
The Speculative, Folkloric Roots of Santa Claus & Christmas 

 

The Amanita Muscaria Mushroom, Northern Shamans, & Santa Claus Connection 

The Winter Solstice season traditions of Arctic and Siberian shamans during the 

darkest time of year consisted of snow-covered forests of conifer trees (pines, firs, 

and spruces), reindeer, and ritual journeys that involved the hallucinogenic 

mushroom Amanita muscaria. Gift-bearing spiritual visits, and even roof-entry are 

surprisingly well-documented. Thus, the parallels to the figure of Santa Claus are 

uncanny. 

The folkloric notion that Santa Claus was inspired in part by ancient mushroom-

using Northern shamans began gaining traction publicly in the period between the 

1970s through the1990s, during increased interest in ethnomycology. This was 

largely due to two books: C.A. P. Ruck et al., Mushrooms, Myth, and the Origins of 

Religion (1979) and R. G. Wasson, Ethnomycology and Cultural Symbolism (1972). 

Furthermore, according to Wasson and T. Bocher (Solstice Ritual Clothing in 

Northern Eurasia (2015), Amanita muscaria was historically used as part of 

initiation rites, divination and ceremonial healing. Some anthropologists contend, 

notably D. Dasgupta (Red Cap Fungus Iconography in Germanic Christmas 

Imagery, 2012), that shamanic mushroom-ceremony imagery is layered beneath 

later Christian and Victorian influences connected to Santa Claus and Christmas. 

Of course, these authors don’t claim that Santa Claus was actually a Northern 

shaman, but only that certain recognizable motifs (red and white coloring, winter 

gifting, chimney-based entry, and reindeer association) echo pre-Christian winter 

rituals in Northern Eurasia.  

 

Some Facts About the Amanita Muscaria Mushroom 

The iconic bright red and white-spotted Amanita muscaria mushroom is one of 

the most visually recognizable fungi in human history, appearing in fairy tales, 

popular illustrations, and in decorative Christmas cards and ornaments. It can 

symbolize winter survival, transformation, threshold crossing, the fairy realm, 

shamanic flight, and spirit visitation. It is extremely visible in the northern 



hemisphere during the late fall-early winter period—precisely when ancient 

Winter Solstice rituals occurred.   

Botanically speaking, the Amanita muscaria mushroom grows most often under 

conifer trees and deciduous birch trees. The fungi forms a mycorrhizal (a mutually 

beneficial symbiotic) relationship with the tree roots. The fruiting body (the part 

that pops up above the ground) typically emerges in late autumn into early winter. 

Chemically speaking, the mushroom contains compounds such as muscimol and 

ibotenic acid, which are responsible for its psychoactive effects. Historically 

speaking, drying the mushroom converts ibotenic acid into muscimol through 

natural decarboxylation, which was one reason why traditional cultures hung caps 

near heat sources.  

The Amanita muscaria mushroom’s ecological presence in pine and birch forests 

also have a spiritual resonance, because these two trees are frequently associated 

with winter gateways, Winter Solstice symbolism, and ancestral contact across 

Northern European traditions. (In many Northern shamanic cultures, the ridge-

pole of the yurt symbolically represents the “world tree,” or “axis mundi,” which 

the shaman climbs to ascend to the spirit-world.) In later European folk magic, 

especially during medieval times, Amanita muscaria is also sometimes listed 

among hypothesized ingredients in “witches’ flying ointments.” Furthermore, 

medieval herbal lore often grouped psychoactive or visionary plants together 

(henbane, belladonna, mandrake, and sometimes Amanita muscaria) as possible 

agents in ecstatic or “spirit-flight” experiences. While historical recipes vary widely 

and documentation is fragmentary, the mushroom’s association with altered 

perception and symbolic “flight” is part of its enduring mystique. 

 

Shamanic Use of Amanita Muscaria Mushrooms in Northern Eurasia 

Scholars widely confirm that several Siberian groups (including the Tungus-

Manchu or Evenki, Koryak, and Nenets communities) used Amanita muscaria 

ceremonially. Here is a typical Amanita muscaria ritual sequence recorded 

ethnographically: (1) mushrooms were dried over a fire, (2) a shaman consumed 

them, (3) singing and drumming began, (4) The shaman (symbolically) ascended to 

a spirit realm (usually via the yurt smoke hole and pole, or “world tree,” of a 

three-tiered cosmology), (5) divination, healing, or blessing occurred, and (6) 



blessed items (in the form of gifts brought back from the upper, spirit-world) were 

distributed to the group. This order of sequence resembles Santa Claus’s narrative 

arc: (1) he arrives from the heavens, (2) brings and distributes gifts, and (3) 

returns to “another realm.” However, the strongest parallel here is the idea of 

“winter visitation,” which means that Northern shamans traditionally visited 

villages in winter because food was scarce, inter-tribal exchange occurred, and 

symbolic renewal rituals took place near the Winter Solstice. This Winter Solstice 

period of the year aligns with later traditional festivals in various cultures: 

Yuletide, midwinter sacrifice festivals, the Roman Saturnalia, the Roman Kalends, 

and the Feast of St. Nicholas. 

Ethnographic journals describe shamans entering homes through smoke holes 

(pre-chimney architecture). In the winter, doorways were typically blocked with 

snow, so shamans would: (1) descend through the roof, (2) emerge carrying 

pouches, satchels, or ritual bundles, (3) deliver medicinal offerings or blessings, 

and (4) exit the same way they came in. In some regions, sacred bundles may have 

included: (1) dried Amanita mushrooms, (2) talismans, (3) blessed meat, (4) 

protective charms, and (5) prophecy items. Again, these facts reveal uncanny 

parallels with Santa Claus: he enters the home through the chimney carrying sacks 

of symbolic gifts during winter scarcity. 

 

The Red-and-White Garment Motif in the Northern Shaman Amanita Mushroom 

Rituals 

Concerning Northern shaman garments: (1) white fur trim was protective against 

cold, (2) ceremonial winter dress was dyed using ochres and fungal pigments, (3) 

shamans sometimes wore animal-skin coats with red trim, (3) red garments were 

ceremonial rather than daily wear, and (4) high-ranking shamans ornamented 

coats intentionally. Concerning mushroom-related rituals, dried Amanita caps turn 

white-spotted crimson. Some scholars, such as Ruck (1979), suggest that the 

shaman’s garment was meant to visually mirror the mushroom, acting as 

sympathetic magic. 

 

Mushroom-Drying Rituals in Northern Shamanism 



In Northern shamanism, Amanita muscaria mushrooms were dried by hanging 

them on branches, above hearths, suspended from poles, and strung into 

garlands. Additionally, dried mushrooms were placed in sacks, delivery bundles 

resembled gift sacks, and ceremonial exchanges involved giving “small red things.” 

Some scholars, such as Dasgupta (2012), propose that the association with 

decorated evergreens evolved because mushrooms grow beneath conifer trees, 

literally under the symbolic “Tree of Life.”  

 

The Role of Reindeer in Northern Shamanism 

In many Siberian regions, where reindeer-herding peoples existed, the following 

facts are confirmed by scholars: (1) the reindeer eat Amanita muscaria 

mushrooms, (2) the reindeer, intoxicated after eating the hallucinogenic 

mushrooms, leap erratically, and appear to “fly” over snowdrifts, (3) shamans 

traveled by reindeer sled, and (4) the filtered reindeer urine containing the 

Amanita muscaria hallucinogen was often used by shamans to also fly and in 

mushroom purification rituals. These facts lead directly to the folkloric speculation 

that Santa’s flying reindeer may reflect mushroom-intoxicated reindeer imagery. 

 

Ecstatic Flying & Night Sky Imagery in Northern Shamanism 

Many Siberian shamans describe flight metaphorically, including: (1) ascending on 

a spiritual ladder, (2) riding sky animals, such as reindeer, elk, or birds, and (3) 

galloping across stars in the night sky. Significantly enough, this is echoed nearly 

word-for-word in Germanic descriptions of the Norse god Odin leading nocturnal 

sky hunts, Norse descriptions of astral horses, and medieval witch-flight imagery. 

According to A. I. Hallowell, Spirit Journeys and Winter Rituals in Siberian Tribes 

(1971), night flight rituals often occurred during long polar darkness. Therefore, 

Santa Claus’s “flying sleigh” in folklore may be a composite outcome of Siberian 

ecstatic cosmology, Norse sky-chase folklore (i.e., the “Wild Hunt”), and the 

medieval gift-bringer legend—all layered into the modern Christmas tradition. 

 

The Linguistic Evidence About Amanita Muscaria, Winter Rites & Enchantment   



Some linguistic notes scholars cite include: (1) muscaria, which is related to 

muscimol, a psychoactive compound, (2) fly-agaric: “Makes insects sleep,” 

symbolically linked to enchantment, (3) Yuletide: Proto-Germanic jehwla, possibly 

“midwinter feast,” and (4) reindeer names align with mythic psychopomp animals. 

Among a couple of other scholars, Ruck (1979) argues that Indo-European ritual 

language encoded mushroom use in metaphor to avoid prohibition. 

 

The Symbolic & Archetypal Resonance of the Mushroom-Santa Connection Theory  

Whether historically linked or merely symbolically parallel, the mushroom-Santa 

connection may resonate because both: (1) represent the near universal Winter 

Solstice myth-theme of “renewal in darkness,” (2) bring comfort and joy during 

winter scarcity, and (3) describe entering dwellings miraculously and distributing 

gifts that changes emotional state. Northern shamans may bring altered 

perception, spiritual insight, and medicinal blessing. Santa may bring gifts of 

unexpected generosity, joy and sweetness. Their respective roles cross 

psychologically. Shamans make a spiritual-visionary nourishment connection and 

Santa makes a social-emotional nourishment connection. Thus, the mushroom-

Santa connection theory also persists because it tends to align archetypally. 

 

The Persistence of the Northern Shamanic Origin of Santa Claus Theory  

Even without hard, definitive proof, three facts remain unmistakable about the 

Northern Shamanic Origin of Santa Claus Theory: (1) Siberian shamans used the 

bright red Amanita muscaria mushroom ceremonially, (2) reindeer also consumed 

that mushroom, and (3) shamans performed winter rituals involving blessing and 

distribution. Added these facts are the parallel themes of chimney entry, a winter 

gift-bringer, ecstatic sky-travel narratives, and red-and-white ritual clothing. At the 

very least, these striking parallels become undeniably culturally intriguing. 

Therefore, while it cannot be definitively proven that our Santa Claus descends 

directly from mushroom-eating shamans, the shamanic imagery does seem to 

resonate up from beneath him like an ancestral layer. 

 



Criticism of the Northern Shamanic Origin of Santa Claus  

Scholars who criticize the Northern shamanic origin of Santa Claus counter: (1) 

linguistic similarity doesn’t imply direct cultural transmission and, thus, linguistic 

evidence only supplies suggestive rather than conclusive evidence; (2) Santa’s coat 

turned red mainly after the Coca-Cola ads campaign that began in 1931 and prior 

depictions of “Father Christmas” often showed green, blue, or brown robes; (3) 

insufficient direct lineage; (4) lack of universal shamanic mushroom use (it wasn’t 

pan-Siberian); (5) Santa originates strongly from Dutch, German, British, and later 

American tradition, and not Siberian; (6) most modern Santa imagery post-dates 

shamanic ethnography, specifically around the Victorian reinterpretation of Santa 

period in England; (7) red and white aren’t exclusive to the Amanita muscaria 

mushroom (appearing also in heraldry, religious vestments, and medieval textiles).   

Therefore, these critics argue that any shamanic influence (if real) was likely 

submerged and later revived visually, most likely coincidentally. Moreover, some 

folklorists argue that Victorian illustrators embraced red because Amanita-style 

mushrooms were already widely used imagery in décor, postcards, and toy-

making. Even so, many critics are also forced to admit that the parallels are 

visually and narratively curious—even “seductive”—, without speculating as to 

how this could be. (These objections noted, it also should be pointed out that 

many of these debunking arguments against the Northern shamanic origin of 

Santa Claus are nevertheless debatable, meaning that they are not necessarily 

indisputable facts.)  

Thus, the red and white Amanita mascara mushroom-Santa connection is not an 

established fact, but a long debated and speculative theory among folklorists and 

religious historians. Although certain parallels are striking, and in many cases 

culturally documented, scholars aren’t in full agreement about the direct lineage 

between the Siberian shamanic tradition and modern Santa Claus imagery. 

 

In conclusion, the theory of the Northern shamanic origin of Santa Claus, along 

with Christmas, remains unprovable yet not totally refutable and, therefore, 

historically possible. 

 



“The origins of Christmas, and Santa Claus, branch off into different beliefs and areas – Siberian 

shamanism and the Amanita Muscaria being a branch on the Christmas tree,  if you will, among 

different branches including the Christian St. Nicholas, Paganism, Nordic mythology, Anglo-

Saxon tradition, Roman festivities, and so on and so forth, all these branches connect to the 

roots of Christmas, it’s very beginnings – which stem from pre-Christian beliefs and early Winter 

Solstice rituals and practices.” ~“Santa Claus, The Magic Mushroom, & the Shamanic Origins of 

Christmas” (explore deeply website) 

“So, why do people bring Pine trees into their houses at the Winter Solstice, placing brightly 

colored (Red and White) packages under their boughs, as gifts to show their love for each other 

and as representations of the love of God and the gift of his Sons life? It is because, underneath 

the Pine bough is the exact location where one would find this ‘Most Sacred’ Substance, the 

Amanita muscaria, in the wild.” ~James Arthur, Mushrooms and Mankind 


