
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

,Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

HISTORY OF CHRISTMAS TREE I GESCHICHTE DES 
WEIHNACHTSBAUMES 

Christmas tree: der Weihnachtsbaum, die Weihnachtsbaume 
history: die Geschichte 

In earlier times, life was hard for the superstitious 
Germanic tribes who believed in spirits and devils and 
valued trees as symbols of life and fertility. The ever
green conifers were special symbols of the perpetuity of 
life. 

Later, the Romans valued the symbolic power of the 
evergreen tree, a symbol which was absorbed into Chris
tianity ?-nd revered as the "Tree of Life." In the thir
teenth century, this custom spread from the monasteries 
to the cities and to most of the population. 

In 1419, the guild of bakers' apprentices in Frieburg l 
im Breisgau decorated a tree with fruit, wafers, nuts, and 
gingerbread, and this custom spread along the Upper 
Rhine region. Martin Luther supported the idea of re- ~ 
taining the custom of decorating evergreen trees at 
Christmas time and its popularity grew. One of the first 1 

Christmas trees in England was decorated for Queen 
Victoria around 1840; in Norway, the first Christmas tree 
appeared in 1830; and German emigrants brought the 
custom to America around 1700. 

Christmas Tree 

The history of the Christmas tree is no less com
pticated. The connection between the Christmas 
tree and the pre-Christian use of green branches 
and lights tor the religious cult of winter has 
often been maintained, but it has never been 
proven. The connection of the evergreen fir tree 
(ear~ier the box tree was also used) with candles 
can be traced back to early 17th century Alsace. 
Then in the course of the 19th century this 
custom spread over all of Germany and over 
great sections of the world. Today both the Chr4st
mas tree and the Ch11istmas presents are an 
intrinsic part of every German family's Christmas. l 
Electric candles are coming into increasingly 
wide-spread use today, but they have not been 
able to entirely replace real wax candles. Artifi
cial Christmas trees and branches of Mistletoe 
as substitutes for the real ones are rarely found 
in German homes. 

o Tannenbaum 

·1472- exactly SOO years ago Lucas Cranach 
the Elder was born at Kronach in Franconia. 
Goethe declared with pride that he was a 
direct descendent of the fam,ous painter. Today 
Cranach's pictures are among the most 
prized exhibits in great mu~eums and gal
leries. His "Mary and Child" has long been 
one of the most frequently reproduced paint
ings for Christmas. It e~presses the pr!mary 
significance of Christmas here in Germany- a 
festivity for the family. The Christian Church 
did not originally celebrate Christmas. Only 
in the year 354 did Rome adopt customs 
associated with the heathen festival of light, 
and decree the 25th of December to be 
Christ's birthd.ay. The custom of ·celebrating 
Christmas was introduced in Germany by 
Charlemagne, who reeeived the imperial crown 
on Christmas Day in the year 800 at the 
then St. Peter's in Rome. Decorated fir trees 
have been used as Christmas trees since 
the 15th centu,Y. The idea of embellishing 
them with lighted candles was introduced later. 

Public Christmas trees were first set up in New 
York in 1912. Since 1919 this practice has been 
spreading in Germany. Today they may be found 
as a part of the extensive Christmas decorations 
put up tin business streets, and are a character
istic feature of German cities during the Christ
mas season. 

Christmas trees began appearing more widely in the late 18th century. 
Author Johann Wolfgang Goethe describes a candle-lit tree in the novel 
Die Leiden des Jungen Werther (The Sorrows of Young Werther), 
published in 1774. Four years earlier he had seen a similarly decorated 
tree in Strasbourg for the first time. 


