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For more than a century, New Year’s Day in Philadelphia has
meant one thing: the flamboyant costumes, boisterous
music and exuberant dancing of the Mummers Parade. But

the colorful street party attended by tens of thousands-often
called the US East Coast city’s version of Mardi Gras-has been
dogged by repeated claims of racism and insensitivity, so organiz-
ers are looking to embrace diversity this year. “We have had a
dream for a long time, from when we started doing this carnival
in South Philly, to participate in the Mummers parade one day,”
said David Pina, the president of San Mateo Carnavalero, a
Mexican organization that has been invited, along with three oth-
er new groups, to headline Friday’s parade.

“Right now, we have that chance.” The Mummers Parade is
thought to be the oldest folk parade in the country.  Mummery,
which comes from the French word ‘momerie’ and means ridicu-
lous ceremony in fancy dress, first arrived in Philadelphia in the
17th century when immigrant groups gathered informally to cel-
ebrate their traditions. The formal New Year’s Day parade was

launched in 1901.  Every year, thousands of Mummers parade
through the city center in outlandish outfits bedecked with
sequins and feathers-performing skits, dancing, playing music
and doing the signature Mummers Strut down Broad Street for
onlookers.

But the parade has remained firmly rooted in Philadelphia’s
white, working-class immigrant neighborhoods, despite the fact
that blacks make up 44 percent of the city’s population.  “The
inclusiveness stopped along color lines and language barriers,”
said Jesse Engaard, a Mummer and advocate for making the
event more diverse. “African-American participation ended
around the Depression, partially because of monetary issues, but
also because of the prolific use of blackface.” Ahead of the 1964
parade, organizers banned the use of blackface, but the festive
event was still dominated by white participants-mainly men-and
spectators. “It’s easy to understand why people of color didn’t feel
comfortable or welcome or proud of being in the parade,”
Engaard said.

Mummers costumes are displayed at the Philadelphia Mummers Museum in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania. — AFP photos

Mark Montanaro, captain of the “Sometimes Mummers,” glues parts of a Mummers costume
ahead of the 2016 Mummers Parade.
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Mark Montanaro (left), captain of the “Sometimes Mummers,” constructs a Mummers cos-
tume.

Montanaro poses during a rehearsal of the ‘Sometimes Mummers’, ahead of the 2016
Mummers Parade.

David Pina, President of the San Mateo Carnavalero, displays
parts of a costume ahead of the 2016 Mummers Parade.


