
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

,Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

CHRISTMAS CELEBRATION CUSTOMS I 
WEIHNACHTSFEIERBRAUCHE 

crib, manger: die Krippe, die Krippen 

material. rhe child was laid in a glass casket so as to prevent 
the wax melting or being knocked about. Wax was also used for 
the other figures that were gradually added to these cribs. There 
exist splendid examples of such figures in museums where th13y can 
be looked after and put on show. These wax cribs were mode in at 
least the. Rhineland and Westphalia until the mid 19th century -
frequently by monasteries following Italian models. Poorer people 
turned to wood as a cheaper work-material, and their figures 
became more like familiar everyday characters than the models 
in church cribs. The shepherds, for instance, are 18th century 
Westphalian shepherds with their characteristic wooden shoes. 
The maid-servants have Westphalian-style bonnets and pack 
baskets. Unfortunately, only a few such local cribs still exist. 
More cribs have survived in Southern Germany, and these too give 
expression to local traditions. Such traditions survive better in 
remote mountain villages than in the urban areas of the Rhine I 
and the Ruhr with constant fluctuations in the population. 

There exists a very vivid description from the year 1863, recorded 
by 0. von Reinsberg-Duringsfeld in Southern Germany. "The child 
rests in a dark grotto. Its mother kneels at the child's side, and 
Joseph stands at the entrance. Shepherds, mostly in mountain 
clothing, are kneeling before the cave or on the pasture where 1 

lambs are grazing and golden-winged Angels talking with other 
shepherds. One shepherd is generally depicted as rubbing the 
sleep out of his eyes, and in the foreground there is a spring 
where d cow is drinking. On the mountains, rising above the cave, 
there are houses and castles. Animals graze, protected by herds
men, and huntsmen with rifles room in .search of hares and I 
chamois. Horse and carts travel down the mounta in-side, a 
butcher leads a calf, a farmer's w ife brings eggs and butter, and 
a forester descends with a hare to be given to a child . . . The I 
crib remains so until New Year when the circumcision is 'unveiled', 
followed on January the 5th by the Three Holy Kings. The Kings 
and their splendid retinue of pages, horsemen, and servants with 
horses, camels, and elephants fill the area in front of the crib, and 
this pomp provides the people's favourite presentation". 

Pleasure in cribs began to decline around 1870. There were many 
causes. Factories started to supply mass-produced crib figures 
at relativ.ely low prices, · which. led- to a decline in personann-= 
volvement within the family. There was also a decline in religious 
conviction, and in Germany the state-church conflict following the 
1870/72 Vatican Council. The Franco-Prussian War and other 
political changes exerted an influenc~ tOQ: - ·· ·------- - ·--- ·-

The crib move
ment after 1900 

In 1892, Max Schmederer from Munich gave his private collection 
of cribs to the Bavarian National Museum, and this occupied over 
1,000 sq. metres of exhibition space. This action led after the First 
World War to what was known as the crib movement. Well-known 
artists, priests, and writers established crib associations (for in
stance, The Association of Crib-Lovers in the Rhineland <?n.d West-_ 


