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Lesson THREE
Chinese New Year
and the Egg Roll
Xiaobing Li, Ph.D.
In China, a country of many provinces, each nationality
observes its own festival as well as the national folk
festivals. The Chinese New Year, or the Spring Festival,
is the most important holiday on the lunar calendar,
similar to the celebration of Christmas in America.
The Chinese lunar calendar was a complex timepiece.
Its parameters were set according to the lunar phases as well
as the solar solstices and equinoxes, and it made a harmonious
world, as did the Chinese zodiac, the cycle of twelve stations
or “signs” along the apparent path of the sun through the
cosmos. Each New Year is marked by the characteristics of one
of the twelve zodiacal animals: the rat, ox, tiger, rabbit, dragon,
snake, horse, sheep, monkey, rooster, dog, and pig.
The Chinese Lunar New Year begins on the second new moon
after winter solstice as the first day of the first month. It falls in late
January or early February of our calendar. Last year, the Chinese
Lunar New Year fell on January 23, and this year it was February
10; next year it will be on January 31. People begin Lunar New Year
preparations from the 23rd of the twelfth month of the previous
year (last year was the year of the dragon). From that day on,
people are busy cleaning and doing their shopping, travelling
back home, and cooking a feast for the largest holiday of the
year. The celebration begins on New Year’s Eve, and decorated
lanterns are evident everywhere, while the sound of exploding fire
crackers fills the air. Beginning on New Year’s Day, traditional folk
activities are offered, such as the Yangge parade, dragon dance,
and festival displays. The Lunar New Year is also celebrated in
other Asian countries such as Vietnam, Korea and Japan.
One of the traditional foods for this special occasion is, of course,
the egg roll. Our Chinese ancestors included the egg roll in their
festival menu during the Chinese Lunar New Year, and eventually,
making and frying delicious egg rolls became a part of the
tradition of a family reunion. They are prepared ahead of time for
the first day of the New Year (this year is the year of snake). The
labor-intensive preparations, including individual filling, wrapping,
and deep-frying, means it is a team effort, or a family endeavor.
Each family has its own secret sauce or traditional recipe which
has been passed down through many generations. Grandparents
decide on the flavors; parents prepare the ingredients of the
fillings; and teens and grown-up kids labor through
the cutting, wrapping, and cooking. It is
considered a labor of love to successfully
re-create these small delicacies that
have been popular for centuries,
and the enjoyment they give is
always an important part of the
holiday festivities.
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