<Japanese Words and Phrases> —Setsubun (End of Winter)—

February 3 is Setsubun, or the end of winter. Setsubun actually means
“change of seasons,” and refers to the day before risshun, the first day of
spring. To welcome spring, on Setsubun people drive away jaki (evil) and
sainan (misfortune) and wish for fizkuzen (good fortune) in the New Year.

On Setsubun, either the toshi otoko (a man who was born in a year with
the same sign of the Chinese zodiac as the present year), or the head of the
household, scatters roasted soy beans while saying “Oni wa soto, fuku wa
uchi” (‘Out with demons, in with good fortune.”) It’s a custom to pick up
and eat the number of beans that corresponds to your age, or your age plus
one year, in order to wish for mubyo sokusai (good health and good fortune)
for the year.

In Japan, there is a proverb that says [washi no atama mo shinjin.
Roughly translated, this means that “with faith, even the head of a sardine
becomes holy.” On Setsubun, it is a custom to fry the head of a sardine,
skewer it with a holly branch, and hang it at the entrance to the house. It is

believed that the bad smell of the sardine’s head will prevent demons from

entering the house.
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