
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Osterwoche 

OSTERSITTEN UND BRAUCHE I CUSTOMS and TRADITIONS 

hollowed eggs dangle on 
colorful ribbons. The shrubs 
in the front yards are hung 

Germany's Easter Fires 

with plastic eggs, and in 
southern Germany, even the 
village fountains are deco-
rated with flower wreaths 
and green twigs to symbol
ize the rebirth of nature ( GL 
April/May 2006). 

However, which are the 
century-old beliefs behind 
the custom of setting a bon
fire ablaze, and spending an 
evening or even the entire 
night outside in the cold? 
From the many attempts 
to explain the complex fas
cination of a bonfire, one 
can pick those best suited 
to ones own experience. 
Obviously, the heat of a fire 
can be seen as the definite 
expulsion of winter's cold 
and as a "warm" welcome 
of spring. In pre-Christian 
days, ritual fires are believed 
to have been the most effec
tive means to chase away evil 
spirits, especially those, that 
hindered a successful hunt 
or endangered the crop. 
Also, the cleansing aspect of 
a fire, its capacity to enable 
renewal, may play a role, as 
in many places, discarded wood and other no longer used 
items are burnt. And springtime is fitting for rituals of 
fertility, based on the concept of fire as a symbol oflife. 

With the arrival of Christianity in northern Europe, those 
pagan customs were continued, but translated into more 
suitable symbols: fo-e represents light, and light symbol
izes Christ, whom the Bible quotes as having said: "I am 
the light." Thus, the fire alludes to Jesus, who saved the 
world from darkness and ignorance, and the ritual burn
ing of a Judas straw figure in the Easter fire underscores 
this view. In some places in Bavaria, therefore, Easter fires 
are called "Judasfeuer," although straw figures are also 
burnt elsewhere, called the "Hanslverbrennen" (burning 
of Hans = Johannes= John) . 

The custom of lighting bonfires has been documented 
since the thirteenth century and probably dates back 
to the Stone Age. Closely related and widely practiced 
tlu·oughout Europe, are the customs surrow1ding the sol
stice bonfires, Lit the night before June 21, and the "Jo
hannifeuei::_or "Johannisfeuer," lit the night before St. 

John's birthday on June 24 . Dancing around it and jump
ing across, helps protect farmers and their animals from 
disease and other harm, and tl1e ashes are scattered in 
the fields to protect the crops. Commemorative bonfires 

-- are known, like the impres
sive "Konig-Ludwig-Feuer" 
near Oberarnmergau. 

Easter fires as such have 
been documented since 
1559. Today, they are more 
common in northern Ger
many, the Netherlands, and 
Scandinavia than elsewhere. 
The custom is growing and 
spreading, perhaps even as 
a sort of opposition to the 
modern event cultw-e of 
our shopping malls, which, 
in their uniformity, prevent 
identification with tl1e par
ticular area and its culture. 

Christians regard Easter 
Sunday as the most impor
tant day of the lin1rgical 
year. They celebrate the ris
ing from the tomb of Jesus 
Christ as His triumph over 
Death, as the joyous end 
of the somber Lent season. 
Many of those, who seldom 
see the inside of a church 
during the year, will now 
attend Mass and watch the 
kindling of the big Paschal 
or Easter candle and the 
blessing of baptism candles. 
Parish members then light 
their own candles in their 
lanterns with this flame, and 

carry it home to Light their hearth. 
Easter bonfires can be both religious and non-religious. 

In the Austrian village of Raab, Bw·genland, a holy fire, 
blessed by the priest, is lit at dawn the day before Easter 
Sunday. "Weil1feueru·ager," light carriers, then carry the 
smoldering embers in tin cans to their homes. The faster 
they get there, the stronger the protection against evil is 
believed to be. As modern homes no longer have hearths, 
tl1e embers are dispersed in the fields. And the Lavan
taJ, Carinthia, practices the custom of burning fires in the 
form of Christian symbols, like the heart of Jesus, or using 
His monogram. 

Secular bonfires in Austria' easternmost Burgenland, 
may well have originated as warning fires in the last quar-


