
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FASTNACHT 

Fasnet in Schwaben 
Witcbes, demons and fools are characteristic of Swabian-Alemannic camival 

Terrifying devils, scary witches and roguish fools come out from all ovet the place during the 
Swabian-Alemannic carnival celebrated in southwest Germany. Several thousand mask-wearers 
shake wildly to the so und of bells and drum beats and parade through towns and villages and often 
at night. 

The Swabian-Alemannic carnival is governed by particularly strict rules. Generally speaking, only 
those who have lived in the city for more than 15 years can take part. The masks and the Haes or 
costume also have to conform. to historical precedents - unlike at the carnival celebrations in 
Cologne or Mainz. Accordingly, every fools' guild has camival masks which are handed down 
from generation to generation. The masks, also known as larven or schemmen, are usually 
intricately carved from wood. 

The roots ofthe Swabian-Alemannic carnival go as far 
back as the Middle Ages. In the 19th century the carnival 
tradition as celebrated in the Rhineland region came to 
dominate. The balls, costumed parades and theatrical 
performances which went with it gave the celebrations the 
reputation ofbeing more cultivated. lt was only at the start 
of the 20th century that people in the southwest began 
reviving their old traditions. In 1924, the Association of 
Swabian-Alemannic Fools' Guilds wa&_ formed with the 
aim of reducing the influence of the Rhineland camival. 
Today, the association comprises 69 fools' guilds with 
around 40,000 rnembers.· " 

Traditional masks are the focal point 
ofthe Swabian-Alemannic carnival. 

Swablan Fasnet 

Something rather special is carnival in 
Swabia, where it is called Fasnet. Traces 
of ancient Germanic cult practices are to 
be found much more clearly here than in 
other regions. 

But wherever it rnay be - at midnight 
Tuesday, when Lent begins, the days of 
exuberant joyfulness find a sudden, al
most dramatic end. 

Members of the Fools Guilds, masked 
grotesquely, sway and weave through the 
streets in the traditional Narrensprung. a 
remnant of the ancient pre-Christian 
priests' ritual. There is Federhannes, with a 
feathered headdress. and Schantele, 
whose mask depicts half sadness, half joy 
and who hops along in rhythm to the music 
with his walking stick and umbrella. Most 
striking, though, are the Gschell-Narren 
who carry 40 pound sets of bells around 
their necks. Their masks show huge, 
gaping mouths with teeth, and the bells 
make a deafening noise. 
These customs are best preserved in Rott
weil, a little town on the Neckar river, but 
many other towns and villages in the 
region observe carnival time in very much 
the same fashion. ---

Witches, Devils and Co. 
in Southern Germany 
Southwest Germany also under
goes a transforrnation during the 
fifth season of the year. Here 
Carnival has a real tongue
twister of a name: lt's called. 
schwäbisch-alemannische Fast
nachr, or Swabian-Alemannic 
Fast Night. lt is famous for its 
bizarre Carnival masks, whicb 
have ve.ry ancient origins, depict
ing witcbes, devils and 
grotesquely grimacing am.mal 
faces representin~ the seven 
deadly sins. 


