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This handy little book offers a refreshing introduction to the immense complexities surrounding the 

origins and development of the Pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, the third of the three great 

pilgrimages of the Middle Ages – the other two going to Jerusalem and Rome. With the Holy Land only 

intermittently accessible thanks to Saracen domination, the shrine at Santiago de Compostela came to 

provide the focus for one of medieval Europe’s most successful commercial and spiritual enterprises. 

Beginning as early as the seventh century, the kings of Asturia, then of León and Castile, in 

conjunction with the bishops and archbishops of Iria then of Santiago de Compostela, lured pilgrims 

from the far reaches of Europe to make the arduous journey by land or sea to the farthest corner of 

Galicia in order to venerate the relics of St James the Greater, apostle of Spain. With them came 

immense revenues to this remote city on the periphery of the continent and to the towns and villages 

along the route through northern Spain. The massive cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in its late 

eleventh-century form bears witness to its special status, heralding the elevation of the see to an 

archbishopric in the early years of the twelfth century. The additions and alterations made to the fabric 

in the Gothic, Renaissance, and Baroque periods attest to the continuing and changing perceptions 

and aims of its later patrons and promoters. K. Herbers is a leading contributor to Santiago pilgrimage 

scholarship, noted for his studies and edition of the Latin text of the twelfth-century Codex Calixtinus, 

the compilation of texts about St James: the translation of his relics to Spain; his miracles; the liturgy 

and music celebrated on his feast days, July 25, October 13 and December 30; Pseudo-Turpin’s 

account of Charlemagne’s alleged campaigns in Spain including the celebrated Battle of 

Roncesvalles; the so-called Pilgrim’s Guide; and songs with music. In the present volume Herbers 

skilfully navigates a vast literature in order to examine the mentality that lay behind the Santiago 

Pilgrimage enterprise. His focus is on the shifting dynamics of politics and power in the hands of the 

clergy and rulers and the shared and competing strategies by which they manipulated the pilgrimage 

for profit and glory. It is a compelling story, presented here in a lively and readable style. Herbers 

traces the changing impact of the pilgrimage through a series of eye-witness accounts written by 

German pilgrims from the tenth to eighteenth centuries, considering the criticism of the Humanists and 

leaders of the Reformation. Of especial interest is his analysis of the »Santiago matamoro« motif 

where St James’s intervention in the battle of Clavigo (844?) resulted, according to twelfth-century 

accounts, in Christian triumph over the alien moors, marking the beginning of the reconquista and 

explusion of the Saracens from Spain. Herbers offers a nuanced account of changing attitudes to this 

popular subject, depicted in manuscripts, sculptures and painting well into the eighteenth century and 

a microcosm of attitudes towards the »other«, then and now. 
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There is little to criticize in this otherwise stimulating account: more attention might have been paid to 

the sparse documentation of the origins of the cult: a succinct account of the early textual evidence 

from the Breviarium apostolorum, Aldhelm’s altar at Malmesbury, the hymn O dei verbum and the early 

Beatus maps would not have come amiss. Similarly more might have been said about the cathedral’s 

later rebuilding phases in relation to changing perceptions and functions of architecture and decoration 

as bearers of meanings and interpretations of what is inside. But this thoughtful book has no rival as a 

well-written, questioning, treatment of the Santiago Pilgrimage and it is to be hoped that it will shortly 

become available in other languages.
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