
O CHRISTMAS TREE 
Music: ACH TANNENBAUM, 16th c. Silesian folk song, Melchior Franck; 
Lyrics, v.1., Joachim A. C. Zarnack, 1819; v.2, v.3, Ernst Anschutz, 1824 

"O Christmas Tree" is a traditional German Christmas song based on the 
16th c. Silesian folk melody: ACH TANNENBAUM by Melchior Franck. In 
1819, German preacher, educator and folk song collector, Joachim 
August Christian Zarnack (1777-1827) wrote a tragic love song inspired 
by this folk song, contrasting the evergreen, ‘true and faithful’ fir tree 
to a faithless maiden lover. Five years later, additional lyrics were 
written by Leipzig organist, teacher, and composer, Ernst Anschütz. It 
wasn’t until the 19th c. that the song was first associated with Christmas, 
becoming a beloved Christmas carol. It was sometime in the 20th c. that 
the adjective describing the fir’s leaves (needles) was changed from true 
(true, faithful) to grün (green) 

The story of the fir tree came from the 700s when a monk named 
Boniface wanted people to unde rstand that the Creator of trees was to 
be worshipped, not the trees. One Christmas season, Boniface, 
frustrated with the pagan rituals surrounding the worship of oak trees, 
angrily chopped one down. When the mighty oak fell, it crushed 
everything in its path; everything except a tiny fir sapling. Its survival 
was declared a miracle, and in its honor, for many years afterwards, 
people planted fir saplings to celebrate Christmas. Eventually over time, 
the custom was to tie a small tree upside down from the rafters. The 
story continues that years later, Martin Luther was in a dense German 
forest looking for a fir tree, when night fell. He prayed for safety, lifted 
his head, and the stars seemed brighter, lighting his way home. In honor 
of the great star that led the wise men to Bethlehem, and of the stars 
that had just led him  home, he planted the fir upright with candles of 
light attached to the branches. A new Christmas tradition had been born! 
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