
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL BAYERN 

RELIGIOSCHE FESTE IM BAYERN 

Passionsspiele (Passion Plays)/ Oberammergau 
(held every 10 years since 1633, last held in 2010) 

1980 Passion Play at Oberammerga 

stage it r;, times before 340,000 persons 
In 1922, however. The play was per• 
formed in 1930 in a new building and 
under more modern direction. And, just 
four years later, the play was held again 
to commemorate the 300th anniversary 
or the first performance. 

Unfortunately for the play, Adolf Hitler 
had seen it in 1930 while still out ol pow-
er. Aller seizing power, Hiller saw the 
Oberammergau Passion Play as a use• 
ful tool in his campaign against the 
Jews. What he found commendable 
about the play is exactly what critics 
have condemned since World War 11. 
These reformers find special fault with 
Jesus' opening speech, stating that it 
makes it seem that the main enemies 
were Jewish peddlers and moneylend• 
en;. They !eel this sets the tone for the 
play and that this theme is found 
throughout the play. Hiller praised this 
very theme saying, "Never has the men· 
ace or Jewry been so convincingly por• 
trayed as in this presentation or what 
happened in the times of the Romans." 
This now unpopular opinion is one or the 
main fauJts critics find with the work. 

Most Oberammergauers, including the 
•ctors in the play, joined the Nazi party. 
They may have been primarily interest• 
t,d" m continuing t.heir Passion Play. re--
g rd ess ol who held secular power. The 
w& however, forced a eancellation ol 
u, >lay in 1940. 

Performances were resumed in 19i0. Bul 
the play has been under a cloud ever 
since Hitler praised the work as being 
in line with his final soJut.ion to the .. Jew-
ish problem." Pressure from American 
Jewish groups and others to rewrite the 
play built up alter the Vatican repudi
ated the concept or Jewish collective 
guilt for Jesus' death. 

There was also dissent among the vii• 
lagers themselves. The play's director 
from 1922 to 1960 (Georg Johann Lang) 
Jed the traditionalists in wanting to stick 
to the text as revised and edited by a 
local pastor in 1860. The mayor, his 
brother, supported revisions which 
would make the play more allegorical 
than literal. At one point, a new text 
was commissioned from the Ettal mon
astery. But a traditionalist mayor took 
over and the new play director aJso su 
ported the old text. 
Additional criticisms of the text revolve 
around claims that it does not stick to 
the Bible. Some specific charges are 
that words are put into the mouths ol 
characters !or which there is no basis 
in biblical sources. One theme, that Jew
ish traders scourged from the temple 
by Jesus then sought and paid Judas to 
betray his master, is not based on any 
of the gospels. Moses is portrayed in 
the play as presumed to be opposed to 
Jesus' teachings. And there is no men
tion that Jesus and all his followers were 
Jews. Critics complain of the "white
washing" of PiJate and the "spirit of 
vindictiveness" characterizing the Old 
Te•tament tableaux staged between 
each scene ol the play. 

But in 1970, the box office receipts were 
as great as ever, with a haU a million people 
journeying to see the production. 

Debates about the play continue and will 
probably increase in number and inten~ 
sity as 1980 comes closer. Some suggest 
it is also time to drop the rule that Mary 
must be played by a young unmarried 
woman since Jesus is usually portrayed 
by a man older than the woman sup· 
posed to be his mother. 

Two things are certain. Critici~m or the 
play will mount starting about 1975, ~ 
the Passion Play will take plape in, 1980, 
when Oberammergau observes !or- the 
3'tfh time its vow taken more U1an 300 
ye.rs ago. 


