
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Silvesterabend 

POST- CHRISTMAS SEASON / NACHWEIHNACHTSZEIT 

New Year's Eve: Silvesterabend (der 31. Dezember) 

New Years Eve custom: Silvesterabendsitte 

,,Dinner for One" I ,,der 90. Geburtstag" 

and as she selects the drinks to go with 
each course, James fills the glasses of 
the imagina1y guests and then toasts to 
Lhe host, pretending each turn to be 
one of her old friends: Sir Toby, Admi
ral von Schneider, Mr. Ponuneroy, or 
Mr. Winterboltom. As he becomes 
more intoxicated with the obligatory 
glasses going with each course, the 
spectarors delight at his skillful imita
tion of the guests and his ability to 
maintain aristocratic manners on the 
brink of fa lling into complete chaos. 
He gasps when James loses his balance 
and shudders when he mistakenly 
drinks from a flower vase. But behind 
all this anarchic development, the 
viewer also feels the butler's humanity 
in h is warm-hearted and tongue-in
cheek behaviour towards o ld Miss 
Sophie. 

Young and old alike repeat Admiral 
van Schneider's "skol" with its charac
teristic military sharpness. There are 
hysterical outbreaks of laughter each 
ti.me he trips over the head of the tiger 
rug when crossing the dining room to 
reach the sideboard witl1 the wine bot
tles. Contra1)' co expectations and his 
increasingl y slurred speech, as he 
becomes gradually tipsier with each 
toast, he manages the rug with rather 
more than less ease and once even 
glances almost reproachingly at the 
tiger head the only time he has not 
stumbled over iL 

It is these funny details as well as 
B1itish mime Freddy Frinton's superb 
slapstick acting that stand out in the 
many attempts to explain the populari
ty of this l 963 TV p roduction . T he 
play incorporates many elements of 
the silent movie and it is immensely 
funny, at least in the context of a cul
ture in which the moderate consump
tion of alcohol for a celebration is per
missible and where it is still politically 
correct to enjoy watching someone act 

drunk. The dialogue is minimal and 
easily understandable even for chil
dren , because Lhe pantomime ele
ments are self-understood. The comic 
juxtaposition of the cliches of nobility 
and their servants, high-class behavior 
and consequent failure, foreseeable 
each time James circles the table, the 
running gag of stumbling over the 
tiger head , all these are silent movie 
elements easily enjoyed also by chil
dren. Like the tightrope walker who 
eventually reaches the other side in 
spite of the abyss, James manages to 
maintain control and steer the party to 
the content of Miss Sophie. ls this seen 
and felt as a symbol of a year not 
empty of deceptions fi nally brought to 
a happy end? Adult'> and children suf
fer anxiety and feel relief with him , 
which makes the sketch perfect enter
tainment for the entire fami ly. 

But the sketch also has depth . 
Helped by their speaking names, Frin
ton gives the four men complete indi
\~duality only through his voice, creat
ing reality in the world of Miss Sophie 
who - by insisting on her annual party 
refuses to accept the reality of death. 
The warm feelings of friendship man
age to hold in check the spectre of 
farewell and death (of th e old year) 
and prepare the jubilant welcome of 
the New Year, something even chil
dren can feel. Thus, the make-believe 
in tl1is tiny comedy becomes more real 
than anything found in current "reali
ty" television . 

Nevertheless, it is still a puzzle how 
a whole nation could become addicted 
to a black-and-white sketch, of poor 
tech nical quality, which is not even 
presented in their own language . In 
fact, its popularity rose to the extent 
that the German airline LTU now 
shows the sketch on all flights between 
December 28 and.Janua1y 2, so no pas
senger will miss out on the annual tra-

dition. In 2004 the number of viewers 
in Germany rose from 14.3 million to 
15.6 million. In total there have been 
almost three hundred airings with a 
total of one hundred eighty million 
viewers since it became a cult classic in 
Germany and several other European 
counu·ies. 

Dinner/or One is now a permanent 
New Year's tradition in Germany - but 
is virtually unknown in Great Britain, 
where it all originated. Only one pri
vate TV station showed the sketch in 
the context of the German New Year's 
tradition - and never d id so again, 
even though author (Laurie Wylie), 
actors (Frinton and partner May War
den) and the original dialogue are 
undoubtedly of British origin . Why 
such lack of interest in the heartland 
of humour? Could it be that there was 
too much of a similarity between Miss 
Sophie and Queen Elizabeth II? After 
all, the BBC is an "entity of public law 
with royal character". Was Miss 
Sophie's familiarity with the butler 
seen as slightly inappropriate? Or was 
actor Frinton, who never made it to 

the big stage, just too far away from 
the honorable BBC, as the German 
weekly Spiegel suggests in an article in 
December 2003. Or that nobility and 
alcohol j ust don't go together, as 
another German daily wrote. "We 
don't know the show", the BBC voiced 
to Spiege~ "and generally we only pre
sent our own productions" . The 
British media took up the question in 
2003 for the first time when the 
Guardian characterized it as "one of 
the most successful TV programs of 
the country, which is admirable, as it is 
played in a language most Germans do 
not speak." 

As for the history of Dinner for One, 
it all began when the northern Ger
man television station NDR was talent 
scou~1d discovered the play on a 


