
350 years ago, Passion Play 
began with a small town's vow 
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OBERAMMERGAU, Germany - Although there 
were guards posted here in 1633 to prevent 
anyone from bringing the Black Plague into 

this tiny Alpine village, a homesick Kaspar Schisler, 
who had contracted the deadly disease, slipped by 
them. 

Schisler, a young man who spent the summer 
working as a laborer in a town on the other side of the 
Bavarian Alps, was anxious to see his wife and 
children. But he died soon after he returned. 
· Although his family said he died of natural causes, 
his neighbors realized he had succumbed to the plague 
when several other family members also contracted 
the disease and died. The epidemic spread and the 
town panicked. Some residents locked themselves in 
their homes. Others wailed in the streets. 

Village officials, alarmed at the loss of 84 residents· 
- then about 10 percent of the population - made a 
vow: . 

If God would spare the lives of the rest of the 
residents, the town would present a play about the 
suffering and death of Jesus Christ every 10 years. 
The plague, which had killed up to 30 percent of..the. 
population o_! o~er villages, claimed no_ more lives in 
Oberammergau. Or so the most popular story goes. 

The grateful town held the first Passion Play in 
1634. The nine-hour•long performance, which begins 
at 9 a.m. and includes a three-hour intermission, 
depicts the story of Christ's life beginning with his 
entry into Jerusalem. his "trial," (rucifixion, resur• 
rection and transfiguration. 

After 1674 the dates were changed so the play 
would be performed at the beginning of every decade. 
A crisis occurred in the 1770s when the performance 
of religious plays was forbidden. The town appealed 
and the ban was lifted. World War I delayed the 1920 
performanci, until 1922 and the P.lay scheduled for 
1940 never was held. Most of the villagers were in the 
German army and the staging of religious plays was 
diseouraged by the Nazis. The village was untouched 
during World War II and the plays resumed in 1950. 

Although the play was presented in 1980, it also will· 
be performed this year to commemorate its 350th 
anniversary. The first of 75 pedormances will be held 
May 21 and the last will be held Sept. 28. About 
390,000 s~ctators are expec.ted. 

During a visit last month. a group of Americans 
toured the 4,700 seat theater with a pompous.English• 
speaking guide. Did we understand the play was 
performed in all kinds of weather. Yes, the open arr 
stage indicated as much. Did we understand what a 

THEPASSION PLAY in Oberammergau, Ger
many, usually perfonned every 10 years (the last 
was in 1980), will be performed in 1984 to 
observe the drama's 350th anniversary. 

ynique achievement it is. Well, yes, 
that was one of the reasons for our 
visit. Did we understand that he 
didn't want to tell us what part he 
played because "everyone's role is 
import.ant?" Gladly. 

The unusual stage is sandwiched 
between the enclosed portion of the 
theater and a building backstage 
that has a stone facade and contains 
an extensive seenery-".hanging sys
tem. Permanent beige-colored st.one 
gates, located to the left and right of 

center stage, give spectators a view 
of the streets of Jerusalem. The 
gates, in turn, are flanked by pal
aces - Anna's at stage left and 
Pilate's at st.age right. 

Hundreds of costumes and props 
are stored in rooms and on the walls 
that branch off a ball which runs 
along the back and two sides of the 
theater. The logistics for the crowd 
scenes must be the st.age manager's 
biggest headache. lo fact, meeting 
the logistical needs of a cast of 1,700 
must be exhausting. 

The town council uses a secret 
ballot to choose the leading cast 
members. A crowd gathers in front 
of the building as the names are 
carefully printed on a large black
board: All participants, including 
mus1c1ans, must be amateu.rs. 

Tbemajor roles are demanding. 
The villager who portrays Christ 
hangs on the cross for 20 minutes 
with his bands wrapped around two 
large metal books and his feet 
pressed against a sloped footrest. 
The physical demands of extending 
both arms and bending at the knees 
for a few minutes Is painful. Doing 
so while hanging from a cross must 
be agony. 

The play will be presented Sun
dars, Mondays, Wednesdays and 
Fridays. A one-day package, de
pending on the choice of ticket and 
arrangements, ranges from about 
$75 to $125. The price - includes 
dinner on the day of arrival one 
night's lodging and breakfast and 
lunch on the day of the ~rform
ance. A two-day arrangement stay 
costs from about $93 to $176. 

"Tickets and accommodations 
are still available, but people should 
contact their travel agents immedi
ately," said Hedy Wuerz of the 
German National Tourist Board in 
New York. 
. Oberammergau, also famous for 
,ts wood carvings, is located in the 
foothills of the Bavarian Alps, about 
45 miles southwest of Muruch. Pub
lic transportation is good, but a 
r~t.al car will make it easier to 
v1s1t nearby towns like Garmiseh
Partenkirchen (Bavaria at its best) 
King Ludwig Il's castle at Linden'. 
h_of, and the 654-year-old Benedic
tine Monastery at Etta!. 
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