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The Discovery of the Modern Santa Claus


 


Everyone recognises the jolly, fat form of Santa Claus, and most know he got his natty red suit in a sponsorship deal with the ‘Real Thing’, but where did he come from? 





The name is comes from St Nicholas, a bishop of Smyrna (in modern Turkey).  When a young woman was raped in his parish, and her attacker agreed to marry her for a ridiculous dowry her family could not afford, Nicholas tossed a sack of gold through their window one night, allowing the girl’s honour to be restored.  This started his reputation for bringing gifts.  





Saint Nicholas was a popular saint in Spain (he was also a patron of sailors), and was brought by boat to the Low Countries, once Spanish colonies.  Today, Dutch children celebrate the coming of ‘Sinter Klaas’ on his boat from Spain with a sack of presents, on December 5th.  ‘Santa Claus’ is an American corruption of the Dutch name.





But how did he get from Turkish Bishop to Laplander, well, pagan?  One theory suggests that he adopted the image of the Roman Saturn, a father figure among the Gods, who’s feast, Saturnalia, was replaced by Christmas when Rome converted.  However, this does not explain the Lapp connection, nor the reindeer.  These elements come from far earlier myths, although why the connection is unclear – in Suomi myth, there was a central character named Väinämöinen, old and wise and comparable to Father Time.  He was also portrayed as having a great white beard and flying reindeer, and was in essence a shamanic god.  Now, the Suomi shamans would ritually consume the urine of reindeer that had been eating Fly Agaric, which produced hallucinogenic effects.  And that, boys and girls, is why Santa’s reindeer fly!









































    











Events…





A few things to keep you busy over the break:


13/12/10 – 18/01/04 


Wildlife Photographer of the Year – Bristol City Museum





13/12/03


OBOD Winter Solstice Celebration – for further information contact Damh or Cerri on 01273-419129








20/12/03 


Pagan Federation Winter Solstice Celebration – 7.30pm at the Cornubia pub, Temple street, or 8pm at Leigh Woods entrance.





21/12/03


Chalice Well Winter Solstice Celebration – 3.00-5.50pm, £2.50 adults





04/01/04 & 23/01/04


Shamanic Journeying – 7-9pm, Glastonbury Experience, 2-4 Glastonbury High Street





31/01/04


‘Native British Tradition’ - 10am to 4pm, Writhlington School, Radstock, £10.50, to book phone Tina Hoare 01761 439925
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Want to write for Sprits of Nature?  We’re looking for articles on alternative spirituality, history or folklore, and poems and prose around these beliefs.  Pieces need to be approximately 50 words or less.  Please send (as a text file) to kittiewitch@lycos.com, or hand it on disk or paper to Ruth.
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