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How to Spend the New Year Holidays 
 

Here we introduce how the Japanese spend the New 
Year holidays. 

December 31 is called Omisoka, and the night of the 
31st is sometimes called Joya. From this, temple bells 
that are struck on the night of the 31st throughout 
Japan are called Joya no kane (Joya bells). According to 
Buddhist philosophy, human beings have 108 earthly 
desires. It is said that the temple bells came to be struck 
108 times to rid people of these desires. 

On New Year’s Eve, the Japanese have the custom of 
eating toshikoshi soba (literally, “year-crossing 
noodles”). There are various views on how the tradition 
came about, but generally, eating the long, thin noodles 
is said to extend one’s good fortune and life. 

By the way, there is something that must be done 
before the temple bells are struck and toshikoshi noodles 
are eaten. That is, ohsoji, or major house-cleaning. To 
welcome the god of the New Year, even places that are 
not frequently cleaned during regular cleaning routines, 
such as bedrooms and workplaces, are thoroughly 
cleaned. 

Most Japanese people spend a relaxing New Year’s 
Day with family and relatives. At such moments, the 
game of karuta is commonly played with the whole 
family. The game is simple. One person reads out a 
yomifuda, or reading card, and the others compete to 
grab the corresponding torifuda, or playing card. In the 
end, the player who has the largest number of torifuda 
wins. 

There are karuta of various themes, but the classic 
Iroha-karuta is most well-known. On the reading cards 
are proverbs beginning with each of the 47 characters of 
the traditional iroha alphabet, which correspond to the 
50 sounds of the modern Japanese alphabet. The playing 
cards show a picture related to a proverb written on the 
reading cards and the first character of the proverb in 
large font. By playing the karuta many times, even small 
children begin to memorize the characters of the 
Japanese alphabet and proverbs. You, too, can learn 
Japanese by playing karuta. You could make your own 
karuta, or look for one at a bookstore or general store. 

For this New Year’s holidays, we urge you to 
experience such uniquely Japanese traditions. If you 
do, take a picture and send it to Ginou Jisshyu Days 
(  http://www.jitco.or.jp/ginou_jissyu_days/) via a member 
of your supervising or implementing organization. Please 
also visit the website version of Technical Intern Trainees’ 
Mate (  http://www.jitco.or.jp/webtomo/), which is now 
conducting a questionnaire on “what you wish to do on a 
sunny holiday,” and cast your vote! 
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