ABSTRACT

The Saint James' Way - the First European Cultural Route
by Chotiros Kovithvattanaphong

In 1987 the European Council declared the Saint James' Way to be
the first European Cultural Route. Considered from the historical,
religious, and artistic p oint o f view through the last millennium,
the way to Santiago de Compostela, in Spain, indeed represented
a type of European spirit towards a cultural unification. Now in the
21st century, this route is still very much alive and taken not only
by Buropeans but also by travellers from around the world.
It remains to be one of the most significant cultural route, a world-
heritage route of Europe. This article is an attempt to point out the
historical, religious and cultural circumstances, from the 9th
century to modern times on, that tumed Santiago de Compostela
into <the lighthouse of the universe>, the cenire from which
evolved all other aspects of European societies.

The alleged discovery of Santiago's relics (Saint James in English)
during the 9th century in the Spanish province of Galicia,
happened at the crucial moment in the history of Spain. The Moor,
since the 8th century, had invaded the country and established their
caliphate that extended from northern Africa to more than three-
fourths of the Iberia peninsula. Their domination would last till the
end of the 15th century. The legend of the miraculous apparition of
Santiago who fought side by side with the Spaniards against the
Moor, in 844 at the battle of Clavijo, came in time to awaken the
hope and the spinit of the Christian communities. The Spanish
catholic kings instantly proclaimed Santiago the saint pafron of
Spain and thereafter the Saint was called Santiago- El Matamore
(the Moor-slayer). Three churches were promptly built on the spot



where the Saint relics had been found. In 1075, a huge basilica
rose from the grounds of Compostela. It was to become the
cathedral that enshrines the Holy relics and the destination of
all pilgnms.

Through out the Middle Age, the number of pilgrims to Santiago
increased unceasingly, in spite of the danger and hardship. From
the border at Roncesvalles to Santiago de Compostela (known as
el Camino Francés) the distance is some 749.2 km. through
mountains, gorges, plains, and forests. The first pilgrims were the
nobles from Spanish, German or French courts. Very soon
however, commoners and indeed all Christians joined in the
pilgrimage. The French outnumbered any other nation.
As a matter of fact, upon the request from king Sanche I of
Navarra, the French Benedictine order from Cluny and, later, from
Citeaux, established the different routes from Europe to Santiago,
and organized the pilgrimage, halt after halt, to Compostela.
The objective was to protect the pilgrims (from brigands and
criminals disguised under the pilgrim-cape), and to offer them
food and shelters. Consequently, churches, monasteries, or
basilicas, as well as simple shelters and hospices, were built all
along the way. In each village, local people would willingly
accommodate pilgrims. It was a time when Charity was not only
a Christian virtue but, also, a way of living or almost. In 1161 king
Fernando I of Leon created a religious-military order, called the
“Order of Santiago™, to protect those going to Compostela as well
as to promote a chivalry able to defy the domination of the Moor.
This order developed and acquired important political and
economical power.

The popularity of the Saint James' Way marked deeply the
political, cultural, and economical history of Spain. This in turn



influenced that of other countries. To cite just one instance,
churches started to collect and chase after holy relics. France and
Spain had a very close relationship. The architecture and works of
art in French or Spanish churches and monasteries bear clear
witness of their continuous exchanges and cooperation.
Romanesque architecture and later Gothic one, may be regarded
also as direct consequences of the pilgrimage. One can still admire
their splendour all along the way. To name some, from Vézelay,
Clermont, Toulouse, Moissac, Arles and Leon, and all the way to
Compostela. The exchanges among pilgrims and travellers were
quite varied, from faith to business. The route naturally became
one of the most important commercial routes in Western Europe.
Literature of that period was largely enriched with legends, myths,
anecdotes, maps, geographical information, folklore, etc.
originating with the Saint James' Way. Today's tourist guide books
take their sources from the Pilgrim's guide book of that time. The
best known is said to have been compiled by pope Calixtus IL It
was copied by many others and became widespread. The pope also
institutionalized Asio Santo (a “Holy Year”. If the 25th of July, the
day consecrated to Santiago, falls on a Sunday, then the year will
be a “Holy Year”). The first Holy Year was in 1112. 2004 is
another “Holy Year” and m Spain, mass media all encourage
people to take the Route.

The schism within the Christian Church leading to the War of
Religion during the 15th century, the impact of navigation and
exploration of other parts of the world, and the spirit of
Renaissance dramatically slowed down the pilgrimage. The
presence of British vessels outside the Spanish coast threatened the
religious community at Compostela. It is said that in order to
protect the holy relics from the British, the bishop of Santiago de
Compostela moved them to a hidden place. The pilgrimage was,



then, interrupted until its rediscovery in 1879. Many Catholics
once again resume to take the Route, especially when Rome
confirmed the rediscovered relics to be that of the Apostle.

At present, faith, the belief in miracles, religious devotion, may not
be as intense as they were during the Middle Age nor constitute
the sole motif for many to walk or to simply travel to Santiago.
However, those who, today, take this long historical route, will
certainly find, if not miracles per se, at least some other benefits
no less miraculous, such as health, family enjoyment, friendship
and human sympathy besides the cultural delight. The Saint
James’ Way is in every aspect, as it has always been, an intense
physical and spiritual adventure. One would not, very likely, come
out of the Way unchanged !
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