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f all the crazy Spanish fiestas that take place 

throughout the year there is nothing wilder than El 

Carnaval celebrations in late February (11th-22nd). The week 

leading up to Lent is a time for wild partying in some parts of 

Spain.  

There are a few speculations on the origins of Carnival in 

Spain. Most popularly it is believed the term Carnival derives 

from the words “farewell to the flesh”, a reference to the 

excesses that led up to the sombre Lent.  

Some suspect Carnival is derived from the Roman solstice festival, the Saturnalia, where participants indulged in much 

drinking and dancing. Carnival in Spain is celebrated nationwide though the most famous festivities are in the Canary 

Islands and Cadiz. While each town has its own unique flavour of celebration they all have a devotion to having a good 

time. In these main destinations during Carnival it seems that no one sleeps as the drinking and dancing go from dusk 

until dawn. You’ll see extravagant costumes and people in masks everywhere and, in any of Spain’s Carnivals, you’ll have 

a lot more fun participating in the masquerading than you will just watching. 
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This riotous festival is world-famous for its exuberance 

and wildness and lasts for up to three weeks. It is only 

beaten by Rio de Janeiro as the top world destination for 

celebrating Carnival. If you are in the Canary Islands in 

February, and aren’t afraid of a fiendishly good time, 

head to Santa Cruz de Tenerife for one of the hemi-

sphere’s biggest celebrations.  

 Those who participate in Tenerife’s Carnival 

take it very seriously; some businesses cut back hours or 

even close while the festival is going on. The dazzling 

costumes and endless dancing are part of the spectacle 

and you should definitely consider going in costume, 

because you might feel a bit out of place in normal 

clothing.  

enerife is known for beautiful vistas, great night-

spots and luxurious resorts but you can’t say you 

know Tenerife until you’ve been there for Carnival.  
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http://www.spanish-fiestas.com/tenerife/santa-cruz-de-tenerife/
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ádiz is a beautifully serene 

city on the Andalusian 

coast known for its ele-

gance and grace. All of this is sus-

pended for one week every year for 

what is one of the largest Carnival 

celebrations in the world.  

 Cádiz’s carnival is the one 

of the most extravagant parties that 

you can attend in Europe, it’s a cele-

bration of life and excess.  

 The air in Cádiz is full of 

music during carnival. The most 

popular are Las Chirigotas, from 

officially recognised groups of 

‘gaditanos’ who wander the streets 

entertaining everyone with songs 

that satirize everything from pop 

As much fun as the parades and street entertainments are to 

watch it’s much more fun to join in. Go in drag or as your favourite 

cartoon character.  

Don’t be worried about being too flamboyant; with a strong em-

phasis on cross-dressing and every person trying to outdo the 

next you have nothing to worry about. 

 The first real spectacle of the week is the Gala Reina, the 

selection of the Carnival Queens. While the girls are lovely, the 

main emphasis is on the costume … it’s easy to miss the contest-

ants under the feathers, beads and satin! 
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stars to politicians. It’s the most 

popular competition every year! 

 One thing you’ll notice is 

that the costumes are a lot less 

showy than the ones you might see 

in Tenerife. In Cadiz, which has a 

reputation as the funniest town in 

Spain, the emphasis is on satire and 

cleverness and you’ll see plenty of 

politicians and clergy being mocked.  

 Carnival in Cadiz ends with 

the Burial of the Sardine and you 

can join hundreds of “mourners” 

following the paper mache fish and 

loudly mourning its passage. Most 

understandable as no one wants to 

see the end of a great party! 
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 Mardi Gras and Carnival 

represent a festive season in France 

which refers to eating richer, fatty 

foods before the ritual fasting of the 

Lent, accompanied with sumptuous 

public celebrations or parades (Les 

Carnavals) which take place in many 

French towns and schools.  

 Mardi-Gras (literally “Fat 

Tuesday”) has a few different roots, 

some in Christian culture, and some 

in pagan culture. Nowadays, 

Mardi Gras is seen as a Catholic 

tradition, but what people actual-

ly do on this day doesn't fit in with 

what people do on other Catholic 

holidays. Like Christmas and East-

er, Mardi Gras includes a very 

large and very indulgent meal, but 

neither Christmas nor Easter in-

clude masks, costumes, or unlim-

ited revelry.  
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 Mardi Gras can be interpreted as a 

mix of Catholic and pagan traditions: the 

holiday is Catholic, and the means of cele-

brating it stem from local traditions. 

 Alongside crêpes, two other closely 

related treats are prepared on Mardi-Gras: 

waffles and beignets.  

 In France, many children prepare 

one of these three dishes mentioned above 

in their schools, all dressed-up! 

 Even if you are not in France, you 

can celebrate a French-style Mardi Gras in 

Canada, especially in Québec or in New Orle-

ans. While The New Orleans celebration has 

a limited amount of French spoken, celebra-

tions in Canada, such as the Quebec Winter 

Carnival, are not only tons of fun, but also a 

chance for some French immersion time! At 

a Mardi Gras celebration, if you ask several 

people 'why is Mardi Gras celebrated in 

France today?', you may get a lot of people 

telling you that it's a lot of fun. However, the 

celebration is steeped in traditions that are 

centuries old, 

and still going 

strong.  

 

 

http://www.frenchmoments.eu/?p=1364
http://www.frenchmoments.eu/?p=1367
http://www.frenchmoments.eu/?p=1370
http://french.lovetoknow.com/Quebec_Winter_Carnival
http://french.lovetoknow.com/Quebec_Winter_Carnival
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