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SINTERKLAAS SINCE HIS BIRTH
IN THE XV-XVI CENTURIES

A4

IS AN “OUTLAW?”

BUT IN NO WAY A “RACIST”
Sinterklaas in the ex “Dutch Empire”

After the polemics of last year about
Sinterklaas’ racism (on the ground of the
black face and the servant role of Zwarte
Piet), and after the charge of being a killer
in Dick Maas’ movie “Sint”, the question is:
“How is Santa Claus ?”

The answer: He is very well, fighting
makes him stronger.

In history he survived to situations
apparently without any hope, and escaped
dangers and attacks of any kind and from
everywhere.

1.- Nicholas, a saint “outlaw”

Civil and ecclesiastical institutions never
loved him sincerely, because his behavior
was always out of the rules. In fact:
1) In the first historical document (IV
century) he opposed the judge’s death
sentence saving the three innocent citizens.
2) in the tradition he razed the Artemis’
temple violating the tolerance inaugurated
by Constantine exactly 1700 years ago

3) In the legend at the council of Nicaea he
dealt Arius a blow on the face, an act
unbefitting for a bishop

4) In Jehan Bodel’s theatrical piece “Jeu de
Saint Nicolas” (1195 c.) he speaks to the

thieves with a greasy spoon language (“sons
of a bitch”)

5) the 6th of December the students
throughout Europe used to celebrate St
Nicholas with the “boy bishop” and joyous
outbursts thus creating disorders in their
towns

6) In the Russian tales Nicholas, in order to
help poor people, violates the elementary
rules of decency, deceiving the prophet
Eliah, going away in spirit while the other
saints are feasting in his honor, and going
back to the paradise in muddy tunic.




All this was in Shakespeare’s mind when he
spoke of St Nicholas’ clerks (St Nicholas’
servants), that is vagabonds, swindlers and
people living by their wits.

St Nicholas lives in the midst of the people
(just the meaning of his Greek name: “the
people’s victory”). A fact that should push to
meditation all those who connect him to
racism.

2)- Roman Catholic attacks

Many catholic faithful incorrectly assume
that only Protestants have gone against St
Nicholas. Many Protestants defined
incorrectly St Nicholas is “all a Papistic
make-believe”, as if the Popes made
anything to spread his cult. The truth is that
only the simple people, and especially the
children, sided with him. In fact:

1)- The Papal Commission for the
Breviary’s reform in 1744 declared
“suspecta” (doubtful) all the Saint’s Lives.
2)- The first to affirm that St Nicholas
never existed was the Roman catholic
archbishop of Santa Severina (Calabria) in
1751 (see his book’s cover below)

3)- In the year 1940 the bollandist
Hippolyte Delehaye affirmed that “about his
actions we don’t know anything” (Nihil
novimus”). As a consequence:

4)- In the year 1969, with the R. Catholic
Calendar’s reform, his feast, from obligatory
to all the priests, was reduced to optional.

3.- Protestant attacks

The first Protestant leaders (with the
exception of Heinrich Bullinger in Ziirich
who went on writing beatiful St Nicholas’
poems for his children) attacked our Saint
as a “Papistic story”, completely ignoring
that the papal commissions showed no less
hostility than they did. The main phases of
their attacks are these ones:

1)- Luther till 1535 speaks of St Nicholas’
gifts (“Geschenke des S. Niclas”),
afterwards thundered out: God has nothing
to do with masquerades and bishop
Nicholas” [ Aurifaber].

2)- Henry the VIII in 1541 defined St
Nicholas’ feast with children going around
asking for money a Papistic superstition.
3)- In the Regnum Antichristi of the
German T. Kirchmayr (1553), Translated ito
English (The Popish Kingdom) in 1570,
Santa Claus’ feast is considered as one of
the worst examples given to the children.
4)- In the war against Holland Oliver
Cromwell (1654) reduced into a stable St
Nicholas’ church in Galway.

Delft 1607: It is forbidden to
sell merchandise in

St Nicholas’ day.

Heavy fines are inflicted.
See Boer-Helsloot,

Het Sinterklaas boek, 131

5)- We know a large number of ordinances
from the Dutch cities containing heavy fines
against all those who would feast Santa
Claus with cookies, cakes and pastries (for
instance Alkmaar 8 feb 1601; Delft 1607;
Grave 1615, 1620, 1667; Arnhem 3.XII.
1622; Enkhuizen; Utrecht 1655; Amsterdam
n. 81).
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6)- Only after the French Revolution under
William V (1766-1795) the Papistic fairy
tale in the Low Countries could be lived
freely. Exactly 100 years ago (1913) the
German Protestant scholar (Gustav Anrich)

edited the major collection of Greek texts,
arriving to the conclusion that there were
two Nicholas, one certainly belonging to the
sixth century, the other some time before
(probably fourth century).
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SINTERKLAAS’ ARRIVAL IN THE DUTCH DEPENDENCIES
NEAR THE NORTHERN COASTS OF VENEZUELA

ARUBA

Island with a population of 100.000,
Dutch dependence,

near the

Venezuelan coasts.

Capital city: Oranijestad (32.000 ab).




CURACAO

Island with a population of 140.000,
Dutch dependence,
near the northern coasts of Venezuela

Capital city: Willemstad.

CURACAO

2012




BONAIRE

Island with a
population of only
15.000 ,

Dutch dependence.
Near the Northern
coasts of Venezuela.
Capital city: Kralendijk

ST NICHOLAS’
ARRIVAL

INDONESIA, archipelago south of China
and east of India, is the most densely
populated Muslim country, with more
than 220 millions of inhabitants. Capital
city: Jakarta. Dutch dependence till 1949.

“Zwarte Sinterklaas” (Black Santa
Claus) designates that 3d of December
1957 when, with a sudden and violent
action, Indonesians got hold of Dutch
firms and of all their goods. The chance
was caught by the Indonesians after the
ONU rejected their request to discuss
about the New Guinea Papua Islands.

In Indonesia too Sinterklaas was
celebrated.

The historian Wim Manuhutu writes
that this celebration was part of a
status symbol of the Indonesian
population. Only the upper classes,
aristocrats or wealthy people feasted
Sinterklaas.

Although Indonesians boys too love it,
it cannot be denied that being part of
the colonial world of relationships it
implies shadowy and negative aspects.

1937.

Jean Klusman
dressed

like
Sinterklaas

in

Bandung
(Indonesia)

INDONESIA




DUTCH SANTA
DITCH
“RACIST” HELPER ?

THE SURINAME’S PARLIAMENT
IN DECEMBER 2011
BANNED SINTERKLAAS
FROM PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS.
BOTH GOVERN AND OPPOSITION
AGREED THAT SINT,
HAVING ZWARTE PIET
AS SERVANT, IS RACIST.

IN AMSTERDAM WERE
ARRESTED SOME ANTIRACIST
PROTESTERS.

AMERICA

AS THE PHOTO ABOVE SHOWS

ST NICHOLAS ARRIVED ANYWAY
IN SURINAME

Stubbornly Sint arrived this year too in
Suriname, but it cannot be said that the
Parliament decree was without
consequences. From the Dutch newspaper
De Telegraf we learn in fact that mister
Jan Hoogenberg, who for 13 years used to
travel to Suriname dressed like Sinterklaas,
this year he remained at home. “They did not
prohibit me to go, but I felt uncomfortable
anyway. Sinterklaas and Zwarte Piet are no
more welcome there and there are people
who speak of discrimination”, said
Hoogenberg, a 75 years old man from
Groningen.

BUT
SINTERKLAAS
IS TRULY
RACIST ?

This charge
against the Dutchmen
is unjust at least as much as
the Dutch charge in the XVII
century against St Nicholas
as Papistic fable.




ZWARTE PIET
(BLACK PETER)
AND ITS ORIGIN

It is always difficult to find out the
origins of a popular custom. It is even more
difficult when these customs are not specific of
a place, but have much in common with similar
customs of other countries.

With regard to St Nicholas there is another
obstacle: every country believes to be the
homeland of Santa Claus. Even a serious
researcher as Charles William Jones denied the
Dutch origins of the American Santa
Claus, in spite of the fact that the first three or
four documentary traces (Newspapers edited
some decades before Washington Irving’s
Knickerbocker’s History) are clear on this.
Dutchmen are not exception. For them
Sinterklaas is ours. He has nothing to do
with the historic St Nicholas or with other
Santas. Now, certainly as for the historic
Nicholas, so for Santa Claus, every country (I
would say even every region of a country) has a
different approach.

After St Nicholas took the place of the Magi
(Wisemen) as bringer of gifts at the
beginning of XIth century, although the
approach was different, common to all
countries was the ground: the sixth of
December was the day when -everybody,
following his example, felt a compulsion to
give gifts to people in poverty, or to students.
The common element, even when beneficiary of
the gifts were the children (in the second half of
XV century), was the way of giving gifts:
during the night, sometimes through a
window, after 1550 through a chimney.

The shake by the Protestant Reform did not
change these lines, except for the fact that the
most observant among the protestants banned
Santa Claus, and he was compelled (as later
under Soviet government) not only to bring
gifts during the night, but also to live
underground. Protestants made every effort
to put St Nicholas in a bad light connecting him
with frightful figures, but unsuccessfully.

The French Revolution brought throughout
Europe a new spirit of freedom, and the
Protestant countries too had to stop their

boycotting of Santa Claus. Then they tried to
find out ways of feasting him without betraying
their approach to the Saints. Because St
Nicholas’ charity was addressed mainly toward
children, the problem arose about how to make
out of him an educational figure. Folklore
became an instrument of pedagogy.

The past centuries pedagogy today would make
everybody’s hair curl, but it was a common way
of raising children with both: frighting or
punishing them and/or approving their
behavior by giving them gifts.

If St Nicholas was the giftbearer, the fright had
to be assigned to another character. Here
(through a Teufelsgestalt or a Schreckgestalt)
arose a strong differentiation from a country to
another.

Here are a few examples of these scaring
characters:

France: Pere Fouettard, Riibelz e Riipelz
(Moselle), Hans Trapp (Alsace, Palatinate),

Belgium: Huperi (Charleroi), Zwarte Piet
Holland: Zwarte Piet

Austria and Southern Tirol: Krampus (in
Baviera as well).

Germany: Rupert, Ruprecht, Ruprich,
Klaubauf, Pelzbock, Rasselbock (Swebia),
Belzbock, Pelznickel e Pelzruppert e Hans Muff
(Rhenan Provinces), Pelzbub (Hohenzollern),
Bartel (Silesia), Dame Perchta, Frau Hollé,
Pudelmutter, Butzenbercht (female companions
to frighten children).

Switzerland: Schmutzli (cantons of Fribourg,
Luzern, Solothurn, Basel Land, St Gallen),
Spitzpartl (Costance), Struwpelz e
Glockenschellenmann,

It is not possible to assign the same
characteristics to all these St Nicholas’
companions or servants. Given that we are in
the field of folklore, obviously they bear the
psychological traits of their creators, that is
conditioned by their sense of humor.

In principle all of them should frighten
children and push them to have a good
behavior. But practically humanistic feelings
and folklore take over and the scare leaves its
place to smile if not to laugh. May be only the
very small children were not yet able to
distinguish reality from joke.
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Therefore, Zwarte Piet, has the same origin as
all St Nicholas servants, as pedagogic element.
Dutch writers, regarding the origin of Zwarte
Piet, refer usually to J. Schenkman’s book
Sint Nikolaas en zijn Knecht, Amsterdam 1850.

This is true inasmuch as we speak of a
decisive moment in its development. It is
false if we want to say that Black Peter
was created by Schenkman. It has to be
recognized however that in this context
Schenkman’s book is important not only for the
poem, but may be even more because of the
illustrations. One of these seems to
support the idea of colonial atmosphere
(see image below) and the charge of racism.

But soon afterwards comes another
illustration that proves that the previous
impression is a pure randomness. In fact
Zwarte Piet rides a splendid horse on the roofs,
a thing unconceivable in a racist picture.

In the western culture the black color is
from ancient times together with darkness
considered symbol of sin and of death (is also
the usual color in the funeral ceremonies). The
good is identified with the light and the
innocence with the white. But these ways of
conceiving reality had nothing to do with
racism.

Only too sensible persons may create this link.
It is true that Zwarte Piet is a servant, but it
is equally true that he or they (today is no more
one person but an entire team) give to the
people looking to them an impression of joy
and great sympathy. If you look to the many
You Tube that deal with them you shall soon
perceive that Zwarte Piet has today a role no
less important that the St Nicholas’ one.

A curiosity.

Not Zwarte Piet, but St Nicholas himself (a large
picture in the right transept and the statue
going on the sea the 8th of May) in Bari is black
and known as “Sanda Necole gnore”. It proves
how far from truth are those who see in Zwarte
Piet a form of racism.
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in Belgium

Dag Sinterklaasje

In de aanloop naar de leukste periode van het jaar, werd het Sint-Ni
genootschap Vlaanderen gecontacteerd om een fotoshoot toe te laten in
van de Sint. Niemand minder dan Kathleen Aerts (ex- K3) wou het Huis gel

Like Francesco Innamorato,
Marcel Janssens too from Belgium
went to celebrate Samichlaus
with our friends of Switzerland.




