even further
with the making and display of elaborate
samurai warrior dolls and beautifully
made miniature horses. Colorful stream-
ers in the shape of carp (koi nobori)
were flown, the carp having legendary
qualities of perseverance as they swim

(above) Carp streamers fly in the wind at the foot of Mt. Fuji. (facing

page) Strings of carp streamers span the Sagami River in Kanagawa up river and become dragons if they are
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prefecture from late April through early May.

od, this developed into an extravagantly
decorated, multitiered display of dolls
dressed as courtly prince and princess,
with attendant advisors, ladies-in-wait-
ing, and servants. Sets of dolls are given
by parents or grandparents at the birth of
a female child and displayed for at least a
week before March 3.

The festival teaches etiquette to
little girls, as each delicate doll must be
specially cared for, carefully wrapped
and unwrapped each year. Hina parties
are held, and the girl’s friends gather to
learn how to be a lady and eat delicately
colored pink, green and white rice cakes
and sip small amounts of a mild, sweet

sake drink.
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able to surmount the waterfalls. Food
again plays an important role in this fes-
tival, with the serving of sweet rice cakes
wrapped in oak leaves (kashiwa-mochi).
After World War 11, Tango no Sekku
was renamed Children’s Day in a gesture
intended to recognize all children with-
out gender discrimination on this day,
though the associated practices remain
largely traditional. The custom of flying
one carp banner for each male child in a
family evolved into one banner for each
member of the family. It is the only one
of the sekku designated a national holiday.

Tanabata, the Festival of
Stars—July 7

Tanabata, the fourth of the Go-Sekku
observances, takes place on July 7.
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The festival takes its name from an

old Japanese legend of the weaver girl,
Tanabata Tsume, who is visited once a
year by a spirit in her riverside hut on the
Milky Way. This legend was later com-
bined with a Chinese myth about a pair
of star-crossed lovers, a weaver woman
(Shokujo, or Vega) and a herdsman
(Kengyu, or Altair), who were doomed to
traverse the sky separately, able to cross
the Milky Way and be together only once
a year if the sky is clear. The festival is
also referred to as the Festival of Stars in
guidebooks.

During the Heian period, Tanabata
was celebrated at imperial banquets,
during which the emperor would
observe the meeting of the stars, with
performances of poetry and music.
Today on Tanabata, people commonly
write poems and wishes on strips of
paper and make brightly colored paper
festoons, with which they decorate a
fresh green branch of bamboo to display
beside their doorways.

Streets of some Japanese cities are
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decked out with lavish plastic decora-
tions, making Tanabata something of a
tourist attraction.

Choyo no Sekku, the Double-
Yang Festival—September 9
The final event in the annual cycle of

Go-Sekku is held on September 9 and
is officially known as Choyo no Sekku,
though most people know it today as
Kiku no Sekku or Kiku Matsuri—the
Chrysanthemum Festival. Choyo means
“double yang,” referring to the double
nines of the date, nine being considered
the highest odd number and therefore
the most “yang” of all numbers in Taoist
belief. Yin and yang are the two oppos-
ing (and complementary) forces of the
cosmos, yin being the negative, gentle
force, and yang being the positive, strong
force. The 9th day of the 9th month was
thought to be most yang date of the year,
and the sun—the most yang element of
the universe—is a symbol of the greatest
importance in Japanese culture.

The creation stories of Japan attribute

(facing page) Love wishes and poems are inscribed on colorful strips of paper and tied

to bamboo branches for heavenly attention, during the Tanabata celebration; Rikugien
Garden, Tokyo. (above) An array of spider chrysanthemums at the annual gala chrysanthe-
mum display at Senso-ji temple, Asakusa, Tokyo.




Chrysanthemums, chrysanthemums, and chrysanthemums...each
year a different floral scene at Zenyo-ji temple, Tokyo.

the beginning of civilization to the Sun
Goddess Amaterasu, and the 16-petalled
chrysanthemum, which resembles a sun-
burst, continues to represent the impe-
rial family as its personal emblem and a
national symbol of Japan.

Held at the beginning of autumn,
after the harvest at the close of the agri-

cultural year, Choyo no Sekku was a

time for relaxation in farm communities.

Drinking sake with chrysanthemums in
it was considered good for health—kiku
is a homonym for both “chrysanthe-
mum” and “to be effective” in healing.
Chrysanthemums are the autumn
flower in Japan, appearing in paintings
and poetry and as design elements in
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lacquer ware, textiles and ceramics. Many
of the customs around this autumn fes-
tival involved these hardy flowers, which
bloom well into the start of winter.

By the Meiji period (1868-1912), the
signature event associated with this sekku
was the cultivation of elaborately trained
chrysanthemums, displayed in colorful
rows. Townspeople donned their most
beautiful kimono for a promenade to the
nearest temple courtyard to view the fab-
ulous displays. The emperor would give
a splendid annual “chrysanthemum con-
templating party” (kangiku). From farm
villagers to aristocrats, Kiku no Sekku
was enjoyed as a purely aesthetic celebra-
tion of flowers in this most beloved sea-
son and the last major observance of the
cycle of Go-Sekku for the year.

While the many customs and com-
mon names for these seasonal obser-
vances have changed greatly over the
centuries, the Go-Sekku have remained
at the heart of the Japanese approach to
life—one that appreciates the beauty of
the passing seasons and the poignancy of
the brevity of life itself. Through events
like this ongoing cycle of seasonal festive
observances, the fabric of life and a strong
sense of national community survive,

Here at the Portland Japanese
Garden, we believe in the importance of
continuing to introduce our visitors to
these elegant Japanese customs, hoping
to encourage that same love of nature,
the changing seasons, and each other’s
good company in our community.
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