
 

Improved environmental regulations, 
such as the installation of flue gas 
filters and the introduction of unleaded 
gasoline and catalytic converters, 
have significantly reduced the entry of 
pollutants into the soil in recent decades 
(e.g. heavy metals, sulfur). Unfortunately, 
the general trend is moving in the 
opposite direction for newer groups of 
pollutants such as persistent organic 
pollutants and platinum group elements.

As more and more St. Nicholas and 
Krampus groups (also known as 
“Passen”) formed with their rising 
popularity, the groups began to meet at 
the market or village square after their 
house visits. These meetings developed 
into today’s spectacular Krampus 
parades.

There is no longer any uncontaminated 
soil anywhere in the world. Even in the 
glacial ice of Greenland and Antarctica, 
a wide variety of environmental toxins 
can be detected.
The graph shows the accumulation of 
lead in a high moor. Combined with the 
age determination of the various peat 
layers, specific accumulations can be 
attributed to major historical sources 
of lead.

The first evidence of the Krampus and 
St. Nicholas tradition dates back to 
the mid-17th century. Accompanied by 
terrifying figures like devils, and beastly 
masks, St. Nicholas questions and 
rewards well-behaved children, while the 
naughty ones are punished by Krampus.

The name Krampus is derived from the 
Middle High German word “Krampen”, 
meaning claw, or the Bavarian word 
“Krampn”, meaning something lifeless, 
dried up, withered.
Other denominations for Krampus are 
Kramperl, Miglo, Tuifl, and Ganggerl.

The Krampus custom was originally 
widespread throughout the Habsburg 
Empire and neighboring areas, but was 
then forbidden under penalty of death 
during the times of Inquisition as no one 
was allowed to dress up as a devilish 
figure. However, people in some remote 
areas kept this winter custom alive.
St. Nicholas and Krampus always appear 
together, and only on December 5 and 
6. Their joint appearance makes it clear 
that the good always triumphs over the 
evil and that in the end, Krampus must 
always obey St. Nicholas. In the past,  
St. Nicholas and Krampus went from 
house to house or farm to farm, 
distributing either gifts or punishment 
among the children.

The soil performs a wide range of functions.

Soil and environmental toxins

Krampus and St. Nicholas

Krampus and the so-called 
“Schiachperchten” are often confused, 
as they do not necessarily differ in 
appearance, but they have completely 
different roles and meanings.
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Soil protection – 
What can we do?
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Lead accumulation in a raised bog (source: Shotyk et al., 1988)
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