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During the solemnity of Holy Week, as churches fill with faithful commemorating Christ’s
Passion, a peculiar phenomenon occurs: the bells fall silent from Holy Thursday until
the Easter Vigil. This silence is not merely a liturgical accident but a tradition rich in
symbolism, legends, and deep spirituality.

Why Do the Bells “Go Silent” During Holy Week?
According to Catholic tradition, after the Gloria of the Mass on Holy Thursday, the
bells are silenced and do not ring again until Easter. Instead, wooden clappers
(matracas), rattles, or tablets are used to call the faithful to worship. This gesture
symbolizes the Church’s mourning for the death of Jesus and His absence in the world
between His Crucifixion and Resurrection.

Beyond the symbolism, however, there is a curious popular legend that explains this
silence:

“The Bells Fly to Rome”

In many regions of Europe and Latin America, it is said that the bells “fly to Rome” to be
blessed by the Pope and return on Holy Saturday, carrying the holy water that will be used
for the Baptism of catechumens during the Easter Vigil.

Though not doctrinal, this belief was passed down orally as a poetic way to explain why no
bells are heard during the Sacred Triduum (Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy
Saturday). In some cultures, children were even told that “the bells are in mourning” or
that “God has died, so they do not sing.”

The Liturgical Origin of the Silent Bells
The use of wooden instruments instead of bells has ancient roots:

In the Middle Ages, the sound of bells was considered a sign of joy, so their absence
marked mourning for Christ.
Clappers and rattles, with their harsher sound, symbolized the clamor of the
Jewish people demanding crucifixion (when they shouted, “Crucify Him!”).
They also evoked the earthquake and darkness that covered the earth when
Jesus died (Matthew 27:51).

In some monasteries, this silence is accompanied by the “Tenebrae Service,” a liturgical
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ceremony in which candles are gradually extinguished until only darkness remains.

Curious Related Traditions
In Germany and Austria, children would take to the streets with clappers to “replace”
the bells, chanting traditional verses.
In Mexico and Spain, some brotherhoods preserve giant wooden rattles that are
sounded during Good Friday processions.
In Italy, there is a custom of tying red ribbons to the bells on Holy Thursday,
symbolizing Christ’s blood.

The Return of the Bells at the Resurrection
The most thrilling moment comes during the Easter Vigil, when, after the singing of
the Gloria, the bells ring out with full force, proclaiming that Christ is risen! This joyous
clamor contrasts with the preceding silence, reminding us that death has been conquered.

Conclusion: A Silence That Speaks Louder Than Words
The silencing of the bells during Holy Week is one of those traditions filled with mystery
and liturgical beauty that help us deeply experience the Paschal Mystery. It is not just an
ancient custom but a reminder that in God’s silence lies the greatest victory in history:
the Resurrection.

Did you know about this tradition? In your town or parish, do they use clappers, or is there
any local legend about the bells during Holy Week? Share your experiences!


