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CHRISTMAS CELEBRATION CUSTOMS I 
WEIHNACHTSFEIERBRAUCHE 

crib, manger: die Krippe, die Krippen 
'1'/w Christmas Crib 

"And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in 
swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there was 
no room for them at the inn" (luke 2,7). Ever since proclamation 
of the Gospel, this image has fascinated artists, major and minor, 
time and again. \ 

This manger is the model for the Christmas crib. The word crib 
can also mean a basket- such as was used for a cradle. The J 

Christmas crib, however, entails more than the Son of God's first 
earthly resting place. It involves the stable in Bethlehem and 
the animals, traditionally viewed as being between man and 
creation. It also involves the shepherds who came rushing from 
the fields when Angels told them of the birth of Christ. And it in
volves the Three Wise Kings from the East, guided by the star. The 
Christmas crib developed out of all these elements. Today it is 
very much in favour again throughout the Federal Republic. The 
retreat from the church into the family has been reversed, and 
cribs are again prominent in churches or even in museums. 

A Christmas crib is thus a depiction of the birth of Christ as taken 
word by word from the Gospel. In this three-dimensional pre
sentation, figures ore shown in appropriate surroundings. They 
can be carved from wood- as is frequently done at present- or 
they can be made of clay or plaster of Paris and painted. Most of 
the figures in the smaller house cribs are somewhat stiff in ap
pearance. That limits constructors of cribs to some extent. Most of 
the props for these little stages were made to last a long time so 

. ~~~ ~r!bs remain ver~!mi!9~ 9'!'~~-!he year:~ :..___ _ ·-.. -· 

Stable and cave 

This "stage" can be either small, taking up little space, or it can 
be Iorge. Some crib-lovers fill an entire room with their construc
tions. No matter what the scale, the scene centres around the 
birth, and German cribs usually present one of two possible 
settings. Firstly, there is the stable, which can be vividly evoked 
with the simplestof means. Great German painters such as 
Albrecht Durer and Albrecht Altdorfer preferred this form o f pre
sentation with stars shining through the damaged roof of the semi
derelict building evoking the impoverished background to this 
event. The second possibility entails the cave in accordance with 
local tradition at Bethlehem. Mining communities used to take 
particular pleasure in making such cribs out of stiff sacking. In the 
middle of the stable or cave lies the infant Jesus, a tiny body that 
would not be noticeable among all the trimmings were it not tor · 
some bright clothing, a star overhead, or a halo. His mother 
kneels at his side. Her attitude of humility is a part of every charac
teristic crib. Tradition lays down that she wears a blue wrap or 
cloak over a red garment. Joseph is a lways an old man with a 
grey beard and inconspicuously dressed. He is scarcely mention
ed in the Gospel so he remains an almost unnoticed figure in the 
background of the crib. Contemporaries have, however, often 
~iven ~im a .little lantern, emittin~ the "':'~a~ light of a tiny ca~dle 


