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OSTERFREUDENFEUER I EASTER BONFIRES 

Easter bonfires are one of the most common Easter customs in Germany. The practice is especially 

popular in rural parts of northern Germany but some of the fires are lit in residential gardens in the city 
or along the beach of the River Elbe in Hamburg. Villagers, neighbours and friends traditionally gather 
around these bonfires which are usually lit on the Saturday before Easter starts. In some areas the 
custom does not take place until Easter Sunday or Monday. The bonfire is fuelled with branches and 
twigs taken from the garden. 

The Easter bonfires can trace their origin as a custom back to the 16th Century but probably date back 
to pre-Christian times. The light from the fire symbolically represents the driving-out of winter and the 
coming of warmth. The practice is also supposed to increase the fertility of fields. In the Christian 
tradition the Easter bonfire is a sign of the resurrection of Christ. 

Easter wheels are another variation. Giant flaming wheels made of wood and straw are rolled down hills 
every year in the town of Luedge in the German state of North Rhine-Westphalia. 

They leave a blazing trail stretching for several hundred metres and hark back to fiery wheels used to 
symbolise the sun 2,000 years ago. These too, marked the end of winter. 

Easter bonfires are stlll built in many 
places on the eve of Easter Sunday. 

Easter bonfires, which are built in some places on 
the Thursday or Saturday before Easter or on Easter 
Sunday, comprise another rural spring cuscom former
ly practiced both at Karneval time and at Easter. The 
wood for these fires was collected by young people 
going from house to house reciting poems in which 
they threatened to punish all those who would not give 
them anything. In some areas, wheels or barrels 
wrapped in straw are set ablaze and rolled down the 
hills as fire wheels. This is an especially spectacular 
Easter custom. 
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Easter bonfires 

Locals gather around a traditional bonfire 
on the banks of the_Elbe in Hamburg . 


