
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Osterwoche 

OSTERSITTEN UND BRAUCHE I CUSTOMS and TRADITIONS 

Germany's Easter Fires 
ter of the fifteenth century during the attacks of the Otto
man Empire. The tradition was then continued as fires of 
joy and u-iumph, after tbe intruders were chased away. In 
Styria, the outskirts of cities like Graz, are lit by hundreds 
of Easter fires in the gardens. 

Customs surrounding folk bonfires often include \.vild, 
even anarchic behavior. In Austria, yotmg men dance 
around the fires with burning brooms, which have been 
dipped in tar. Also, wooden carn:vheels are tarred, lit, 
and rolled downhill. Jumping over the fire can even be 
quite dangerous, especially after excessive drinking. These 
rough customs reflect the social component of a con
trolled "stepping out of line," or of crossing borders. For 
a short time, once a year, room is given to wild, aggres
sive, or silly behavior, in a world set apart from everyday 
life, but clearly defined as the circle around the fire. This 
liberating effect allows people to let off steam, to test 
their courage, perhaps also to engage in rites of initiation, 
but always within the community, rather than in a law
less area. It resembles that of the wild days of Mardi Gras 
or Carnival it1 February, and is meant to have no lasting 
negative influence on the community. 

People have been gathering around fires for a million 
years and still do it. For thousands of years, the bonfire 
has retained its significance as a tool to strengthen the 
bonds of a community. And the dramatic effects of flick
ering torches, and high flames in the early dark hours 
of a northern European sprinE day, have lost nothing 

of their appeal. The intensity of the heat in the chilly 
night, the snapping and crackling of the dry wood as it 
is consumed by the fire - all th is adds to the drama and 
attraction of a bonfire par ty. In many Alpine regions, not 
one but many fi res are lit atop the mountains, forming 
an impressive crown of lights on the mountain ridges. 
And there is also a practical aspect: potatoes wrapped in 
aluminum foil are thrown into the fire and fo rm the basis 
of a rustic picnic for those, who stay on to eat and drink, 
until the fire has died down and the potatoes are done. 

The sociologist Helga M. Wolf, in her book on Austrian 
festivities and customs, describes and explains no less 
than one thousand events and rituals in Austria alone. 
She sees those bonfires as a sort of "seasoning" for ev
eryday life. I t is the reliable repetition of customs, and 
their observance in the circle of fa mily and friends, that 
helps people feel secure and protected in view of the 
threatening vicissitudes of life. These ri tuals structure 
time and life. In the long, dark months ben:veen the 
Christmas season and Easter, they give us something to 
look forward to and make preparations for. In our world 
today, in which the word "cool" is used as the high
est possible term of self-perfection, it seems especially 
comforting and reassming, to be warmed each spring by 
your commwiicy's Easter fire. 

Make a fire: On the night before Easter Sunday, thousands of Germans gather 
around huge bonfires. Traditionally, the wood of Christmc1s tre~s is used. It marks 
the end of winter and the coming of spring. It drives away the evil spirits of winter. 


