
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Silvesterabend 

POST CHRISTMAS SEASON / NACHWEIHNACHTZEIT 

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

New Years Eve custom: Silvesterabendsitte 

noise: der Krach, die Krache 

Who Believes in Evil Spirits? 
Noise and Merrymaking Is Fun! 

Why all the noise and fireworks? Scholars tell us that 
traditionally this was done tO drive away evil demons 
and spirits as the New Year began . Bue if you ask some
one in the street why he does it, he will shrug his shoul
ders and say, "I don't know;" or he will say, if you in
sist, that he thinks it is fun. Perhaps he will even cell 
you that he is driving away evil spirits. If he says this, 
you can be certain he has learned about it in school or 
read ic somewhere, because if you ask him what kind of 
spirits are scared off, he will not know the answer. Be
sides, he does not believe in spirits. But still he sets off 
the fireworks. 

A few hundred years ago in Germany people believ
ed these things, just as they still do today in some re-

gions of the world. They tried to chase away evil spirits 
by cracking whips, shooting off mortars or exploding 
fireworks. The psychological funct ion of such cus
toms can be compared with that of singing in a dark 
forest; it makes one feel safer and strori'3er and less 
afraid. 

ST. SYLVESTER DAY- Young 
men dress up in masks a nd go 
through the streets maki ng lots of noise 
to sca re the demons away. Since this 
day falls on December 3 1 st, many 

people believe this is how the tradition of 
setting off fireworks on New Year's Eve 
began. 

These times ended long ago in Germany. But even a 
hundred years ago, when the laborers and servants in 
some rural areas could only change their employers at 
the end of the year (that is, if they were employed for 
a full twelve months - there were also other arrange
ments), they would celebrate this occasion by making 
a lot of noise. They would drink and dance and drive 
through the villages, cracking their whips and shoot
ing pistols into the air - and all this certainly was not 
done in order to chase away the evil spirits but rather 
because it was fun. And the same is true of the custom 
of greeting the New Year with fireworks, which has 
since spread all over the world. It has become a world 
custom because it is fun - and also because today there 
is an industry which produces fireworks and wants to 

sell them. 
Fireworks have been used for a long time. Even the 

ancient Greeks knew how to use light and fire t0 make 
various effects, but it was especially the ancient Chine
se who developed this art. The first large public fire
works were held on festive occasions during the Euro
pean Renaissance (which occurred between the 14th 
and 16th centuries). In the Baroque period which fol
lowed, elaborate fireworks climaxed the pompus gala 
feasts of the princes. Hundreds of their peasants had t0 

work for years to cover the expense of one Baroque 

fireworks display. Not until the last century (and even 
more so in our own time) did the smaller fireworks, set 
off by private individuals, come into vogue on New 
Year's. 

Driving out the 
old year 

Omnipresent and most important of all though is the noise with 
which the o ld year is driven away on the stroke of midnight. This 
cu?tom extends from the Alps to the North Sea, from the big 
c1t1es to the smal lest hamlet. In the Alps, the local riflemen's asso
ciation takes care of that, and elsewhere it is young unmarried 
men. In towns, individual fam ilies chase off the old year with 
rockets, gun salutes, shouts, and noise in general. Every year, 
newspapers tel l their readers how many mi llion DM worth of 
firewo_rks were shot off to mark the New Year. As early as 1711, 
the Prince of Hesse promulgated an edict against this "foolish " 
custom - but to little effect even though it was repeated from 
time to time. 


