
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Neujahrstag 

NACHWEIHNACHTZEIT / POST CHRISTMAS SEASON 

Neujahrstag (der 1. Januar): New Years Day 

Was ist NeuJahrstag? / What is New Years Day? 

Why Does the New Year 
Begin on January 1? 

But why does the year in our calendar system begin 
on January 1? It is an arbitrary date, of course, although 
one that has been used already for many centuries. The 
cycle of the seasons, during which the earth goes 
around the sun, repeats itself every 3651/4 days. This 
rhythm could always be easily observed from all places 

that are not too close to the equator, and accordingly 
this cycle came to be regarded as a natural unit of time 
- just as the phases of the moon originally served to fix 
the shorter time periods of the months. The ancient 
Egyptians were the first to use the solar year as a unit 
of time. 

But all this does not mean that the year must begin 
on January 1, which is not even the day on which the 
sun reaches its lowest position (this happens on the 
21st of December). And indeed there are and there 
were many cultures which did begin the year on a com
pletely different date. Many fixed the beginning of the 
year at the time when the harvest was•completed -
which makes a lot of sense in agricultural societies. It 
was Julius Caesar who introduced January 1 in 46 B.C. 
as the beginning of the Roman year, and towards the 
end of the Middle Ages this system already prevailed 
over all the other calendars that had existed in Europe 
until then. 

One has to bear this in mind in order to understand 
why so many of the old rural festivals are celebrated on 
different dates in different places. Som,e are celebrated 
at Christmas in one place, on Jan. 1 in another, on Jan. 
6 {Dreikonigstag, the Day of the Magi) in another, or 
even at Karneval time or at Easter in still other regions. 
All of these dates were once regarded as the beginning 
of the year in various parts of Germany. 

Recently; the celebrating of "Silvester" {New Year's 
Eve) has been gaining importance. The name is derived 
from Pope Silvester I, 314 - 335, who is the Roman
Catholic saint of December 31. 

New Year is popularly called as Neujahr in Germany. It is 
celebrated on January 1, the first day of the first month of the 
Georgian calendar. People in Germany hold lot of fervor and 
zeal for the New Year celebrations. 

However, New Year's Day has not 
alwavs been January 1-even on the Chris
tian ·calendar. In the early Middle Ages, 

most of Christian Europe celebrated the 
beginning of each new year on March 25 
(Annunciation Day). The Anglo-Saxons 
started the new year on March I ·until Wil
liam the Conqueror made January l New 
Year's Day: (England later returned to the 
March 25 date.) Although the Julian cal
endar of Rome had set January l as the 
start of the year, it was not until 1582, with 
the introduction of the Gregorian calen
dar, that most of Europe adopted the prac
tice of beginning the year on the first day 

of January. Pope Gregory had the assis
tance of the German Jesuit mathematician 
ChristopherClavius (1537-1612) in refin
ing his new calendar, but the Gregorian 
calendar was not adopted in German 
Protestant regions until 1700-and even 
later in many parts of the world, such as 
Britain (1751) and Russia (19~ _ 


