
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL 12 HeiligeAbende 

NACHWEIHNACHTZEIT / POST CHRISTMAS SEASON 

zwölf Heilige Abende: 12 Holy Nights 
12 hei lige Abendesitte: 12 Holy Night customs 

The period between Christmas aad Epiphany is called the „Twelve Holy Nights." Many pre
Chr istian survivals appear in the rites and superst itions of this period. In past centuries 
there have been many superstitions, pagan rites, and legends performed. 

der Aberglaube, die Aberglauben: superstition 
der Glaube, die Glauben: belief 

BELIEF: conviction that certain things are true, usually at a particular holiday or an 
lsolated period of time {Glaube) 

SUPERSTITION: any belief or attitude that is inconsistent with the known laws of science 
or with what is generally considered in the particular society as true or rational; 
especially such a belief in charms, omens, supernatural, etc. and can happen 
any time {Aberglaube) 

The Role of Superstitions 

Superstitions of this kind usually appear when man 
fails to understand ehe objective conditions determining 
the course of natural and social events. He-uses supersti
tious practices to ward ojf those powers which he cannot 
infiuence with rational action ba~;d on practical expe-

rience. The more man comes to know about the /aws gov
erning nature and society, the less he will have to take re
course to these traditional forms of superstition. What re
main are residues, hardly admitted to but still there, like 
the fear of !!he number 13, etc. These, howe'"uer, are proba
bly no more or less numerous in Germany than they are 
in other modern societies. 

The Holy Twelve Nights, which last until the night of 5 or 6 January, start with 
Christmas Night. They have various names. 

• In South Germany it was the custom to burn incense against the evil spirits. 
• In Eastern Bavaria and the area around Salzburg, father and son still go 

throughout the house with a censer on the Holy Night. This censer contains 
glowing coals onto which resin is scattered so as to disseminate a powerful 
fragrance. 

• Belief in the Twelve Nights is still strong in the Altmark to the east of the Elbe 
River in North Germany. 

• These nights contain many dangers. 
• Even today people throughout Germany avoid doing any washing during this 

time-except for babies' needs. 
• Anything except absolutely necessary washing brings misfortune. White 

washing hanging on the line is thought to indicate a coffin in the family, laid 
out with such linen. 

• Work that is not completely unavoidable also brings ill luck. 
• Threshing was strictly avoided at this t ime of year. 
• There also was a prohibition on using a spinning wheel or sewing machine. 
• This is a tranquil time that should not be disturbed, 


