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Nice Carnival is recognized as one of the 
top three carnival celebrations in the world. 
During its 2½ week run, there are eight 
daytime and nighttime illuminated carnival 
parades, or corsi, and five world-class 
“Battle of Flowers” parades; plus children’s 
activities, a winter plunge in the Bay of 
Angels, feasting, and the traditional seaside 
incineration of the King Carnival float, fol-
lowed by fireworks choreographed to mu-
sic. The 2010 Carnival ran from February 
12-28; dates vary each year in accordance 
with the Christian observance of Lent. 

2010 Theme: King of the  
Blue Planet

When a festival has existed over 137 
years, it can be challenging to keep it 
fresh and new. Nice’s solution? Each year, 
Nice Carnival adopts a new theme, a 
combination of old traditions interpreted 
in a modern, contemporary way. 

“King of the Blue Planet” is a French 
expression whereby “blue” connotes 
the environment. Americans would say 
“green.” Does it really matter? Here’s 
what was new this year:

Eco-enlightenment: Four new initiatives:
Production equipment—big LED 
screens at Place Messina– huge il-
luminated frescoes encircling the 
entire square, with over 1,000 square 
meters of LED compositions; light 
shows; carefully selected music; 
“Battle of Flowers” floats totally rede-
signed to offer a 360° view;
Recycling: old postcards used in pa-
pier mâché; flour and water for glue; 
old mechanical devices and costumes 
recycled into new interpretations;
Eco-citizenship: containers for disposal 
of silly-string aerosol spray cans. Silly-
string “attacks” are a common Carnival 
trick played on unsuspecting revelers.
Carbon tax on float vehicles not 
environmentally up to standards.

On-line voting for the Queen of Car-
nival—the first time ever!
Social media: 

Facebook “Carnaval de Nice official;” 
“Les Amis du Carnaval” (Friends of 
Carnival)
“Le Carnival” (Carnival) on Twitter 

Venue changes: Return to Place Mes-
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sina, former home of the corso/ parade 
temporarily abandoned due to construc-
tion of new tram line, now used again to 
help the parade move more smoothly.

Other news: Street Arts
The Povigna family, boasting four 

generations of carnavaliers, has expanded 
beyond floats into the realm of street arts. 
After their fabulous “Dragon of the Bay of 
Angels” in 2009, this year they presented 
Eléphantasia, a giant mechanical elephant 
10M (32 feet) long, 5.5M (18 feet) tall, 
entirely articulated. 

This year, four giant marionettes paid 
tribute to the four basic elements of 
Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. True to the 
eco-friendly theme of “Blue Planet,” these 
marionettes previously appeared in 2009 
with a different wardrobe as icons of 
Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. 

Floats
Nice Carnival is known worldwide for 

its extraordinary floats, some as tall as a 
three-story building and fully articulated 
or animated. With a tradition in the plas-

Nice Carnival at a Glance: 
Floats, Flowers, and Festivities
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Nice Carnival at a Glance: 
Floats, Flowers, and Festivities

tic arts like papier mâché sculpture span-
ning centuries, the carnavaliers of Nice 
produce work of unsurpassed creativity, 
humor, and allegorical sophistication.

Carnival 2010 featured twenty floats, 
each one 12 meters (39 feet) in length, 3 
meters (almost 10 feet) wide, and between 
8 to 17 meters (26-56 feet) high. The three 
leading floats are always the King, the 
Queen, and their son, called “Carnava-
lon,” followed by their “royal court” com-
posed of seventeen floats and the soufflerie, 
which magically blow out confetti. 

Float designs for the Carnival parade 
are selected in a competition of leading 
political cartoonists. The competition 
dates back to 2002, when Nice Carnival 
chose this innovative way to satirize the 
launch of the euro with the theme “Eu-
roland.” The competition has continued 
ever since. Chad Crowe is the only Ameri-
can to have won in the history of the 
competition, and he has won annually 
since his first entry in 2006.

Each float design must carry out the 
theme of that year and must include 
thematically supporting walk-around 
characters traditionally made of a mod-
ern type of papier mâché called plastazote, 
which is light-weight and waterproof. 
These grosses têtes, or “big heads,” are 
sculptural heads worn on the shoulders 
of individual performers following or sur-
rounding the float. They normally weigh 
from 10-12 kilograms (22-26 pounds) 
each if made of papier mâché, but half of 

that if made of plastazote. The latest varia-
tion of grosses têtes is an extensive line of 
cold air inflatables, some as tall as 4.2 M 
(14 feet), which weigh hardly anything. 
The performer is totally enclosed inside 
the inflated fabric shell.

Carnival history
The Carnival of Nice dates back to 

1294. By the Middle Ages, masked princes 
masqueraded as paupers, peasants as 
kings, and great feasts were prepared in 
anticipation of the forty days of Lenten 
fasting observed by the Catholic Church. 

Permeating these festivities was a great 
sense of irreverence, for although the 
citizenry were obligated to royalty, and 
later, to the government, for every aspect 
of their survival, during these few days of 
carnival, it was permitted to mock, satirize, 
and otherwise criticize the establishment. 
The same was true of the upper classes—
by donning masks, they could avoid detec-
tion and pretend to be one of the lower 
classes, whose mores were less restricted 
and less governed by convention.

These raucous festivities typically  
culminated on Mardi Gras, “Fat Tuesday,”  
the day before Ash Wednesday in the 
Catholic Church’s calendar leading up 
to Good Friday and eventually, the holy 
week of Easter. According to custom, 
people abstained from eating meat dur-
ing this time and the expression carne 
levare (loosely translated “away with 
meat”) evolved into Carnival.

From floats to flowers
In 1830 the first carnival parade occurred 

in Nice, featuring thirty horse-drawn car-
riages. By 1873, these processions had 
turned into elaborate parades with sculpted 
floats designed by the great Mossa family of 
artisans, Alexis and his son Gustav Adolf. 

A second parade, the “Battle of Flowers,” 
was added in 1876, when horse-drawn 
carriages filled with flowers filed down the 
Promenade des Anglais, the so-called “Eng-
lish Promenade” because Queen Victoria 
and her entourage escaped the harsh British 
winters by hibernating in sunny Nice.

Today’s interpretation of the “Battle 
of Flowers” is a far cry from the civilized 
exchange of bouquets that took place 
then. Carriages have given way to floral 
floats, each decorated with 4-5,000 fresh-
cut flowers. The 7M (23 foot)-long floats 
make several laps around the parade 
route, while beautiful models throw 20 
kilograms (44 pounds) of fresh mimosa 
and local flowers—some 80-100,00 
flowers in all– into the arms of the eager 
crowds, until nothing remains—quite dif-
ferent from the typical parade that travels 
a linear route once.

The Franco-American Connection
Long before there was a professional 

association of festivals and events, curious, 
innovative people brought the most interest-
ing ideas home from their international 
travels. In the late 1800s, two independent 
visits, one by a group from Pasadena, Cali-
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fornia, the other by a bank president from 
San Antonio, Texas, laid the groundwork for 
what eventually became the Pasadena Tour-
nament of Roses Parade in 1890 and the San 
Antonio Battle of Flowers Parade in 1891. 
Although they never went to Nice, organiz-
ers from Portland, Oregon, were inspired by 
Pasadena and added a Grand Floral Parade 
to the existing Rose Festival in 1908. Today 
it is the second largest all-floral parade in 
North America.

Like its French counterpart, the Pasa-
dena parade sees a live street audience of 
approximately one million people—the 
difference being that Tournament of Roses 
Parade is only one day; Nice offers thirteen 
parades over two weeks. Television broad-
casting increases the reach of the Tourna-
ment of Roses Parade to over 16.5 million 
households, with an estimated 40 million 
viewers in the U.S. alone. 

The San Antonio Battle of Flowers Parade 
is reputed to be the only parade in the Unit-
ed States to be planned and staged entirely 
by women, according to the San Antonio Ex-
press-News (April 7, 2009). Portland’s Rose 
Festival and its Grand Floral Parade have a 
live street audience of 500,000; its syndi-
cated broadcast reaches 10 million viewers 
across six states and Western Canada.

Just imagine if they had bought postcards.

Contact:
OFFICE du TOURISME et des CONGRÈS 
(Nice Convention & Tourism Bureau)
BP 4079
06302 NICE CEDEX 4, FRANCE
Info: +33 (0)892 707 407
www.nicecarnaval.com / www.nicetour-
isme.com
info@nicetourisme.com

Charlotte J. DeWitt, CFEE, President          
International Events, Ltd.   
249 West Newton St., #8
Boston, MA 02116 USA
M +1 617 513 5696
charlotte@internationaleventsltd.com 
www.internationaleventsltd.com

Charlotte is the 2009 inductee to 
the IFEA Hall of Fame, the industry’s 
highest honor. As president of Inter-
national Events, Ltd., she has worked 
in some 29 countries since 1979, 
designing and producing waterfront 
festivals, European carnival-style 
parades, and international events. 
She consults worldwide on festival 
master plans and tourism develop-
ment, and is the global perspectives 
editor of i.e. magazine. Charlotte is 
Past Chairman of IFEA/World (IFEA) 
and founder/ past President/CEO of 
IFEA Europe. She lived in Sweden 
from 1994-2004.
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