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Pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela in the Medieval and Early Modern
Ages: Some Examples

B Y
Tetsuyuki Seki

Santiago de Compostela, the most famous holy place in medieval Spain, was devoted to Santo Jacob(Saint James
the Great), who became the first martyr of the Apostles after evangelizing in Spain. Pilgrimage to Santiago de
Compostela reached its zenith from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries and attracted many pilgrims from all over
Europe. The pilgrimage, however, changed in character from religious travel to mundane travel in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, an age of crisis in feudal society. It was confronted with a more serious crisis in the Reformation of
the sixteenth century, when Protestant countries prohibited pilgrimage.

Johann Geiler was a famous priest known as a Catholic reformer. He preached to the common people in Alsace in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, urging them to make the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela based on his own
experience of pilgrimage. According to Johann Geiler, the pilgrimage was an important religious act for good
Catholics.

Claude de Bronseval was a monk of the Cistercian Order who traveled to Spain as attendant to an abbot. After
visiting Santiago de Compostela as a pilgrim, he said that it was a small city with an old wall and that it was not certain
that holy relics were in the custody of Cathedral. His discourse was a proof of the loss of sanctity that had been
maintained by Santiago de Compostela for a long time.

The cult to Santo Jacob was exported to Latin America by Spanish Conquistadores. The native Aymara people
living near Lake Titicaca in Peru accepted it in the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, creating a new religious
patron, Tata Santiago, who was the product of syncretizing two religious patrons, the native Illapa and the imported
Santo Jacob. The fact that Santo Jacob was called the *“ son of thunder,” as a symbol of the muskets used by the
Spanish Conquistadores to conquer the native peoples, was a factor in the Aymara s acceptance of Santo Jacob.

While pilgrims to Santiago de Compostela decreased more and more in sixteenth century Europe, the cult of Santo
Jacob was taken to Latin America and syncretized as Tata Santiago by the native Aymara people.
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