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The History of the Christmas Tree  
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The Story begins in the 14th Century 

For most Germans, a decorated fir tree (Tannenbaum) is the symbolic focus of the Christmas 
Festival.  [Note:  the most widely used German term for the Christmas Tree is Weihnachtsbaum
—Holy Nights Tree (tree is Baum).  It is always a Norman Fir and comes from specific areas in 
North Germany..  It is also referred to as Christbaum.] 
2

In Germany on Holy Evening (we call it Christmas Eve) the family gathers around the Christmas 
tree and opens the presents that were placed under the tree earlier.  But where does this 
custom come from?  We (the managers of meinetanne.de) have prepared the story of the 
Christmas tree for you .


The origins of the Christmas Tree lie in pagan customs.


Many centuries ago evergreen plants in pagan cultures were symbols for fertility and vitality.  
Thus the Germanic peoples used to place fir tree twigs in public places and in front of their 
houses at Midwinter or on the Winter Solstice.


In Northern areas fir tree twigs were hung inside the houses to bar or ward off the intrusions of 
evil spirits and also to nurture hope for the next spring.  In the middle ages even whole trees 
were decorated for specific festivals, such as for example the May pole.  According to 
undocumented tradition, in the year 1419 members of the Bakers Guild in Freiburg im Breisgau 
(a southern German city in the Black Forest) had decorated  a Christmas Tree by hanging 
Gingerbread, apples, fruits and nuts on it.


The oldest documentation for a decorated Christmas tree, however, comes from the Chronicle 
of the Bremen City Skilled Craftsmen and Tradesmen Guild in 1597.  (Bremen is a North 
German harbor and trade city).  Over the years, that custom was spread from the guilds to 
families in the city.  Thus it comes down to us in narrative tradition that the people of 
Strassburg in Alsatia/Elsaß at the outset of the 17th Century were decorating ChristmasTrees 
which they had set up in their kitchens.  The first tree to have candles on it was decorated by 
the Duchess Dorothea Sibylle of Silesia (an eastern German state) in 1611.


In the 18th Century the custom spread — first of all to public officials in the cities and also to 
the more affluent citizens.  Fir trees at that time were very scarce in Central Europe and thus 
very expensive.


It was also in this period that we have the first appearance of the Christmas Tree in literature.  
In his novel, Die Leiden des Jungen Werthers (The Passions or Sufferings of Young Werther 
1774). Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) has his protagonist (Werther) become 
passionately enraptured by a Christmas tree with wax candles, apples and sweetmeats/
candies on a Sunday evening before Christmas. 


[Note:  this seems strange to us in our culture of overflowing , volcanic and encouraged 
expression of all passions at any time in any place.  But in mid 18th Century that was strongly 
disdained and discouraged.  Goethe recognized that in his time suppressed emotion and 
frustrated sensitivity were crushing the human spirit and stifling mental and spiritual growth — 
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 the bracketed comments are from the translator, trying to bring it all a bit closer to readers.2
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even leading to suicide. He sought in Werther to challenge that repressive culture and to 
legitimize emotional expression and sensitivity.  His novel (1774) was a huge sensation all over 
Europe, making him at the time something like our Rock Stars today.  And that success could 
not but have had a very energizing impact on the market for Christmas Trees right at the time 
of the American Revolution.  One might speculate  that we owe part of our  love for Christmas 
tree on a German novel from 1774!]


Spread of Christmas Customs out from 19th Century Europe 

In the 19th Century field after field in Germany was planted with fir and spruce in order to be 
able to supply the high demand.  Decorated Christmas Trees slowly became part and parcel of 
the inventory of celebration items in middle class living rooms both in cities and in the 
countryside.  In 1832 a Harvard Professor of German background and heritage set up a 
Christmas Tree in his home and thus brought the custom to North America.


In the mid 19th century hand blown Christmas tree balls were being produced while in 1882, in 
the USA, the world’s first electrically -lit Christmas Tree attracted widespread attention.  Im 
1891 a Christmas Tree was set up in the White House for the first time.


While the Christmas Tree has long stood first and foremost as a bourgeois secular symbol, the 
Catholic Church has fought against that non-religious tradition.  It was not until  the middle of 
the 20th Century that Christmas Trees were allowed in Catholic Churches.  Pope John Paul II 
finally accepted the tradition into the Vatican in 1982 when the first Christmas Tree was erected 
in Saint Peters Square in Rome.


In the meantime Christmas eve is unimaginable now without the Christmas Tree.  In this year 
alone it is expected that  25 million Christmas trees will find their ways  into German living 
rooms and warm the hearts of Large and Small together.


[The best place on earth to see Christmas customs easily and nearby, wherever you are there, 
is Germany.  You will find one Weihnachtsbaum there for every 3.3 persons.  In the US, by 
comparison, where our Christmas effort is arguably huge, there will be one Christmas Tree for 
only every 10. 9 persons.    And you have to go a lot further, statistically, to see what we have 
than they do even if we did have one tree for every 3.3 Americans:  Germany with 83.4 million 
people is about 1/28th the size of the US — about the same size as Montana.  No American 
state has even half that population.  The most populated US State is California with less than 
39 million.  Germany is 84% of the size of California but with 2.18 times the population.  
Surprising to a Christmas loving American, we are not #1 amongst Christmas celebrating 
nations.  Something to ponder in the US where the debate continues to broil about whether we 
place too much effort and time into a non-religious Christmas!  No matter the bah humbugs 
and high-fallutin’ statistical arguments, what’s important is:


Merry Christmas!  Fröhliche Weihnachten!]

12/21/2018 Not for publication


