A Calendar of Words
Seasonal Words for August

When August arrives, mass movements of people
seeking to refresh themselves physically and
mentally begin in Japan. They attempt to do this
in a range of ways: they might go swimming in the
ocean, visit a summer resort, or use a long holiday
to visit their hometown or travel overseas.

August is the height of summer, with continuing
days of fierce heat over 35°C, but from risshu (the
first day of fall in the lunar calendar, around
August 7) onwards, it begins to become gradually
cooler, and we begin to see the first signs of
autumn.

A lot of summer festivals are held about this time,
related to the fact that it is the period in which
many regions celebrate o-bon. Many very familiar
customs form parts of these festivals, such as
lighting okuri-bi (bonfires that send ancestral
spirits safely back to the spirit world), performing
shouryou nagashi (setting lanterns or offerings for
the spirits of the deceased to float in rivers or on
the ocean), dancing Bon odori (the Bon festival
dance), and setting off fireworks.

In past times, when there wasn’t much in the way
of entertainment, these events gave people a
chance to catch up again with others who were also
visiting their hometowns, and also provided a
chance for men and women to meet each other.
Wearing a yukata (a light summer kimono) on the
day of the festival probably added to the
enjoyment.
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