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The Christmas season starts with· Advent and a ·custom 
which dates back to pagan times, when people believed in the 
wheel of life, never ending and ongoing, even after death. This 
custom is signified by the Advent wreath, decorated with four 
candles. each representing one of the four Sundays in Advent. 
The wreath consists of pine branches and ribbons, sitting on a 
table, or, like in many German homes, hanging from the ceil
ing. 

The ritual connected with the wreath is the celebrating of 
the Pre-Christmas season every Sunday in which one candle is 
lit. friends and families get together, having punch and cookies 
and singing Christmas carols. 

The Advent Season 

The German Christmas season starts with 
Advent, which is observed in most homes 
with the Advent wreath. Made of fir 
branches entwined with bright red ribbons 
and crowned wi th four candles, this wreath 
is either suspended from the chandelier in 
the living room or placed upon a table. 

Each Sunday the family gathers around 
the wreath and one candle is lit for each 
week. On the last Sunday before Christ
mas all four candles have been lit and shed 
their mellow light - a prefiguration of the 
coming of Christ. 

An Advent wreath-often made of evergreen branches and usually decorated with four candles- is one of the most 
popular symbols of the season. On the four Sundays in Advent families often gather to light the candles and to sing 
carols and read Christmas stories together. 

The evergreen wreath has its roots in the northern city of Hamburg, where In 1839 a wreath was hung in the prayer 
hall of the Rauhes Haus charity. This arrangement made of pine branches found favor in the homes of Protestant 
families, particularly those living in northern Germany. In the 1920s, though, Roman Catholics began to adopt the 
custom too. 

Originally decorated with 24 candles, one for each day of Advent, the number has long been reduced to four, 
symbolizing the four Sundays before Christmas. 

No-one knows when the Advent wreath came to Germany and 
where it originated. It does not date back very far as a Christmas 
custom but has already firmly established itself. If you happen to 
pass by flower shops or nurseries during the week before the first 
Sunday in Advent, you will see ma.ny, many Advent wr.eaths, an? 
eager hands binding and decoratmg more wrea!hs. Pme and f1r 
cones little red mushrooms, or red and yellow nbbons are also 
attached to the green of the wreath. Here and there artificial 
snow is strewn on the twigs since winter is already under way. 

Perhaps the Advent wreath came to Germany from Sweden in 
emulation of the nordic 'Crown of Lights'. It was originally more 
common in North German towns than elsewhere in the country. l 
From around 1930 it suddenly spread to all levels of the popu
lation. You can easily make such a wreath for yourself, and any
one who cannot do that or does not find any fir twigs can be 
satisfied with a decorated candle whose pre-Christmas glow is 
almost equally good. 

Advent wreaths 


