
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Lent 

Fastnachtzeit oder Fastenzeit: Carnival Season 

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

Lutherans in the North and East, 
Catholics in the South and West 

Perhaps we should explain at this point that ever since 
Martin Luther's Reformation, Germany has been split 
into regions with differing religious denominations. The 
North and the East are primarily Lutheran, while the 
South and the ~st are primarily Roman-Catholic. In 
between, howeve1; there are many areas with mixed 
denomina.tions. 

In J 5 5 5 in what was then the "Holy Roman Empire of 
the German Nation" a law was established which said 
each person had to adopt the religious creed of the prince 
or duke in whose territory he was living. But the number 
of individual territories, especially in central and west· 
ern Germany, was very large and their borders were so 
complex that in some areas Catholic and Protestant 
villages wOt{ld practically alternate. A nd since the 19th 
century, religious freedom and increased mobility of the 
population (as a result of industrialization) has brought 
about a further mixing of the denominations. This ten
dency increased during and after World War JI, especially 
with the displacement and flight of more than 12 million 
persons from the former German eastern territories and 
from what is now East Germany into ~st Germany in 
1945. Still, even today there are regions with a predomi
nantly Roman-Catholic population (e.g., Bavaria, 
Rheinland-Pfalz, the western part of Rhineland-West· 
phalia) or with a predominantly Lutheran population 
(Schleswig-Holstein, Hamburg, Bremen, Lower Saxony), 
but no matter where you go, a sizable percentage of the 
population belong to the "minority" denomination for 
that region. Besides, the number of those who belong t~ no 
religious community at all is on the increase. Denomma· 
tions other than Lutherans or Roman-Catholics are rela
tively unimportant in Germany. 

Since at least the 19th century, certain elements of 
the Karneval have been used even in largely Protestant 
areas. The rising middle class in the P rotestant cit ies be
gan to follow the example of t he courts and staged mas
querades and costume balls (at t he former, one tries to 
disguise oneself in such a way that one cannot be recog
nized, while at the latter the imaginative costume is the 
mai n thing). Today, there is hardly a club or "Verein" 
in Germany that does not have its annual masquerade 
or cos tu me ball. Carnival parades are organized even in 
some predom inantly Protestant cities, such as Frank
furt (but here it takes place on t he Sunday before Ash 
Wednesday, and not on Rose Monday as in most other 
places). 

The historical reasons for this are unclear, but 

carnival in Protestant regions generally breaks 

with the Catholic Lenten tradition and tends to be 

more of a secular event. 

In the 15th and 16th centuries, amusing plays 
known as Fastnachtspiele (Karneval Plays) were performed 
during the pre-Lenten season. -

In medieval times. 
Lenten was also a time for performing 
plays, called Fastnachtsspiele. 

When one thinks of Carnival, the first images usually conjured up 
are of exotic, scantily-clad ladies, lively dancing and elegant floats 
parading through Rio de Janeiro, or even the mysterious masked and 
cloaked figures making their way through elegant Venice on their way 
to Carnival balls. In the United States, most think of New Orleans's 
Mardi Gras, but ve1y few conjure up images of the crazy revehy that 
takes p lace in Germany and rings in the traditional, Lenten fasting 
season, but, in fact, that is exactly what happens. Largely a southern 
and Roman Catholic event, Karneval, as it's called in German, is an 
eruption of uninhibited partying and reveliy along the Rhein and 
throughout southern Germany (although it continues to gain populaiity 
in the predominantly Protestant northern half of the count1y). 

Incidentally, the dead also play their 
part in the word Kameval itself: the old 
German language has the word "val" or 
"wal" for dead, and Karne was used to 
refer to the heathen gods. ~ameviil thus 
designates a parade of dead gods, a pro
cession of gods who have fallen. 

The differences between Protestant and Catholic re
gions in this respect also are no longer that distinct. 
Since fasti ng and Fastnacht play no ro le in the Protes
tant church, one might assume that t here is no such 
thing as Karneval in regions primarily inhabited by 
Protestants. 


