
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FESTE 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" Feste in Rheinland 

,,FASCHING IN MÜNCHEN" / ,,CARNIVAL SEASON IN MUNICH" 

Wie feiert man heute Fasching? (How is Fasching celebrated today?) 
' 

Dance of the Coopers: Schäfflertanz 
wreaths that linked them as they marched in two lines into 
an impromptu space created by the on-lookers. A brass band 
wielded large golden instruments adding a fi.rrther splash of 
color to the otherwise white, gray, and black scene. 

Standing on a barre!, a young woman in a black and yel
low cloak recited a poem about the year the plague swept 
through Munich in 1517 under Duke Wilhelm IV.-She 
is the Münchner Kind!, the annually-elected flesh-and
blood representative of the figure on the city's crest. 

"The whole city was bleak and desolate," she recited 
in rhyme. As the poem in Bavarian dialect explained, 
business and activity ground to a halt, and misery and 
horrorvisited every house. However, the young, energetic 
boys with barrels and wreaths broke out into a dance that 
brought joy and courage back into the community. 
The ten-minute performance ensued. A brass band broke 

out into "aba heit) is) koit," a tune written by Johann 
Wilhelm Siebenkäs. According to the lyrics, it is good to 
dance with shrubs when it is cold. 

Each Schäffl.er's dance consisted of a trio of short shuf
fled steps, then a high knee. The dancers held the wreaths 
in various positions through out the performance, some
times forrning an arcade and filing uuderneath the hoops. 
At times, they created a knot of shrubbery that somehow 
always ended up untangling itself In one of the most im
pressive displays, the group convened in the middle to 
form a rotating crown of shrubbery, to the sound of the 
onlookers' applause. 

Meanwhile a jester with a goofy grin joined in, run -
ning around daubing the spectators on the nose with ash. 
Known as Hanswurst, or a Kasperl in Bavarian dialect, 
down Christian Arbinger was in his second season after 
being bestowed the honor of buffoon seven years prior. 

"You have to have humor," the most important qualifi
cation according to Arbinger. "You have tobe able to ap
proach the people. You have to be goofy like an elephant." 

Most of the children reacted with a surprised smile to 
the new black spot on their nose, while some adults re
sisted such a smudge on their pristine face. One such lady 
squirmed and squealed, running away to avoid his black 
fingertip, nearly slipping in the slushy snow. 

"When there's someone they don't know, then the reac
tion can be aggressive," the jester admitted after the per
formance. He shrugged it off, saying "es geht." She might 
have preferred the older tradition of throwing nuts at the 
spectators, which was viewed as antidote for the plague. 

The cooper's primary occupation was to I?rovide_ keg~ 

for the city's many breweries. Modernity has reduced 
the numbers of woodeo coopers to just one, Faßfabrik 
Schmid in the western suburb Laim. Only members of . 
the coopers guild can dance, and five of this year's dancers 
actually work at that factory, which also produces pots for 
plants, wooden beer mugs, tables, and fürniture. 
In the 2012 season the group had a füll schedule of up 

to four hundred performances in forty-seven days in and 
around Munich. They practiced twice a week beginning 
in early October, to teach newcomers the deceptively 
tricky dance steps and maneuvers. 

The dances always kick off on Epiphany, January 6. Usu
ally hired by mmticipalities and private groups alike, they 
perform in beer halls, on main squares, in schools, and 
anywhere where there is the will and a space to fiU. 

At one such performance, they squeezed into the small 
Rosenstraße off Marienplatz in front of the convivial 
Restaurant zum Spöckmeier. 

"We need a spot that's eight meters by eight meters," jest
er Arbinger explained, looking at the lane and the crowd 
gathered in it around the dancers. lt was visibly smaller 
than eight yards across, but as Arbinger had worded it, "es 
geht." Everyone- enjoyed themselves all the same. 

The season always culminates on Shrove Tuesday - Feb
ruary 21 this latest time around - when they perform on 
the Viktualienmarkt in a crowd of Mardi Gras revelers. The 
next time the coopers dance in 2019, the season will be a 
full .fifty-nine d_?.ys, since Mardi Gras falls on March 5. 

Why once every seven years? Theories abound like 
adages and old wives' tales, but there are four commonly 
accepted reasons. For one, seven is simply a lucky number. 
Also, the plague was said to be at its deadliest every seven 
years. Furthermore, seven years allowed time for other 
craftsman guilds and social organizations with their own 
performances and dances to claim the festive season for 
their cause. Lastly, because Duke Wilhelm IV said so. 
The Schäfflertanz is in fact one of a few such leftover tra

ditions from the days of the strong guilds. The butchers 
of Muni eh also get into the act and perform the Metzger
sprung every three years, when they jump into the Fisch
brunnen, or fish fountain, on Munich's Marienplatz. 

In this case, the participants are apprentices of the 
butcher trade that have recently completed their training. 
They dress in a waterproof sheepskin covered with lamb 
and calf tails as ornaments, and leap into the cold water 
of the octagonal fonc .. Needless to say, there is not much 
choreography involved. 


