
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Dreikonigsfest 

NACHWEIHNACHTZEIT / POST CHRISTMAS SEASON 

Dreikonigsfest (der 6. Januar): Epiphany or Festival of 3 Kings 

Dreikonigsfestsitte: Epiphany custom 
6 . Januar - Epiphany Is known as "Three Kings Day" or Heillge Drei Konige in German. I t commemorates the arrival of the Three Wise Men (three 
kings) In Bethlehem. This Is the end of the Christmas season in Europe. The last of the Christmas trees go in the trash and the "twelve days of Christmas" 
come to an end. 

January 6, the day of the Three Kings, the last day of Christmas, comes with its own traditions, rituals and 
symbols. Carolers are going from house to house; in many homes the Christmas tree is taken down and in 
some areas is burnt in a big bonfire. For the children this is an especially joyous occasion because, associated 
wit h taking down the tree goes the "pli.indern" (raiding) of the tree. The sweets, chocolate ornaments wrapped 
in foil or cookies, which have replaced the sugar plums, are the raiders' rewards. 

On this day the Three Kings' cake is baked. 

On t his day, The fea st of the 3 Wise Men, another custom is 
cherished . Three children from the village dress up as t he 
3 Kings from the Orient and go from door to door_'.Wi th the 
purpose of collecting money. With this f east the Christmas 
ends . On the Sunday after the feast of the three kings, 
the Christmas tree is stripped and then burned . 

Significance of 
this festival 

There is more to be said abou t the customs associated with this 
day but that belongs elsewhere in this book. One aspect of Epi
phany must be stressed though - at least with regard to the 
Federal Republic of Germany. The decline in such customs now 
taking place shows how much the Christmas period has gained 
in importa~ce over the ·post century. The former riv~}y between 
Christmas and Epiphany has been decisively resolved in favour 
of the festival of Christmas. How quickly the significance of Epi
phany has dwindled since about 19201 That receives expression 
in deletion of this day from the list of offi~ial public holidays in 
most of Germany's federal states. The Church celebration has also 
been put back to the following Sunday. Even in Cologne, the 
saints' resting-place, the 6th of January is the same as any other 
work-day except for the fact that a high mass, incomparable in 
its festive splendour, is celebrated in the cathedral that morning. 
The Emperor's bell, the largest German bell, is sounded at the 
start of this service. This is so heavy that 28 men were needed to 
get it going before introduction of an electric mechanism. This bell 
is heard very seldom - at Christmas, Epiphany, Easter, Whitsun, 
and Corpus Christi - since the cathedral architect fears for the 
safety of the bell tower. 

One other aspect of Epiphany is worthy of ment ion. In homes 
where there are chil~r~~ ~~~ a ~rib, the father or mot~~r secr~!ly 
adds the figures of the Three Kings and their retinue to the crib 
display on the morning of January the 6th. The children are delight
ed when they become aware of this. The same happens· in churches 
where the cribs thus attain to artistic completion in more than one 
sense. 


