Christmas in Germany
Germany's Christmas markets 
Twenty-five years ago, the famous "Christkindlmarkt," or Child Christ Christmas market, in Nuremberg was the undisputed main attraction of the Christmas season in Germany. These days, however, it has plenty of serious competition.

	

	Christmas markets have become a major magnet not only for Germans, but for visitors, too. dpa photo


Every year, the centers of around 100 German towns and cities are filled with the alluring aroma of mulled wine, gingerbread cakes and roasted almonds. Rows of little wooden booths line the historic squares — each of them offering tasty seasonal snacks or handmade gifts.

Christmas markets start up just before the first Sunday in Advent, and most of them remain open until Christmas itself. They have become a major magnet not only for Germans, but for visitors, too.

The "Striezelmarkt" in the eastern city of Dresden looks back on an especially long tradition. "The stallholders were opening for pre-Christmas business here as far back as 1434," says Christoph Muench, who works for the city's promotion department.

Not far away, Leipzig is also proud to offer one of the most extensive Christmas markets in the land. It boasts 260 stalls — and one of country's largest free-standing Advent calendars.

The streets in the center of the northern city of Hamburg are also bustling with Christmas cheer. The traditional Christmas market was established here by the nostalgic Roncalli Circus with the grand setting of the town hall as a backdrop.

Visitors to the capital Berlin can choose between a number of different Christmas markets, and in Cologne, there are hundreds of stalls to browse along, most of them in the shadow of the imposing Gothic cathedral.

The atmosphere at the Christmas market in the historic center of the old mining town of Annaberg in Saxony is particularly special. "At this time of the year, the whole area is usually carpeted with powdery white snow," said one market organizer. To top it off, on the fourth Sunday in Advent, around 1,000 men don the gala uniforms traditionally worn by miners to stage a parade through the town.

The Christmas markets in the picturesque smaller towns around Germany are renowned for their cozy atmosphere. 

A delightful example can be found in Michelstadt in the wooded Odenwald district of Hesse. The wooden stalls line the streets around the half-timbered town hall, which dates back to 1484, and offer all manner of seasonal snacks and handicrafts from the region.

Its no coincidence that churches and market squares are often the most popular locations for Christmas markets. It follows on from a tradition which began in the Middle Ages, when the markets supplied the everyday needs of local people. 

The glittering attractions on show today first appeared when people began to decorate their Christmas trees at home and went out in search of pretty items.

Christmas markets are no longer confined to Germany either. In the Japanese city of Osaka, visitors can attend a traditional German Christmas market complete with the country's largest Advent calendar. 

In Chicago, more than a million people are expected this winter for the tenth Christkindlmarkt to be held there.

Advent wreaths light up holiday
Advent means a great deal for German Christians of both Protestant and Roman Catholic confession. It is a time of quiet contemplation which begins on the fourth Sunday before Christmas Day. 
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	The festive advent wreath, usually decorated with four candles but sometimes with only one, has its roots in the northern city of Hamburg. dpa photo


In German homes, one of the most popular symbols of the season is the evergreen advent wreath.

The festive wreath, usually decorated with four candles, has its roots in the northern city of Hamburg, where in 1839 the very first advent wreath was hung in the prayer hall of the Rauhes Haus charity.

To begin with, the circular wreath of pine branches found favor in the homes of Protestant families, particularly those living in northern Germany. In the 1920s, though, Roman Catholics began to adopt the custom, too. 

Originally decorated with 24 candles — one for each day of Advent — the number has long been reduced to four. Some people even prefer just a single candle.

Yet the older tradition lives on in the form of the Advent or Christmas calendar with 24 windows on its face. It, too, is a German invention which became a custom around the turn of the century and has advanced to worldwide popularity over the past 50 years. 

The windows or small doors which denote each day open to reveal sweets or other small gifts. 

In Germany, much effort goes into most of the calendars. One of the largest of them all stands in the center of the southern German town of Gengenbach, where 24 windows of the town hall are decorated with festive motifs. 

Made in Germany: Glass ornaments
The "Tannenbaum," a festively decorated evergreen tree which typically goes on sale around two weeks before Christmas Eve, is among the most treasured Christmas traditions for Germans from Aachen to Zwickau.
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	According to legend, it was back in 1847 that an artisan blew the first of the tiny glass spheres as ornaments for his own Christmas tree. dpa photo


At the climax of the festive season an estimated 25 million brightly-decorated examples can be found in living rooms all over the country.

Yet no Christmas tree would be complete without a display of colorful glass ornaments. 

They work their magic from New York to Singapore or Buenos Aires, all thanks to a glassblower from the little town of Lauscha in the eastern state of Thuringia. The man is regarded as the inventor of these essential festive decorations.

According to legend, it was back in 1847 that this artisan blew the first of the tiny glass spheres as ornaments for his own Christmas tree after finding himself unable to afford the usual adornments such as nuts, apples and candy. 

Other glassblowers followed his example and began making Christmas ornaments too. The fashion for brightly-decorated trees was in full swing and demand soon increased.

For nearly a century until World War II, glassblowers in Lauscha and other parts of Thuringia supplied their delicate wares to markets throughout the world. 

Through constant refinement of their techniques, they were soon able to produce a whole range of miniature decorations — from bells and pine needles to birds and other figures in an array of colors.

Yet as competitors in Germany and abroad embraced mass production, Lauscha's glassblowers faded from prominence.

It was only recently that the glassblowers in Lauscha resumed production of top-quality decorations. The number of items is strictly limited and the prices are high. Yet enthusiasts are happy to pay anything from 10 Euro apiece for the exquisite ornaments. 

Among the customers are Americans who order "exotic" ornamental glass for their Christmas trees in the shape of cars, fruits and even mobile phones. 

Who comes bearing gifts?

For German children, it's always a puzzle on Christmas Eve: Who put all the presents under the tree? Father Christmas or the Christ Child? 
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	Germany can look back on a long tradition of figures bearing gifts. dpa photo


Germany can look back on a long tradition of figures bearing gifts: If St. Nicolaus, who fills children's boots with sweets or even presents on the eve of December 6th, is taken into account, there are three of them altogether.

It all began with Nicholas, a legendary fourth-century bishop from Asia Minor who is still revered by the Orthodox Church. This holy man, historic traces of whom are few and far between, has become the patron of children, bringing gifts on the day that bears his name. 

Yet in his new set of rules for the faithful, the Protestant reformer Martin Luther did away with the reverence for holy figures around 1535 — and robbed Nicholas of his role as a bringer of gifts. 

He created instead the figure of the Christ Child, who from that time onward has become the provider of presents on Christmas Eve in predominately protestant parts of Germany. 

Roman Catholics gradually took to this arrangement, indeed to such an extent that this angelic figure has more or ousted the Father Christmas-like white-bearded man dressed in a red gown.

Nicholas continues to play a role in Protestant religion, as Catholic theologian Manfred Becker-Huberti of Cologne pointed out: "In Holland the reformists refused to give up their Nicholas." To this day, he still brings them presents on December 6th. He has also long been a feature of the German seasonal calendar.

When the inhabitants of the Low Countries emigrated to America, they brought with them their "Sinterklaas" (Nicholas), as he is known in Dutch, who later turned into Santa Claus. He became Father Christmas and has been bringing presents to people in the Anglo-American cultures on December 25 ever since.

In Europe, Father Christmas has long since gained in status as a bringer of gifts alongside the Christ Child, regardless of religious confession. He can be seen beaming from placards up and down the country and handing out presents to children in department stores as a symbol of the festive season.

A time for family
For German families, Christmas is the highlight of the year. Relatives and friends gather around the brightly-decorated Christmas tree, exchange gifts and sit down to enjoy a festive meal. 
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	In Germany, the most important day of the holiday season is Christmas Eve on December 24th. dpa photo


Many still sing "Silent Night", the song which has become one of the most famous carols in the world, while in some cases, families make their own music together. 

In Germany, the most important day of the holiday season is Christmas Eve on December 24th. Practicing Christians go to church to attend a midnight ceremony in preparation for the celebrations on the following day to mark the birth of the baby Jesus. 

While some Germans turn their backs on the Christmas tradition entirely, their numbers are very small, just 3% of the entire population of 80 million people.

Although the exchange of gifts is part of the Christmas tradition, 60% of Germans do not feel comfortable if the array of presents under the tree is too opulent. Among Germans' perennial favorites are clothes, toys, gift vouchers, money and consumer electronic items.

Almost three quarters of Germans spent Christmas 2004 at home — and that number is likely to be about the same this year. 

These days, however, many young people, take the opportunity to spend the night out at a discotheque, most of which do not open for business until late. Only a few decades ago, this custom would have been unthinkable.

Last year, some 4% of Germans chose to spend Christmas away from home, most of them opting for sunny destinations such as Turkey, Majorca and the Canary Islands. 

Visitors can expect to find a traditionally-decorated Christmas tree in their hotel lobby or room but European airlines also cater to travelers who like to take along their own tree as well. 

Embracing the joy of giving
Before the colorful leaves of autumn have finished falling from the trees, department stores in Germany are already bursting with festive wares. 
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	During the four weeks before Christmas, business reaches its climax since more presents are exchanged than at any other time of the year. dpa photo


As a rule, though, it is not until the few days before the first Sunday in Advent that preparations for the most important event in the festive calendar begin in earnest. By that time, there is hardly a city in the land without an impressive display of Christmas lights. Many smaller towns do not like to be outdone either. 

Advent is still a time of contemplation — but today the celebratory aspect takes precedence. Employees of companies and businesses meet up for Christmas parties, and the owners of cafes and restaurants enjoy record takings. 

The streets are full of Christmas market stalls with seasonal handicrafts, snack bars and booths offering cups of mulled wine, while all around, people clutch bulging carrier bags as a sign of the annual shopping rush that generates millions of euros in income for retailers.

The splendidly-decorated show windows and ever-present seasonal music help ensure that business booms. During the four weeks before Christmas, business reaches its climax since more presents are exchanged than at any other time of the year. 

Last year, Christmas business generated nearly 10bn Euro in income — and retailers expect to do at least as much business this year. Surveys show that 33% of people buy presents costing between 200 and 1,000 Euro, 11% make do with gifts of 50 Euro or less.

One in five Germans is irritated by emphasis on spending money at this time of the year, and some practicing Christians complain that Christmas has become a celebration of consumerism.

Instead of presents under the Christmas tree, there are an increasing number of envelopes containing cash or gift vouchers, with an estimated combined total value of around 2bn Euro. This ensures that the shops are also busy after the Christmas holiday is over, especially since many people also exchange unwanted gifts at the same time.

During Advent, many people feel touched by their social conscience and make donations of various kinds. Beggars on the streets are more likely to find people generous, while both church and private charities, which use the season to launch major campaigns, find themselves taking in huge amounts of money. 

For this reason Christmas is also seen as a festival of giving presents.

The Nutcracker
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Dazzling sugarplum fairies, delicate snowflakes and exotic Arabian dancers populate the spectacular world of Peter Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite. With all this splendor, it’s easy to overlook this much-loved winter ballet’s hero, a prince-like figure who fends off an invading army of mice on Christmas eve. Though better known for his dancing role, the brave nutcracker made his first appearance in Nussknacker und Mausekönig (Nutcracker and Mouse King), a tale of the supernatural told by German author and composer E.T.A. Hoffmann in 1816. 
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Written at the dawn of the Biedermeier era, as Germans were turning their attention to children, family life and the warm comforts of the home, Hoffmann’s story imbues the nutcracker, a Christmas gift for the children of a well-to-do family, with a sympathetic soul: “Under the Christmas tree a very excellent little man became visible that stood there still and modestly. He waited as if they would all come to him.” But Hoffmann, known for his macabre imagination, delivers him a more cruel fate than Tchaikovksy. In his story, the nutcracker is severely beaten by the marauders, and narrowly escapes being dragged away.

The inspiration for Hoffmann’s story was a colorful figure that could be found in many German households at the time. Wooden nutcrackers shaped like soldiers, kings and other figures of authority were especially popular gifts at Christmas. Beautifully crafted wooden figures that crack nuts in their jaws have existed at least since the 16th century, when artisans in Switzerland, France, Germany, England and northern Italy carved them in a variety of animal and human forms. By the mid-1700s, they had become a common product of the Erzgebirge region of eastern Germany and Bohemia, an area famous for toy making, and were sold at the Dresden fair. In the first dictionary of High German, compiled by the Brothers Grimm in the 19th century, the Nussknacker is defined as a tool “often in the form of a misshaped little man, in whose mouth the nut, by means of a lever or screw, is cracked open.”

The nutcracker did not always play the role of good-hearted prince or soldier. It was often given grotesque features and the long robe of a monk, a policeman’s uniform or even the piked helmet and mustache of the Kaiser. By the end of the 19th century, most nutcrackers in toy catalogues were clearly caricatures of contemporary authorities. What started out as a practical tool became a medium for ironic social commentary.
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The village of Seiffen (Saxony) remains the heart of nutcracker production in Germany’s Erzgebirge. More then 75% of all nutcrackers created in the region find their way to the American market, where they are coveted by collectors.

Santa Claus
	[image: image9.jpg]





Thomas Nast was a young German artist who created a Christmas illustration which has shaped Americans’ view of Santa Claus to this day. In December 1862, Nast produced his first Santa drawings for "Harper's" magazine as a combination of holiday cheer and somber reality. The figure Nast drew was radically different from the way Santa had been thought of by the public up until this point. At the time, Santa was often portrayed as short and lean, with a sharp clean-shaven face, looking more like an evil demon than a benevolent gift-giver.
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Nast felt that Santa was someone who should be beloved by children - not feared. So he created the jolly old elf of his imagination. He drew a sturdy Santa, wearing a wreath of holly, smoking a long clay pipe. The Santa envisioned by Nast was almost always smiling, surrounded by a whole herd of reindeer, pulling his sleigh. Before that, just one reindeer had usually been shown. The artist also popularized the tradition of hanging stockings by the fireplace for Santa to leave gifts in. In 1866, Nast produced 20 Christmas scenes for Harper's, giving Santa some of the attributes that have been associated with him since. Among these, a record book with the names of good and bad children, a telescope for checking up on the behavior of the children, and a workshop, where he was shown making toys. The drawings were in black-and-white, but when Nast was asked to reproduce them for a colorful book, he made Santa's suit bright red. From this day forward, Santa Claus has always worn a red suit.
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Thomas Nast was born in Landau, Germany in 1840. His father, a musician, decided to take his family to the United States and Nast was raised in New York. At the age of 15, he had his first drawing published by a national magazine. In 1855, Nast started working for "Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper". Nast was a strong opponent of slavery, and during the Civil War he produced patriotic drawings urging people to help fight the Confederate rebels. Abraham Lincoln once called him the Union's best recruiter. Nast stopped cartooning regularly for "Harper's Weekly" in 1886 and lost most of his savings in a Wall Street swindle the previous year. He died of yellow fever in Guayaquil, Ecuador, where President Theodore Roosevelt had appointed him consul in 1902.

Thomas Nast brought legitimacy to his art form of political cartooning and was a master at this craft. Each of his approximate 2200 cartoons for "Harper's Weekly" expressed the artists views on every national issue of political and social importance. They were illustrated chronicles of American history. It is through his depiction of Santa Claus, however, that the work of Thomas Nast remains timeless.

