THE KOREAN YEAR AND ITS HOLIDAYS
The Korean cycle - The hourly signs and the celestial signs - The Korean calendar - Useful information – Principal festivals of the Korean year - The legend of the Bird Bridge

In Korea years are counted by the Chinese cycle of sixty solar years, each of which has a special name consisting of two characters, the first being one of the ten celestial characters and the second one of the twelve characters which represent the hours. These hourly characters are twelve signs which are of great importance in the whole Chinese and Korean metaphysical system; each one of them is associated with the name of an animal, one of the twelve moons of the year, and one of the hours of the day (the Chinese and the Korean hour is equal to two of ours); there is also an occult relationship between these signs and the elements which make up the universe, and the four cardinal points. The celestial signs, on the other hand, are only associated with the elements, certain colours and the points of the compass. Here, out of curiosity, is the list of these signs and their equivalents:
                                              HOURLY SIGNS
        SIGNS         ANIMALS       ELEMENTS      MOONS        HOURS           CARDINAL POINTS 
           già                    rat                        water                     11th              23h=1h                      North

             ciù                   ox                         earth                      12th                1h=3h                          “
             in                     tiger                     wood                       1st                 3h=5h                          “

             myo                 hare                      wood                       2nd                5h=7h                      East

             gin                  dragon                   earth                       3rd                 7h=9h                        “

             sa                    snake                    fire                          4th                 9h=11h                      “

             o                     horse                     fire                          5th               11h=13h                    South

             mi                   ram                       earth                        6th               13h=15h                        “

             sin                  monkey                 metal                       7th               15h=17h                        “

             yu                   cock                      metal                       8th               17h=19h                    West

             syul                dog                        earth                        9th               19h=21h                        “

             hai                  pig                        water                      10th              21h=23h                        “

                                                                        CELESTIAL SIGNS

                                SIGNS            ELEMENTS            COLOURS        CARDINAL POINTS

                                  kap                  wood                         blue                       East

                                  cul                   wood                           “                             “

                                  pyeng               fire                            red                         South

                                  lyeng                fire                             “                               “

                                  mu                    earth                         yellow                    Centre

                                  keui                  earth                             “                              “

                                  kyeng               metal                         white                      West
                                  sin                    metal                            “                              “

                                  im                    water                          black                      North

                                  kyu                   water                            “                              “

 This method of numbering the years is said to have originated two thousand years and more  before Christ. Sixty different calendars were compiled several thousand years ago and they are still in regular use each time the same year of the cycle comes round.
The Chinese year is made up of twelve lunar months, but it is governed by the sun, and a thirteenth month is inserted where appropriate every three years or twice in five years, so that there is never a great difference between the duration of a certain number of Chinese years and the same number of Gregorian years: sixty Chinese years - one complete cycle - are exactly the same as sixty of our years.

The Chinese year, and therefore the Korean year, always begins with the first new moon after the sun has entered the constellation of Aquarius, so it can never start before January 21st or after February 19th. The extra month is not always inserted in the same position, but is placed, as the imperial astronomers decide, after one or other of the regular months.

All these things are made known to the public through the official calendar, which is printed in Beijing and sent to all the provinces about two months before the beginning of the new year. At one time, Korea also used this calendar, but now it has its own, although it is exactly the same.

This Korean calendar is printed by the Imperial Observatory of Seoul, during the winter solstice, and contains the name of the year of the cycle, the months and days, the seasons of the year and the natural phenomena specific to each. The seasons are 24 in number and denote the periods during which rain, good weather, frost, hurricanes, snow, etc. are to be expected, when insects begin to move, when the corn ripens, and other similar useful information. The hours of sunrise and sunset are also specified, and the period when it is most appropriate to start a particular work. There are favourable days to begin a building, or to repair a house or to redo the roof, while other days are considered especially suitable for celebrating a wedding, or holding a funeral. The same calendar will show you the precise day when it is appropriate for a boy to start his studies, the most suitable days for travelling, and the day when someone will enter your home and bring you good luck. It also includes the dates of birth and death of the members of the imperial family, the date of all the many national holidays and the corresponding days of the European calendar, so you can see that the Korean Official Calendar is a veritable little encyclopaedia which is absolutely essential for anyone who wishes to spend his time on earth in the least bad way possible. It is easy to understand how important it is for everyone and why, in former times, when only the Emperor of China had the right to publish the calendar, the Koreans considered that the annual tribute their envoys took to Beijing was very modest in comparison with the great benefit they received in exchange in the form of a copy of the famous calendar, which was immediately brought to Seoul and circulated in thousands of copies.

 The interpretation of the calendar itself should not be thought of as something of little importance either, since it constitutes a true science, which provides a living for a special class of diviners who are thoroughly versed in the art of determining the auspicious and inauspicious days for each of life’s activities. 
It is a fact that the indications contained in the calendar are not always very clear and a great deal of skill is required to decipher them. Here are a few examples of the predictions for some of the months of 1895-96, as found in the Korean calendar of the year Eul-mi, in the translation reproduced in the Korean Repository of February 1895:

First Moon: During this moon the virtue of the sky will be concentrated towards the south, which will thus become an excellent direction in which to conduct one's business. The east wind will cause the thaw, insects will come to life again and the fish of the rivers will leap for joy because they can rub their backs against the floating ice. The bustard will offer the customary sacrifice of a fish to superhuman power. Ducks will appear flying from the north and the grasses and trees will turn green again.

Sixth Moon: Warm winds. The cricket enters the walls. The hawk begins his hunt. Last year's rotten grasses turn into fireflies. The earth is damp and the rain begins.

Tenth Moon:Water freezes, and so does the earth. Pheasants fly across the ocean to become large oysters. Sensible frogs hide. The celestial essence rises and the terrestrial essence descends. All things stop. Winter is upon us.

These are but a few examples of the general predictions made for each month; the most obscure and extraordinary are those the calendar offers you for each day of the year. But the most important information it contains is the exact position of Ciuk-il in-sin, the guardian spirit of your body, every day of the month. It is common kowledge that every person is guarded by one of these spirits, who loves to change position every day; however, despite appearing to be a wandering spirit, deep down Ciuk-il is a methodical being of regular habits, who always finds himself at the same point on the same day of each month. It is therefore absolutely necessary, especially for doctors and sick people, to know where he is every day, so as not to risk disturbing him, because, if you were to disturb him in the vain hope of healing your ailment, you would only make it worse. The almanac’s usefulness is shown to the full in its detailed description of the spirit’s movements throughout the month.

We come now to the holidays indicated in the Korean calendar. I will not list them all, because the Koreans, as I have already said, have so many that a complete list would be impossible, or at least very boring. Suffice it to say that, since the publication of the European calendar in conjunction with the Chinese one for official use, they have added fifty-two to all those they already had by introducing Sundays, which did not exist before. Thus, between Chinese holidays and European holidays, Korea would be a true paradise for schoolchildren, if not quite the land of the week of three Thursdays and four Sundays, at least something very like it. For business people it is a different story - these continual and compulsory interruptions of their work certainly cannot be welcome. However, they are welcome to the Koreans, who have a typical innate penchant for doing nothing.

There are special ceremonies and customs, strictly observed by the majority of the population, which correspond to each of the special holidays of the Korean calendar. Here is the list of the main ones:

New Year: Solemn day in which the entire population of the peninsula appears in new, or at least, white clothes. Everyone washes. Even the smallest children are washed for the occasion. Exchange of visits and gifts between friends and acquaintances. Visit to the tombs of the ancestors and sacrifices before the ancestral tablets. The year must be started with no outstanding accounts, and every Korean, in accordance with the rule, will make every possible effort to settle all his debts by the eve of the new year.
Day of the Hare of the First Moon: On this day women must refrain from doing anything before men and they attach a silk thread to the purse of their husbands and children as a wish for longevity.

Fourteenth day of the First Moon: On this day small straw puppets are made, a coin is tied to them, and they are thrown into the street. This is a good practice to ward off ailments: the spirits who carry them, satisfied with the payment of the coin, are content to attach the ailments to the puppets instead of to people. Farmers place stones around trees to be sure of a good harvest.

Fifteenth day of the First Moon:  Great folk festival called Taiporam nal. In the evening the crowd waits for the moon to rise, the first full moon of the year, amid great demonstrations of joy. The customary sacrifices are performed on the tombs and in front of the tablets. During the night all the men go for a walk on the main bridges of the city, and in Seoul in particular on the bridge located near Ciong-no at the end of Great South Gate Street: this will protect them from rheumatism throughout the year. Women observe the same rule the next day.

Eighth day of the Fourth Moon: The birth of Buddha. In front of the houses as many little lanterns are lit as there are children in the house. Decorations using houseleeks are concocted in the streets and large paper fish are hung on the roofs with the aid of long poles. The mutang have a great deal to do chasing evil spirits out of all the houses.

Fifth day of the Fifth Moon: The swing festival: on this day everyone swings. This is to commemorate the legend of a young Chinese princess, who lived thousands and thousands of years ago, and who fell in love with a young man who lived outside the palace and whom she could not see from within the precincts of the Forbidden City; but he solved the problem by placing a swing near the boundary wall and swinging on it so that he had a chance of seeing the object of his dreams beyond the wall. Papyrus leaves are hung outside the doors of the houses: they keep evil spirits away.

Fifteenth day of the Sixth Moon: Eve of the midpoint of the year. Offerings of melons are sent to the Emperor. Everyone anoints their head with oil.

Seventh day of the Seventh Moon: On this day all the magpies fly up into the sky and form the famous Bird Bridge, which lovers of long ago, dwelling in two different stars, one in the west and one in the east of the sky, will use to cross the Silver River (the Milky Way), and be reunited for a moment.

So the legend runs or, at least, one of the legends, because there are many versions of this sorrowful story in Korea as in China. In ancient times there lived in different parts of the sky two beautiful stars, the Weaver (Vega) and the Shepherd (Aquila). The first of these was the daughter of the Sun, the King of Heaven, and she was a good daughter, very shy and hardworking, who spent the whole day in silence at her spinning wheel, never leaving it for any reason. She never joined the other stars of her age for some happy and carefree excursion through the beautiful blue fields of the empyrean, or for a poetic walk on the beautiful Silver River, where so many lovesick stars went to sigh away the beautiful nights of summertime. Even the games of old Saturn who spent his time jumping through a ring left her indifferent, although they made all the little imps in the sky, who never tired of making fun of him, double up with laughter. Her friends would come in vain to announce the arrival of some funny planet with four or five satellites which had been trained to dance to the sound of an old bagpipe, or the extraordinary passage of a comet, an event that usually attracted the cream of celestial society; nothing distracted her. The beautiful Weaver, her eyes fixed on her work, slowly followed the comings and goings of her shuttle and paid no attention to anything else.
The old Sun, who was sensible and good-natured, and loved to be surrounded at all times by cheerful people with merry faces, did not like his daughter’s attitude. After pondering all possible ways of getting his little star to smile, he thought that the only thing left for him to do was to give her a husband. In fact, a few days before he had noticed on the banks of the Silver River a young shepherd who looked like a good son. The young man happened to be the son of an old friend of his with whom in former times he had done all sorts of madcap things - the old constellations had witnessed everything they had got up to as young planets and knew all about them – and so, in no time, the marriage was arranged. And that was when the miracle happened. No sooner had her husband taken the little star home than she underwent a radical change which no one expected. The former hard worker became the laziest of the lazy, the good little star who never said a word suddenly turned out to be a chatterbox who could have out-gossiped a hundred gossipy wives from the lunar and the sub-lunar worlds put together. Those innocent amusements which at one time she would willingly do without were now no longer enough for her: there was no eclipse she did not want to watch, no northern or southern lights she did not want to be a part of, followed everywhere by a long crowd of admiring asteroids. In short, for the whole sky her behaviour was a real scandal and in all the orbits there was talk of nothing else. The Sun, who had been worried before, now had reason to be doubly worried; like the good father-in-law he was, he could not help but hold his son-in-law responsible for all these goings-on, as in-laws usually do. So he decided that the only way to get his daughter back on the right track was to separate the young couple. The spouses protested in vain that they loved each other dearly, that they would never be able to live without one another, that they would immediately die of heartbreak, and other similar silly things that are usually said in such circumstances. The old man was adamant and since, besides being a father-in-law he was also king and therefore had unlimited powers over everything, he sent one to the west and the other to the east of the Silver River, strictly forbidding them to move. The poor Weaver returned to her work, but she wept so much and yearned so often that the old man truly feared that she would die at any moment. Such a thought moved him, but not wanting to go back on the decision he had taken, he agreed to let the two unhappy lovers meet once a year, on the seventh day of the seventh moon. This concession raised the couple’s spirits somewhat and from that moment they lived only for the promised day.

When at last the day came, they set out to meet each other but had to stop when they reached  the banks of the Silver River, for there was no bridge to cross it. Then the two lovers wept, they wept for a long time at their misfortune and so abundant was their weeping that the whole earth was flooded.

This sudden cataclysm caused a great sensation in the kingdoms of the earth and the sea. Immediately all living creatures gathered together in an imposing assembly and at once appointed a committee to make a detailed inquiry into the causes of the whole upheaval and propose the measures to be adopted for the future. Now, the work of the committee, in which all classes of animals were represented, would have been very difficult, since the event was completely beyond their sphere of action, if a drunken meteor, trying to cling to a ray of the moon to keep himself upright in the terrifying deluge that had caught him unawares, had not tumbled to earth and with his sensational revelations explained everything that had happened recently in the kingdom of heaven. The committee was urgently convened, and a young snail’s proposal for an energetic measure to be taken immediately met with general approval. Disagreements arose when it came to deciding what sort of measure was needed and how to put it into effect. After many interminable talks and discussions, it was decided that the best way forward was to make sure that the two lovers could meet, and thus avoid a new flood caused by new tears. But how? New proposals, new speeches and new discussions followed, which might not have come to an end, if the magpies, those good and kind-hearted creatures, had not offered to solve the problem in a very ingenious way.
So it was that, when the seventh day of the seventh moon came round again, all the magpies of the earth soared up into the sky and on reaching the banks of the Silver River, they clung tightly to each other and formed a bridge over which the two lovers could pass and meet in the middle, where they fell into each other's arms. That day the lightest of rains, light as dew, fell on the earth: they were the tears of joy shed by the two newlyweds reunited once more.

And now every year on the seventh day of the seventh moon all the magpies fly up to the heavens to fulfil the merciful mission that has made them so dear to lovers all over the eastern world. If any magpie does not do so, it is a bad magpie, and children throw stones at it.

According to the Koreans, it should never rain on this day, although it falls in the rainy season. But if it does rain, they have their explanation ready: in the morning, they are the tears of joy that the two lovers shed at the thought of being able to hug each other again soon; in the evening, they are the tears caused by the pain of separation. There can be no doubt about this.

Sixteenth day of the Seventh Moon: The founding of the present dynasty is celebrated. It is the feast of the educated classes par excellence; poems of praise are composed in honour of the emperor and his august ancestors. In the evening, the streets are illuminated by countless lanterns.

Fifteenth day of the Eighth Moon: Visit to the graves, customary sacrifices.

Ninth day of the Ninth Moon: Feast of Chrysanthemums. A special wine distilled from the flowers of this plant is usually drunk. Swallows leave to migrate to the south and travellers who are far from their loved ones go up to the surrounding hills in the hope of seeing their own home.

Seventeenth day of the Ninth Moon: Coronation of the Emperor. Official party.

Thirteenth day of the Twelfth Moon: Celebration of Korean Independence (one party that is winding down!).

In addition to all these festivals there are special ceremonies dedicated to the worship of ancestors and those proper to the Buddhist faith, the winter solstice, the autumn equinox, the birth of the Crown Prince, and still others, not forgetting the fifty-two Sundays, which, of all the reforms attempted in recent times, immediately became the most readily accepted.
