
history of mummers parade
History of Mummers Parade has roots that trace back to ancient traditions of
merriment and celebration. The Mummers Parade, held annually on New Year’s
Day in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, is one of the oldest folk festivals in the
United States. This vibrant event features costumed performers, elaborate
floats, and a unique blend of music, dance, and theatrical performance. Over
the years, the Mummers Parade has evolved into a cherished local tradition
that not only entertains but also showcases the rich cultural heritage of the
city.

Origins of the Mummers Parade

Early Beginnings

The origins of the Mummers Parade can be traced back to European traditions,
particularly those from England, Ireland, and Germany. The word "mummer"
itself is derived from the Middle English term "momer," which refers to a
performer in disguise. In the 17th century, mummers would participate in
“mumming” plays during the winter months, often during the Christmas season.
These performances typically included masked characters and were meant to
bring joy and laughter.

- Historical Context: In the 18th century, early settlers brought these
mumming traditions to America, particularly to areas with strong European
influences, such as Philadelphia.
- Community Gatherings: Mummer groups would gather in neighborhoods, donning
costumes and masks, and perform skits and songs as a way to celebrate the New
Year and entertain locals.

Formalization of the Parade

The Mummers Parade began taking a more structured form in the early 1900s. It
became an organized event, with various clubs forming to participate and
compete. The first official Mummers Parade took place on January 1, 1901.

- Formation of Clubs: The parade saw the establishment of numerous mummer
clubs, each contributing their unique flair and creativity to the event.
These clubs have become integral to the parade's identity.
- City Sponsorship: By the 1930s, the parade received official recognition
from the city of Philadelphia, allowing it to grow in scale and popularity.
The city began to provide financial support, ensuring its continuity.



Evolution Through the Decades

Mid-20th Century Developments

As the Mummers Parade progressed into the mid-20th century, it began to
attract more spectators and participants. The parade became a staple of New
Year’s Day celebrations not just in Philadelphia, but across the nation.

- Television Broadcast: In the 1960s, the parade was broadcast on local
television, significantly increasing its visibility and reach. This helped to
cement its status as a beloved Philadelphia tradition.
- Cultural Representation: The parade began to showcase a wider array of
cultural influences, reflecting the diversity of Philadelphia’s population.
Groups began to incorporate different styles of music, dance, and costume
design.

Challenges and Changes

Despite its popularity, the Mummers Parade faced various challenges,
particularly concerning issues of representation and inclusivity.

- Controversies: In the 21st century, some performances drew criticism for
perpetuating stereotypes. This led to discussions about the need for more
inclusive practices within the parade.
- Reforms: In response to these concerns, parade organizers made efforts to
address issues of representation, encouraging more diverse participation and
performances that respect cultural sensitivities.

Modern Mummers Parade

Current Structure and Themes

Today, the Mummers Parade consists of several divisions, including the Fancy
Brigades, String Bands, Comics, and Wench Brigades, each with its own unique
style and presentation.

- Fancy Brigades: Known for their elaborate costumes and theatrical
performances, these groups often incorporate themes from popular culture,
historical events, and social commentary.
- String Bands: These groups focus on musical performances, playing a mix of
traditional and contemporary songs. Their vibrant costumes and choreographed
dances are a highlight of the parade.



- Comics: Known for their humorous skits and satire, comic brigades often
dress in whimsical costumes and deliver comedic performances that poke fun at
current events and societal norms.
- Wench Brigades: Traditionally comprised of men dressed as women, these
groups often participate in playful banter and light-hearted performances.

Community Involvement

The Mummers Parade has become a platform for community involvement and local
pride. Many residents of Philadelphia take part in the parade, whether by
participating in a mummer club, volunteering, or simply attending to cheer on
their favorite groups.

- Local Impact: The event bolsters local businesses, as thousands of
spectators flock to the streets of Philadelphia, supporting restaurants,
shops, and hotels.
- Cultural Exchange: The parade serves as an opportunity for cultural
exchange, bringing together individuals from various backgrounds to celebrate
the city’s rich heritage.

Significance of the Mummers Parade

Cultural Heritage

The Mummers Parade is not just an entertaining spectacle; it is a celebration
of Philadelphia’s cultural heritage and community spirit.

- Historical Importance: As one of the oldest folk festivals in the United
States, the parade serves as a living history of the city’s traditions and
the immigrant experiences that shaped its identity.
- Artistic Expression: The parade provides a platform for artistic
expression, allowing mummers to showcase their creativity through costume
design, music, and performance.

Challenges Ahead

While the Mummers Parade continues to thrive, it also faces challenges that
require ongoing attention and adaptation.

- Cultural Sensitivity: As societal values evolve, the parade must navigate
the complexities of cultural representation and inclusivity to ensure that it
remains a welcoming and respectful event for all.
- Engaging Younger Generations: The parade must find ways to engage younger



audiences and participants, ensuring that the tradition is passed down to
future generations.

Conclusion

The history of Mummers Parade is a testament to the resilience and creativity
of the Philadelphia community. From its humble beginnings as a local
celebration to its current status as a major cultural event, the parade
reflects the city’s rich tapestry of traditions and identities. As it moves
forward, the Mummers Parade will undoubtedly continue to evolve, adapting to
the changing dynamics of society while remaining true to its roots. Whether
through music, dance, or elaborate costumes, it stands as a vibrant symbol of
joy and community spirit, inviting all to join in the celebration of life and
culture each New Year’s Day.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the Mummers Parade?
The Mummers Parade originated in the 17th century, with influences from
European traditions, particularly the English and Irish customs of 'mumming',
where people would dress in costumes and perform skits during celebrations.

When did the Mummers Parade become an official event
in Philadelphia?
The Mummers Parade became an official event in Philadelphia in 1901, although
informal celebrations and mummer gatherings had been occurring for many years
prior.

What are the main types of performances seen in the
Mummers Parade?
The Mummers Parade features various types of performances, including musical
bands, elaborate costume displays, comedic skits, and traditional dances, all
centered around celebrating New Year's Day.

How has the Mummers Parade evolved over the years?
Over the years, the Mummers Parade has evolved to include a wider variety of
performances and costumes, embracing diverse cultural influences while
maintaining its core traditions of music and merriment.



What controversies have surrounded the Mummers
Parade?
The Mummers Parade has faced controversies, particularly regarding issues of
cultural appropriation and racial insensitivity in some of the costumes and
performances, leading to calls for reform and more inclusive practices.

What impact does the Mummers Parade have on
Philadelphia's culture?
The Mummers Parade has a significant impact on Philadelphia's culture,
serving as a symbol of local pride, community engagement, and artistic
expression, while attracting thousands of visitors and boosting the city's
economy each year.
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