
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Lent 

Fastnachtzeit oder Fastenzeit: Carnival Season 

Fasching und Karneval: Ursprung und Geschichte (origin and history) 

How did Karneval begin? 

When the Karneval celebration first started hundreds of 
years ago, it was for a very special reason. After almost 
three months of cold, dark weather, people had grown 
tired of the winter. To try to make spring come back earlier, 
the people dressed up in scary masks and costumes and 
made a lot of noise. They thought that if they were scary 
enough, they might scare winter away. 

The last hurrah ... 

Today it may seem as if carnival is nothing 
more than an outburst of gaiety and enjoy
ment of life before lent begins. But 
actually in olden times there was a dif
ferent meaning behind all this. 

The custom springs from pre-Christian 
roots, having developed from super
stitious fears at the change of the seasons, 
when demons who might win power over 
man had to be exorcized by noise, lights 
and conjurings. It was believed that men 
dressed up as demons and witches, ani
mals or spirits were better able to take up 
the battle with supernatural powers, to 
help the spring season overcome the de
mons of winter. In time the Church con
doned the ancient pagan practices by re
garding them as a legitimate period of 
healthy release of merriment before lent. 

Later on, Karneval was a time for people to party 
before Lent. Lent is the period of fasting before 
Easter when Christians think about the suffering of 
Jesus Christ. All festivals were cancelled during 
Lent, so Karneval was the last time before Easter 
that people could really celebrate. 

Karneval dates back to 
pre-Christian times, and was held originally as a 
festival to get rid of evil spirits. 

Carnival has vctr!~us origins, stemming from the Roman tradition of celebrating the start of spring and ancient Germanic fertility rites. Christians 
adopted the traditions as a way to usher in the fasting period before Easter. ___ _ 

History 

As described above, Karneval is associated wit h 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 Kain 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. 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. In a 
similar way, people these days sometimes wear masks which make fun of 
well-known politicians or celebrities. 


