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Japanese Foods Near You 身
み
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しょくもつ

 
 

― Foods that Are Associated  
with Good Fortune ― 

 
 

Osechi ryori, or the traditional cuisine that the 
Japanese eat on New Year’s Day, is a delectable 
assortment of foods associated with good fortune. 

As New Year’s Day (January 1) marks the beginning of 
the year, the Japanese people perform various rituals to 
welcome the Toshigami, the god of the New Year, and to 
pray anew for good harvest and the safety of their family. 
Since they believe that the Toshigami dwells in their 
household during the first three days of the New Year, 
they customarily refrain from cooking (using the kitchen 
knife) during that period. Instead, at the end of the year 
they prepare osechi ryori, bountiful quantities of 
preserved foods artfully arranged in stacked boxes called 
jubako, which the whole family shares over those first 
three days. 

Most of the ingredients and dishes of the osechi ryori 
have long shelf life, and are associated with good 
fortune. Here are some examples: 
 

 Ebi (shrimp) 
With its rounded spine, the shrimp is symbolic of long 
life, and embodies the wish to live until one’s posture 
becomes stooped. 

 Tai (sea bream) 
The sea bream is associated with good fortune in 
Japan because it is red, a color that is considered 
auspicious, and also because its Japanese name “tai” 
phonetically forms the last syllable of the word for 
“auspicious:” “omedeTAI.”  It is an indispensable 
ingredient on celebratory occasions. 

 Kazunoko (herring roe) 
Served either dried or salted, kazunoko is eaten in 
hopes that, like the herring whose ovaries contain 
thousands of eggs, the family will be blessed with 
many children and continue to prosper for many 
generations. 

 Kuromame (stewed black soy beams) 
The term “kuromame” is a play on the word “mame,” 
which refers to “beans,” but it is also a homonym of a 
word meaning “diligent” or “hard-working.” Thus, 
kuromame stands for people’s wish to be able to work 
diligently in good health. 

 Kinton (mashed sweet potato with chestnut) 
Because the kanji characters for “kinton” means 
“richness,” eating kinton is symbolic of bringing 
monetary luck and affluent living. 

 Kobumaki (kelp rolls) 
Kobumaki is considered an auspicious dish, because 
the “kobu” in “kobumaki” phonetically makes up the 
last syllables of the word “yorokobu,” meaning “joy.” 

 Renkon (lotus root) 
The many holes in the lotus root are associated with 
having a clear vision into the future. 

 
There are many more ingredients and dishes that 

have specific meaning, or have meanings that differ 
according to region. 

In the past, it was the mother’s job in each household 
to prepare osechi ryori at the end of the year. It was a 
time-consuming task to say the least, especially during 
one of the busiest times of the year. In recent years, 
however, osechi ryori can be purchased at department 
stores. Some come ready packed in a jubako, while 
others allow consumers to select their favorites in the 
quantities they desire and arrange them in the jubako 
themselves. Osechi ryori seems to be not only becoming 
more convenient, but more flexible and accommodating 
as well. 
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