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Fasching, Karneval, or Fastnacht / Fastnet (different German words for the same celebration) is a socio-culturally important time in Germany Some areas of Germany have very elaborate masks that are often hundreds of years old and very valuable, like these masks on the left. The focus of this CV is on Fasching 

1. When does the official time of Fasching, Karneval, or Fastnacht begin? 

The official start of the Fasching season is either January 7 (the day after Ephiphany, Dreikönige) or the 11th day of the 11th month (Elfter Elfter, Nov. 11), at eleven minutes past the eleventh hour (11:11) depending on the region. That gives the Carnival guilds (Zünfte) three to four months to organize each year's events (Carnival balls, parades, royalty, etc.) leading up to the big bash in the week before Ash Wednesday (Aschermittwoch), when the Lenten season (die Fastenzeit) begins.

Cologne's Karneval is not really the same as Munich's Fasching. Germanic Carnival celebrations vary from region to region, sometimes even taking place at different times! The Fasnacht event in Basel, Switzerland, happens a week after most other Carnivals. The main event of Karneval in Köln is the parade on Rosenmontag (Rose Monday). Further south in Bavaria and Austria, the culmination of Fasching takes place on Shrove Tuesday (Faschingsdienstag), like Mardi Gras in New Orleans. These and other differences reflect the long history and local traditions of the celebration, and they are also seen in the language.

2. What is the significance of Fasching, Karneval, or Fastnacht. What does the word “Karneval” mean? 

Carnival season is a time of wild fancy-dress parties and costume-balls, which are open to the public. Carnival reaches its climax in big street processions with elaborately decorated floats, usually on Rosenmontag. Carnival celebrations happen mainly in the Catholic parts of Germany. Nevertheless, Karneval parties do occur in some places in the north of Germany.  Fasching is the wild party time before the lean, somber time of lent. It is also sometimes referred to as the “fifth season”. Carnival was also significant for the development of the popular theater, vernacular song and folk dances which is particularly evidenced in Italy’s celebration in Venice and the Commedia dell’Arte. Prescribed masks evolved out of these festivities. In more contemporary times, I believe there is psychological connection between donning a mask for carnival and assuming a “mask” in chat rooms in the internet. Both serve the purpose of living out a character that one is not in day-to-day life and assuming a different identity.
The word Carnival comes from the Latin "carrus navalis"= the ship of fools. Traditions vary, but two things are always present: noise and masks. 

3. Which day is considered the zenith of Fasching, Karneval, or Fastnacht and why?

Rose Monday parade =  der Rosenmontagsumzug.  This is the big parade day for Karneval in Cologne, while Fasching in the south reaches its climax on Shrove Tuesday. Rosenmontag actually has nothing to do with roses, but is derived from rasen, to rave or rage.  This is the end of the Karneval season before lent. 

4. What are the main regions in Germany where Fasching, Karneval, or Fastnacht is celebrated?

Carnival is a regional festival and is celebrated in different ways according to different local traditions. It’s known as:
Karneval in the Rheinland area;
Fastnacht around the city of Mainz ('fasting night', or eve of Lent, the period of fasting);
Fasnet in Swabia (south-west region of Germany) and in the south-west of the state of Bavaria;
Fosnat in the Franken region (northern Bavaria), and as
Fasching around the city of München and in Austria.

5. How do the celebrations in these regions differ from each other?
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Carnivals are held in southern German cities, and in the Rheinland cities of Mainz, Aachen, Bonn and Düsseldorf. The biggest and zaniest Karneval is in Köln. The first written record of the Köln carnival dates back to 1341. Köln has the Dreigestirn (three Stars): the Carnival Prince (known as Seine Tollität, ‘His Craziness’), the Bauer (peasant) and the Jungfrau (virgin). The Jungfrau has always been a man. It is a great honour to be a member of the Dreigestirn, and they are elected each October from the members of Köln’s 105 historic carnival associations.
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The Köln carnival involves heaps of street-parties and pub-parties, with people disguising themselves in all sorts of ways. In fact, on Rosenmontag you stand out as unusual if you aren’t wearing some sort of mad costume or haven’t painted a clown-face on yourself. At the parades and costume-balls people are dressed as sheiks, Vikings (with hairy coats and horned helmets), Attila the Hun, clowns and harlequins, devils, witches, animals, or fruit, and in many other creative ways (see the picture collections). Köln’s many Karneval associations put a lot of effort into building and decorating the floats for the Rosenmontag parade. As the floats pass by, the costumed people on board them pelt the street crowds with lollies and sweets while they sing the many old Karneval songs. The Mariechen, acrobatic dancing troupes of girls entertain the crowds as part of the parade. In the parade the Carnival Prince has a royal bodyguard who are dressed in uniforms of the early 1800s. The bodyguards remind the crowd of the city’s tradition of anti-militarism by disobeying orders (eg turning in the wrong direction) and by sticking flowers in their rifle-barrels. About 1.5 million people go to the Rosenmontag parade in Köln.
Weiberfastnacht (women’s carnival night) is the Thursday before Rosenmontag, and it is tradition that women are allowed to cut off the tie of any man within reach, and to kiss any man they want to. Women going out that night to pubs take scissors with them. Rosenmontag is not an official holiday but in areas of Germany that celebrate Karneval, workers usually get the day off. On Rosenmontag German television devotes a lot of time to Karneval am Rhein.
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Another humorous pair is “Tünnes un Scheel”. They crack silly jokes and behave similar in fashion to Laurel and Hardy (Dick und Doof in German).
6. What kind of greetings will a tourist most likely hear during this crazy time? 

Depending on where you are, you’ll hear people greeting each other with unusual funny greetings such as Alaaf, Ho Narro or Haloa! These greetings, specifically reserved for carnival, are sometimes accompanied by butchen or carnival kisses. The many greetings or words to describe Carnival and the name that describes Carnival itself—Karneval, Carnival, Fastnacht, Fashing—attest to the different way each town celebrates the funny fifth season in Germany.

7. What information can you find regarding the different costumes? 

The masks and costumes are determined by individual whim and the themes of floats are often satirical, even critical, of contemporary personalities and events, and they make fun of the government and the military and nowadays politicians. 
[image: image12.jpg]


[image: image13.png]



In the Swabia area masks are hand carved, often hundreds of years old, and handed down from generations. They are quite valuable. Here are some of the masks and costumes from the southern regions:
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8. What is the socio-cultural significance behind wearing a mask? 

As described above, Karneval is associated with festivals of the Christian church (wild partying before Lent begins). However, it goes back to pagan times, and was a way of driving out the evil spirits of winter and encouraging the coming of spring and good crops. Ugly masks worn for this purpose are still worn in carnival festivals in southern Germany. Karneval can be traced back to pagan Roman festivals, which may explain why Köln and Mainz, two ancient cities with Roman history, have such big carnivals. In the Middle Ages, Karneval gave the people a break from the tightly structured class system, as they were able to hide their social background behind imaginative masks and costumes. Masks are reserved for special annual occasions and the wearer assumes the identity and lives it out 
a hidden desire to be the king of the day for the purpose of switching social roles. Poor people were able to mix with all other levels of society and share fun with them. In those days people would dress up as knights, damsels and even priests, as a way of making fun of them. Court jesters had the so-called Narrenfreiheit that translates into the fool’s liberty. They could point out in a playful way that certain things are not right at the king’s court and they would get away with it. 

In a similar way, people these days sometimes wear masks which make fun of well-known politicians or celebrities. The masks prescribe the behavior of the wearer.  The wearer essentially tells the story of the mask he/she is wearing by acting it out. 

9. Is there a comparable celebration in your country? What is it? Please describe a little bit how people celebrate. 

The United States most famous festival is Mardi Gras held in New Orleans at this same time of year. Mardi Gras came through French heritage to New Orleans in 1699. It was originally celebrated on the banks of the Mississippi River. Mardi Gras means “Fat Tuesday and takes place 47 days before Easter. The official colors of this festival are purple, green and gold. Purple stands for justice, Green stands for faith and Gold stands for power. The season begins January 6th and continues until Fat Tuesday, the day before Ash Wednesday.
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