
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

VORWEIHNACHTENSSITTEN (PRE-CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS) 

bringer of gifts: der Gabenbringer, die Gabenbringer 
Nicholas: Nikolaus 

legend of Saint Nicholas: die Sage von Sankt Nikolaus 

·The · original Santa_ Claus was a much celebrated personage of medieval 
legend: St. Nicholas of Lari, to whom miracles of every sort were attribu
ted, from the saving of sailors in storms, to the school girls -from the 
menace of prostitution. St . Nicholas was taken as a protector of entire 
nations or regions (such as Russia, Greece and Sicily) and of many classes 
and occupations. In Germany he became the patron of merchants. 

At the end of the 15th century in Paris, on St. Nicholas' feast, a 
student masqueraded as the saint with a miter, croizer and long white bea~d 
and carried gifts to the poor children. It soon became a custom. St . Nich 
then migrated to Germany and Holland and from there to America. He still 
kept his kindness, justice . and his name· (with such variations as Nickolaus , 
Klaus and Klaes;. The American comes from the Dutch Sinterklaas. 
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Researchers concluded that this was a case of maintenance of 
pre-Christian customs. Figures that cannot be of Christian origin 
have also been preserved in Nicholas Day traditions even in the 
Alemannian and Bavarian South of Germany. These include such 
untranslatable figures as Klause and Zantichloise, Nicolo and 
Butz, Rumpelklas and Klaubauf. They are usually young fellows 
who dress as if for Carnival. With blacked faces and terrify ing 
masks adorned with cows' horns, they rush, dance, or dawdle 
through the villages. Housewives gladly give them something 
so as to get these scary figures away from their frightened 
children as quickly as possible. Close to the Czech frontier in the 
Bavarian Forest, around Regensburg, and in the Inn-Region, parti
cularly remarkable figures have survived as the Niglo, the Budl
frau, and the Butzenbercht, involving associations w ith fertility 
and the revival of life in the coming year. Niglo is viewed from 
an early age onwards as being the patron of girls who wont to 
marry, and popular superstition in the more remote corners of 
the Alps still sees him as the bringer of children into the world. 
It is Niglo - and not the stork, the spirit ,of the fountain, or a 
blossoming tree - that provides a little brother or sister. Experts 
also interpret the rod that Ruprecht wields so threateningly as a 
life-engendering magic wand rather than on instrument of punish
ment. 


