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...butfar what reason?
H ap p y  N ew  Y ear!"  T h a t g ree tin g  w ill b e  sa id  an d  h ea rd  fo r  a t le a s t th e  f irs t co u p le  o f  w eek s  as  a  n ew  

y ea r g e ts  u n d e r w ay . B u t th e  d ay  ce leb ra ted  as  N ew  Y ear 's  D ay  in  m o d em  A m erica  w as  n o t a lw ay s  

Jan u a ry  1 .

Ancient New Years:

T h e  ce leb ra tio n  o f  th e  n ew  y ea r  is  th e  o ld es t  o f  a ll  h o lid ay s . I t  w as  f irs t  o b se rv ed  in  an c ien t  B ab y lo n  

ab o u t  4 0 0 0  y ea rs  ag o . In  th e  y ea rs  a ro u n d  2 0 0 0  B C , th e  B ab y lo n ian  N ew  Y ear  b eg an  w ith  th e  f irs t  N ew  

M o o n  (ac tu a lly  th e  f irs t  v is ib le  c re scen t) a fter  th e  V ern a l E q u in o x  (f irs t d ay  o f  sp rin g ).

T h e  b eg in n in g  o f  sp rin g  is a  lo g ica l tim e  to  s ta rt a  n ew  y ea r. A fter a ll, it is th e  seaso n  o f  reb irth , o f  

p lan tin g n ew  c rop s , an d o f b lo sso m in g . Jan u a ry 1 , o n th e o th e r h an d , h as n o as tro n o m ica l n o r  

ag ricu ltu ra l s ig n ifican ce . I t is  p u re ly  a rb itra ry .

T h e  B ab y lo n ian  n ew  y ea r ce leb ra tio n  la s ted  fo r  e lev en  d ay s . E ach  d ay  h ad  its o w n  p a rticu lar  m o d e  o f  

ce leb ra tio n ,  b u t  it  is  sa fe  to  say  th a t  m o d em  N ew  Y ear 's  E v e  fe s tiv itie s  p a le  in  co m p ariso n .

T h e R o m an s co n tin u ed  to  o b se rv e th e n ew  y ea r in  la te M arch , b u t th e ir ca len d a r w as co n tin u a lly  

tam p ered  w ith  b y  v a rio u s  em p ero rs so  th a t th e  ca len d a r so o n  b ecam e  o u t o f  sy n ch ro n iza tio n  w ith  th e  

su n .

In  o rd e r  to  se t th e  ca len da r  r ig h t, th e  R o m an  sen a te , in  1 5 3  B C , d ec la red  Jan u a ry  1 to  b e  th e  b eg in n in g  

o f  th e  n ew  y ea r. B u t tam p erin g  co n tin u ed  u n til Ju liu s C aesar, in  4 6  B C , es tab lish ed  w h a t h as  co m e  to  

b e k n o w n  as th e Ju lian C alen d a r. I t ag a in  es tab lish ed  Jan u a ry 1 as th e n ew  y ea r. B u t in  o rd e r to  

sy n ch ro n ize  th e  ca len d a r  w ith  th e  su n , C aesar  h ad  to  le t  th e  p rev io u s  y ea r  d rag  o n  fo r  4 4 5  d ay s .
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