
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Lent 

Carnival Season: Fastnachtszeit oder Fastenzeit 

die funfte Jahreszeit / the fifth season of the year 

Three Crazy Days 
Karneval celebrations throughout Germany are steeped 

in legend that originate in various parts of the country. Once 
a year the reputation of Germans as orderly, obedient, and 
rational is questioned. It is the 'fifth season' of the year, 
and people everywhere become a bit eccentric. 

But, these days of exuberance and celebration, divides 
Germans into those who absolutely hate it, and those who 
eagerly make fools out of themselves. Opponents do not 
understand the humor and they see no point in all the rules 
which are strictly followed. 

The division that divides Germany is related to geography: 
as a rule of thumb, fanatics can be found wherever wine is 
grown. On a whole, there are some 4000 clubs which are 
dispersed all over Germany. 

Regional differences are most obvious when one looks 
at the different names for Karneval. Fasenacht, Fosenocht, 
Fasteleer, Fastelovvend, Fastelabend and Fastnacht refer 
to the night/evening before lent. Fasching in Austria and 
Bavaria comes from vastschank, roughly translatable 
as pouring out the casks or the last serving (alcoholic 
beverages) before lent. If you look in the dictionary you 
will find the words Fastnacht and Karneval as elements of 
proper German. 

A very important regional distinction is the Karneval 
Salutation. Around Cologne this is "Alaaf," and almost 
everywhere else it is "Helau." Never shout "Helau" in 
Cologne, or "Alaaf' in Mainz! 

Weiberfastnacht (women's carnival night) is celebrated 
the Thursday before Rosenmontag, signaling the beginning 
of the five days of Karneval and the first of the three crazy 
days. Men are well advised to wear an old tie, since women 
are allowed to cut off the tie, of any man within reach, and 
complaining will not be tolerated. - ------

Fastnacht / Karneval 
Die fiinfte Jahreszeit 

Germans call the pre-Lenten Carnival season die nar
rische Saison ("the foolish season") or die fiinfte Jahreszeit 
('"the fifth season"). Except for Munich's Oktoberfest. it is the 
one time of year when many normally staid Germans (and 
Austrians and Swiss) loosen up and go a little crazy. Fastnacht 
or Karneval is a "movable feast" (ein beweglicher Festtag) 
that depends on the date of Easter (Ostern) . In 2008 Fastnacht 
falls on February 5 (Faschingsdienstag). The official start of 
the Fasching season is either January 7 (the day after 
Ephiphany. Dreikonige) or the I Ith day of the 11th month 
(Elfter im Elften, Nov. l l), depending oo the region. That gives 
the Carnival guilds (Ziinfte) three to four months to organize 
each year 's events (Carnival balls, parades, royalty, etc.) lead
ing up to the big bash in the week before Ash Wednesday 
(Aschermittwoch), when the Lenten season (die Fastenzeit) 
begins. 

Carnival in Germany 

A t the end of January or the beginning of February, very strange 
things start happening in Germany. People of all ages can be seen 
dressing up in bright costumes, painting their faces, and dancing 

in the streets~ Stores, shops, and restaurants hang streamers and other 
colorful decorations all over the town. This is Karneval [CAR-nay-val], 
"Germany's fifth season." In some parts of Germany, Karneval is called 
Fastnacht [FAHS-knockt] or Fasching [FAH-sching]. But no matter what 
you call it, it is always a time for people to indulge in lots of fun. 


