
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FESTE 

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

,,SCHUTZENFESTE" / ,,MARKSMEN'S FESTIVAL" 

Hitting 
the Mark

A Brief History 
of Historical 

Targets 

Throughout the warmongering Middle Ages, ma~ks
man's associations were meant to boost the defen
sive capacities of the towns spread all over Europe. 

When peace was restored, these sho9ting societies were 
reorganized to show their cohesion and self-reliance. Along 
these paramilitary associations sprung shooting guilds 
whose main object was leisure; in the thirteenth century, 
the motto of the Metz's shooting society was ~Ludimus 

\ 

non laedi.mus» (we play, we do not wound) . 
To be a good shot commanded such respect that sharp

shooters only were regarded as honorable citizens, and 
worthy of seatiJ1g at the table of honor of the local inn. 
When firearms came into being in the mid-Middle Ages, 
the wreaths at wh ich archers and crossbowmen had pre
viously shot their arrows were "filled in" with pieces of 
wood so that the impacts of the bullets that sank into them 
could be seen more easily. With the passing of time they 
began being decorated with simple painted motifs before 
evolving, in the German-speaking world, into little round 
pictures- true jewels, yet meant to be riddled with bullets! 

Once a year in the German Empire, shooting com
petitions-the Schiitzenfesten- were organized and were 
attended by the sharpshooters of a whole region. These 
meetings provided the participants with the opportunity 
of becoming acquainted with each other more closely. As 

much as shooting contests, these gatherings occasionally 
functioned as ... "marriage fairs" as well, as was the case in 
Oberbozen, now in northern Italy (many of the targets 
exhibited in its rifle club display matrimonial themes and 
love symbols). 

The competitions were prestigious and were attended 
by many distinguished guests. The competitors belonged 
to society's upper crust and the intelligentsia. The arms 

Target of 1856 honoring the visit in Laubach of Emperor 
Frani Joseph and Empress Elizabeth (Tittmoning Castle). 

they used differed from those of the military and the hunt
ers; they were equipped with a high-precision mechanism 
and were encrusted with gold and silver ornaments, out of 
reach of the middle classes. 

The sharpshooter was permitted to use his own firearm 
only (though swapping was allowed between family mem
bers), and the bullets fired had to be perfectly spherical. 

The contestants tussled for the coveted title of "king of 
the sharpshooters" within an enclosure adjoining the inn 
and the skittle playing ground of the host shooting society, 
generally off-limits to women (which did not prevent them 
from handling firearms, for all that; in 1648, the Ljubljana 
Shooting Society had, among its t hree hundred ninety 
members, no less than one hundred forty-three of them). 

The Schiitzenrneister (the master of ce·remony) was the 
most conspicuous character of these contests. Dressed as 
a buffoon, he officiated as an umpire, a supervisor, and a 
jester. In the course of the competition, a marker signaled 
the points of impact ofchc bullets witb a wooden spoon, 

closed them with small, numbered ,vooden pegs, and ges
tured the score to the marksman. 

Shooting was first done on white targets marked with 
concentric circles and a round black disc in the center. The 


