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Oberammergau Passion Play
on Notgeld

By John Glynn

Members who travel through Europe during the
summer months may find it rewarding to include
Germany in their itinerary and visit the tiny village of
Oberammergau in the Bavarian Alps. There they can
see one of the most famous passion plays performed by
the village people.

The curtain went up on May 26 and the performances
continue for the next four months. Approximately 1500
adults and children out of a population of 5000 have
been chosen to take part in the play. Many changes will
have taken place since the last performance held ten
years ago. Adolf Hitler once praised the play for its anti-
Semitic content, and in 1970 charges were again made
that it showed anti-Jewish tones. These charges found
some Jewish organizations calling for a boycott. In the
end 70,000 tickets and hotel reservations were
cancelled. The scandal rocked the village, sundered
friendships, and split families in a bitter debate over the
next ten years.

Hans Maier, the director of the play, has stated that
the villagers have buried the hatchet and cleaned up the
script. The new version leaves out some of the more
objectionable material. The performance has also been
cut from eight hours to six hours, and for the first time
the narrator will welcome Jews in the audience.

The play has become a tourist attraction and this
fairy tale village expects to attract half a million
visitors and gross about the equivalent of twelve million
American dollars.

A series of German emergency (Notgeld) paper money
was issued for the village in 1921. The notes were
printed by Brend'amour, Simhart and Company in
Munich, and were in two sets of denominations of 25, 50
and 75 pfennig. The notes show related events of the
play and the village. Many medals were also struck
commemorating the passion play.

In 1633, a deadly plague (known as black death) was
spreading through Southern Bavaria. It claimed 84
deaths in Oberammergau. The village elders promised
to reenact Christ's Crucifixation and Resurrection once
a decade if the plague would be taken from the village,
whereupon the plague claimed no further victims.

The pfennig note illustrated herein shows the
personification of the plague as a crowned skeleton with
sickle in hand advancing towards the village. The date
1634, the year of the first passion play, appears in the
center background. (The 25 and 50 pfennig notes in

this series have equally grotesque designs with
distorted cherubs and symbols.)

From 1634, the play was performed every decade and
changed to the first year of the decade in 1680. Only
three times has the play been disrupted — 1879, 1920

and 1940, because of wars. The 1920 passion play was,
however, held in 1922, the date which appears on the 25
pfennig note.

The first script was written by Alois Daisenberger,
and was altered by George Queri in 1662 and by Johann
Aelbl in 1680. In 1750 and 1760, the text was written by a
monk, Father Ferdinand Rosner and in 1811 by Othmar
Weiss.

One of the 50 pfennig notes in the realistic series
shows portraits of Weiss on the left and Daisenberger on
the right. In the center is a scene from the 1811 version
of the play. Two other notes show the famous legends of
the play. The 25 pfennig illustrates the village church,
while the 75 pfennig shows the life of Christ.

The reverse of a 50 pfennig note depicts the Kofel
Mountain which forms a dramatic background for the
performance. The village of Oberammergau lies in the
foreground.

The play is more than a theatrical performance; it is a
village of wood-carvers bringing the Bible to life, a
sacred oath only fulfilled every ten years.
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