Celebrating Norouz: Embracing
the Persian New Year

As the winter frost melts away and nature begins to awaken,
millions of people around the world prepare to welcome Norouz,
the Persian New Year. Rooted in ancient traditions and
celebrated with immense joy, Norouz marks the arrival of
spring and symbolizes renewal, rebirth, and the triumph of
light over darkness.

A Tapestry of Tradition

Norouz, which translates to “New Day” in Persian, has been
celebrated for over 3,000 years, tracing its origins to the
Zoroastrian religion. Today, it 1is observed by diverse
communities, including Iranians, Kurds, Afghans, Tajiks, and
other groups across Central Asia, the Middle East, and parts
of the Caucasus.

The festivities typically begin on the vernal equinox, which
falls on March 20th or 21lst, depending on the year.
Preparation for Norouz often starts weeks in advance, with
families cleaning their homes, buying new clothes, and
stocking up on special foods and decorations.

Rituals and Customs

Central to Norouz celebrations are a series of time-honored
rituals and customs, each imbued with symbolic significance.
One such tradition is “Chaharshanbe Suri,” or the Festival of
Fire, which takes place on the eve of the last Wednesday
before Norouz. During this lively event, people leap over
bonfires, chanting, “Give me your redness, take away my
yellowness,” symbolizing the casting off of the previous
year’s misfortunes and embracing the warmth and vitality of
the new year.
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On the day of Norouz itself, families gather around the “Haft-
Seen” table, an elaborate spread adorned with seven symbolic
items, each starting with the Persian letter “S.” These may
include wheat or barley sprouts (sabzeh) representing rebirth,
apples (sib) for beauty and health, garlic (sir) to ward off
evil, and vinegar (serkeh) symbolizing age and patience, among
others. Other items on the table might include painted eggs,
goldfish, a mirror, and candles, all representing different
aspects of life and nature.

Haft-Seen Table:

The Haft-Seen table is a central focal point of Norouz
celebrations, typically adorned with seven symbolic items, all
starting with the Persian letter “S” (pronounced “seen”). Each
of these items holds special significance, representing
various aspects of life, nature, and wishes for the new year.
While the specific items may vary based on regional and family
traditions, some of the most common elements include:

1. Sabzeh (wheat, barley, or lentil sprouts): Symbolizing
rebirth, growth, and the arrival of spring.
2. Samanu (sweet wheat pudding): Representing sweetness and

affluence.
3. Senjed (dried oleaster fruit): Signifying love and
wisdom.

4. Seer (garlic): To ward off evil spirits and illnesses.

5. Seeb (apple): Symbolizing beauty, health, and fertility.

6. Somaq (sumac berries): Representing the sunrise and the
triumph of good over evil.

7. Serkeh (vinegar): Symbolizing age, patience, and wisdom.

In addition to these seven items, families often include other
symbolic elements on the Haft-Seen table, such as a mirror
(representing reflection and self-awareness), painted eggs
(symbolizing fertility and new life), goldfish (representing
life and the end of the astrological year), and candles
(symbolizing enlightenment and happiness).



The Haft-Seen table is typically arranged with care and
attention to detail, often featuring colorful decorations,
fresh flowers, and other seasonal items. It serves as a visual
representation of the hopes, aspirations, and blessings for
the year ahead, inviting family members and guests to reflect
on the past and embrace the promise of the future.

Sizdah Be Dar:

Sizdah Be Dar, which translates to “Thirteen in the Outdoors,”
is a joyous tradition observed on the thirteenth day of
Norouz, also known as “Nature’s Day.” On this day, families
and friends gather outdoors for a picnic or recreational
activities, enjoying the beauty of nature and the company of
loved ones.

Sizdah Be Dar is steeped in ancient customs and superstitions,
believed to ward off bad luck and ensure prosperity for the
coming year. It is said that if one stays indoors on this day,
they risk inviting misfortune upon themselves. Therefore,
people eagerly embrace the opportunity to spend time outdoors,
often in parks, gardens, or countryside settings.

During Sizdah Be Dar, it is customary to partake in various
recreational activities, such as flying kites, playing games,
singing songs, and dancing. Some also engage in the tradition
of “sabzeh gerdo” (literally “throwing away the sprouts”),
where the sprouts from the Haft-Seen table are cast into
running water, symbolizing the renewal of nature and the
casting off of negativity.

As families and friends come together to celebrate Sizdah Be
Dar, they cherish the bonds of kinship and camaraderie,
reveling in the beauty of the natural world and expressing
gratitude for the blessings of life. It is a day filled with
laughter, joy, and the promise of new beginnings, marking the
conclusion of the Norouz festivities with a sense of hope and
optimism for the year ahead.



Feasting and Festivities

Norouz is also a time for feasting and merrymaking, with
families and friends coming together to share traditional
dishes and sweets. Specialties like “sabzi polo ba mahi” (herb
rice with fish), “kuku sabzi” (herb frittata), and “samanu” (a
sweet wheat pudding) are often enjoyed during the holiday.
Music, dance, and storytelling further enliven the atmosphere,
as people celebrate the joys of spring and the promise of new
beginnings.

A Global Celebration

In recent years, Norouz has gained recognition and popularity
beyond its traditional boundaries, with celebrations held in
cities around the world. From Tehran to Toronto, Kabul to
London, multicultural events and public gatherings showcase
the rich tapestry of Persian culture and its enduring
influence on art, music, cuisine, and literature.

Looking to the Future

As Norouz dawns once again, it serves as a reminder of the
resilience of the human spirit and the enduring power of
tradition. In a world marked by rapid change and uncertainty,
the rituals of Norouz offer a sense of continuity and
connection to the past, fostering bonds of kinship and
solidarity across generations and borders.

As families come together to welcome the arrival of spring,
they do so with hope in their hearts, ready to embrace the
opportunities and challenges that lie ahead. For in the spirit
of Norouz, there is a belief in the endless cycle of renewal,
where each ending gives way to a new beginning, and each
darkness is followed by the dawn of a brighter day.



Chaharshanbe Suri: Embracing
Fire and Bidding Farewell to
the 0ld Year

Chaharshanbe Suri, also known as “Red Wednesday,” ignites the
festive season leading up to Nowruz, the Iranian New Year.
Celebrated on the eve of the last Wednesday of the year, this
ancient festival transcends a mere spectacle of fire. It’'s a
vibrant tapestry woven with tradition, symbolism, and the
collective anticipation of spring’s renewal.

”n

The Dance with Flames

The heart of Chaharshanbe Suri lies in the bonfires that blaze
throughout the night. Streets and rooftops transform into a
fiery landscape as families and friends gather. The most
recognizable tradition is the act of jumping over the flames,
accompanied by the chant “Sorkhiye man az to, Zardiye to az
man” (My redness to you, your paleness to me). This ritual
transcends mere entertainment; it embodies the core essence of
the festival. By leaping over the fire, participants
symbolically shed the misfortunes and sluggishness of the past
year. The flames consume the negativity, leaving behind a
sense of purification and rejuvenation, much like the shedding
of old skin to embrace a new beginning.

A Night of Diverse Customs

While the fire rituals hold the spotlight, Chaharshanbe Suri
boasts a kaleidoscope of other traditions:

Oracle Seekers: Young girls, particularly unmarried
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ones, traditionally seek glimpses into their future by
approaching fortune-tellers. This practice adds a touch
of mystery and intrigue to the festive night.

 Espand: A Smoke of Purification: The burning of Esfand
(rue seeds) fills the air with an aromatic fragrance.
This practice is believed to ward off evil spirits and
usher in good fortune. The smoke is believed to cleanse
individuals and their surroundings, creating a
protective shield against negativity.

= A Splash of Symbolism: In some regions, a unique custom
involves jumping over flowing water, such as streams or
pools. This act symbolizes washing away the
inauspiciousness of the past year, paving the way for a
fresh start.

A Celebration of Community: The night transcends
individual rituals and transforms into a vibrant display
of community spirit. Fireworks paint the night sky with
bursts of color, laughter fills the air, and families
gather for joyous celebrations. This collective revelry
strengthens social bonds and reinforces the importance
of shared traditions.

A Legacy Rooted in History

Chaharshanbe Suri’s rich history stretches back to the roots
of Zoroastrianism, an ancient Iranian religion. Fire, revered
as a sacred element, signifies purity and transformation.
Jumping over the flames echoes the Zoroastrian belief in the
transformative power of fire. It serves as a potent symbol of
casting away the impurities of the past year and embracing the
light and renewal associated with spring.

A Tradition that Endures

Today, Chaharshanbe Suri transcends geographical boundaries.
Celebrated not only within Iran but also by Iranian



communities worldwide, the festival serves as a significant
prelude to the grand festivities of Nowruz. It’s a time for
families to reconnect, reflect on the year gone by, and set
their intentions for a year brimming with prosperity and joy.

A Note on Safety: While the allure of the fiery celebrations
is undeniable, prioritizing safety remains paramount. Bonfires
should be built in designated areas under adult supervision,
and participants must maintain a safe distance from the
flames. Responsible celebration ensures that the joyous spirit
of Chaharshanbe Suri is preserved for generations to come.



