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‘The Spanish prefer war to resting, and if they have no enemy abroad, look for one at home.’

Pompeius Trogus (first century BC)

‘The Spanish have made great discoveries in the New World, yet still do not know their own continent: there are sections of her rivers which they have not explored, and in her mountains live nations which are unknown to them.’

Charles de Montesquieu

‘Perhaps no other country except Turkey is so little known and so ill judged by the rest of Europe as Spain.’

Karl Marx

‘Spain never changes.’

George Borrow, The Bible in Spain
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book describes in part how a geographical reality has at times been turned into a political one. ‘Spain’ can refer to both. As this double meaning creates complications, for the sake of simplicity I often refer to the geographical Spain as ‘the Peninsula’ for short.

In a similar vein, Castilian Spanish spellings for cities and individuals are generally used, except where an English rendition is more common. Hence ‘Ferdinand’ is preferred in the case of the Catholic Monarch and husband of Queen Isabella, but the nineteenth-century king of the same name is referred to as ‘Fernando’. As the book is mostly focused on Spain, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V goes under the Spanish version of his name, Carlos.


INTRODUCTION

Spain is a Cassandra, forever predicting the future of those around her; what happens there foreshadows events elsewhere.

But as with Homer’s doomed prophetess, Spain is rarely heard, for her prescient gifts are unrecognised. A more commonly held view is that, in most matters, Spain is generally behind her European neighbours (if in a Romantic kind of way).

Even a brief glance at Spanish history, however, bears out the fact that, on highly important issues, she is almost always in the lead: the Crusades, the European Renaissance, the Discovery of the Americas, Western imperialism, Liberalism, post-colonialism, the Second World War, the Cold War and the recent Occupy movement are all either driven by, presaged by, or built on, Spanish endeavour and experience. Without Spain, emblematic aspects of ‘Western’ civilisation as diverse as rational thought, modern surgery and the American cowboy would all be missing. Not only that: in a theoretically ‘Spain-less’ world, there is no desert-island story, no courtly or romantic love, no chivalry, no ‘modern’ literature or painting, no Animal Farm or 1984 and the warnings they still sound for contemporary society. On all kinds of levels – culturally, politically and socially – developments in Spain present powerful indications of the way things will go in the rest of Europe and the West.

Given this tendency, you might be forgiven for assuming that all eyes would be fixed on Madrid and Barcelona both for mapping out the past and for indications of what is to come. Yet this is very far from the case. In 1969, Kenneth Clark wrote this in the introduction to his Civilisation:


Some of the most offensive omissions were dictated by my title. If I had been talking about the history of art, it would not have been possible to leave out Spain; but when one asks what Spain has done to enlarge the human mind and pull mankind a few steps up the hill, the answer is less clear.



Extraordinarily, for Clark the Spanish had done nothing to advance ‘the European mind’, and so had no place in his magnum opus. Echoing a generally held view, the country had played little part in the history of ideas, so why look to it for the future?

As with Cassandra, so with Spain: the rest of the world ignores her and carries on, convinced that their own particular Troy will never fall. Spain may be viewed as a pleasant tourist destination, as one of a handful of economically fragile Mediterranean countries propped up by the rest of the European Union, as a nation of passion, colour and fiesta – in all manner of ways – but it is seldom seen as pathfinder or harbinger, despite acting as a gauge of the winds of time over many hundreds of years.

The cause for this myopia lies as much with the Spanish themselves as with outsiders. As with most peoples, Spaniards are generally proud of their country’s achievements. But ask what those achievements are and many would struggle to recognise a large number of the examples given above. In fact, an average Spanish person is more likely to inform you that the (admittedly laudable) pastime of table football was invented by one of his compatriots, than that the scalpel, speculum and over two hundred other common surgical instruments were first devised by a Cordoban of the twelfth century. Or that a clunking long-distance train known as the Talgo was the fruit of Spanish industrial design, than that the concept of ‘human rights’ was first debated over four hundred years ago in Valladolid.

And this is because Spain is locked in perpetual civil conflict: every century in the country’s history has witnessed at least one major civil war, often several. In consequence, Spain periodically blinds herself to huge swathes of her own past in an attempt to forge new national identities. By drawing a veil over aspects of her history, pretending that they never happened or placing them in some sanitising parenthesis, she tries to create a positive out of a negative aimed at uniting a notoriously disunited people: If we are not that, then we must be this.

The most recent example of this collective act of forgetting came in the wake of the dictator Franco’s death in 1975. In what was actually called the ‘pact of forgetting’ or the ‘pact of silence’, the bloodshed and crimes of the previous decades were made to vanish in what was viewed as a pragmatic move to help pacify the many forces which might have brought down the nascent democratic state. ‘Don’t mention the war!’ became the unspoken watchword.

Another lasting and perhaps more serious example is found in how the Moorish period of Spanish history is viewed to this day. The orthodoxy is that the Moors are ‘Other’, are ‘them’, and that the ‘Spanish’ side of that particular chapter involves nothing more than the defeat and expulsion of the ‘invader’ (over the course of some eight hundred years, no less). That a thriving and highly advanced civilisation could exist in a country for almost a millennium and then be effectively wiped from the national story – by pretending that ‘we’ had nothing to do with it – is clearly absurd. And yet the reason why an average Spaniard can’t tell you that, to take our example, modern surgery was invented by one of his own, is because that man was a Muslim, spoke Arabic and went by the name of Al-Zahrawi. In the Spanish imagination he is, at a stroke, removed from the collective narrative as a ‘non-Spaniard’.

The trouble with not knowing your own history, however – or only having a partial grasp of it – is that you lay yourself open to the risk of repeating patterns of behaviour, many of which can be destructive. Expunging what doesn’t fit, or what is uncomfortable, only brings more problems in its wake. The ‘pact of forgetting’ which acted as midwife to the modern Spanish state may have seemed a good idea in its day, but the multiple and dangerous divisions within Spain now can largely be understood as a split between supporters and detractors of the nation constructed in the late 1970s. Many of the problems lie in the lack of honesty about how it was built and what preceded it. Pretending that the ghosts from the past don’t exist only makes them stronger in the long run.

This is the story that Spanish history consistently tells, of trying to remove unwanted truths from its past only to fall back into repeated patterns of behaviour. The tendency is so integral to the country’s experience that it is even embodied in its patron saint, St James – Santiago. As Islamic Iberian kingdoms were gradually conquered during the Middle Ages, a collective identity on the Christian side coalesced around ‘not being Moorish’. Hence Santiago’s nickname ‘Matamoros’, the Moor-Slayer, and his depiction astride a horse slicing off be-turbanned heads. For centuries Santiago provided a symbol around which the Christian Spanish peoples could find some kind of shared identity: ‘We are not them.’ But beyond being a warrior for Christ, Santiago doesn’t in turn supply much in the way of what being Spanish actually is. Because ‘Spanishness’ is a particularly slippery quality to define. And so the poor saint is frozen in his martial pose, forever fending off perceived threats to national unity. In consequence, the handful of ‘Moors’ at his feet turn into a form-changing Hydra, stubbornly growing new heads whenever any are cut off.

The role Santiago represents has been played many times over the course of Spanish history, often predating the saint’s iconographical metamorphosis from Apostle into bloodthirsty Knight. The Visigoths, the Almohad caliphs, Philip II, and Franco, all tried in some way to forge a Spain in their own image, and all, ultimately, failed. For the job of killing off the enemy is a perpetual and thankless task; Spain is a conglomeration of nations, witnessed by the fact that today, with a population of some forty million, it has five official languages (one of which, Basque, is not even Indo-European). In such circumstances national unity can at best be a work in progress, and threats against it can never be annihilated; in recent times it has risen again in the shape of Catalan separatism. Santiago would be better served by turning his sword towards himself and studying his own face reflected in its steel surface. Then he might understand that, in fact, there is no Other, only him, multifaceted, complex and endlessly fascinating.

Some of the greats of Spanish culture have at times performed this very act, placing a looking glass before their audience: Cervantes with his multi-layered depiction of the impoverished yet aristocratic hidalgo Don Quixote; Goya in the psychological and satirical acuity of his royal portraits, of which his sitters were (presumably) unaware; and most obviously Velázquez in his masterpiece, Las Meninas, by deliberately placing a mirror at its heart, reflecting the royal couple watching him work while he paints their daughter. In all of these, the invitation is to look at ourselves – and for the Spanish to look at themselves.

Yet despite these individual moments of clarity, the tendency (as elsewhere: the Spanish have no monopoly on this) is towards partial collective amnesia. If history is viewed at all, it is generally less in order to shed light on the present than to support one or other current world view or perspective. And this in turn condemns the country blindly to follow routes it has taken many times before; the details change, but the structure remains the same.

Part of the problem is that learning from past mistakes requires a certain humility. Yet if one Deadly Sin were to define the Spanish national character, it would be Pride. Anyone who has spent time in the country and with its people will know what I mean. Many examples could be given by way of illustration, but here is one taken almost at random:

At a party in France once I met a Swiss woman who ran a luxury car-valeting service in Berne.

‘I used to employ Spaniards,’ she told me, ‘but not any more.’

I asked her to explain.

‘They were too quick to take offence. If they felt a customer wasn’t treating them with enough respect they would simply refuse to clean his car.’

Images flashed through my mind of imperious Ferrari-driving bankers ordering valet boys around, and a secret sympathy for the put-down-upon Spaniards came with it. But the woman went on:

‘You can’t run a business like that. I only employ Portuguese now.’

Things in Spain are rarely what they seem. Black and white do not lie in binary opposition, but tend to coexist side by side in paradoxical union. How else can one explain that in a perpetually divided nation (which has no words to its national anthem because no one can agree what they should be) there are those who, with no sense of irony, use terms such as la España eterna – ‘eternal Spain’ – as though it had been created by God Himself? The country’s geographical positioning goes a long way to explaining this curious state of affairs: seen from above, it becomes clear that Spain is a crossroads – between Europe and Africa, the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, between East and West, North and South.1 As such it is simultaneously all of these seemingly contradictory things, a springboard from one to the other, while also being essentially itself.

This mixing of so many elements over the centuries from so many different quarters has had the effect of turning Spain into a crucible, where multiple and apparently inharmonious ingredients have long been combined in alchemical experimentation. Sometimes gold is produced; at other times, base lead. And this contradiction explains the inner tensions which define the country: her influence – the product of her refining – spreads far beyond her borders, while she herself continues to bubble in agitation, caught between pulls to the dark and pulls to the light, both equally strong.

In a similarly paradoxical fashion, this book is both a history and not a history. History, to my mind, while fascinating in itself, best serves us when it functions as a tool in which understanding yesterday helps bring a better awareness of today and tomorrow. Spain’s story is told here from her very beginnings to the present day, and includes a liberal sprinkling of anecdote and personal observation. It is history viewed from a macro-perspective, one in which patterns emerge that might be invisible when focusing at a micro-level. As such there will inevitably be gaps, but it is my intention that the overall story of Spain’s past will shed light on the country’s current state and the choices facing it. And in consequence, the choices which will be facing other Western countries in the near future.

Spain has given me so much – my passion, interests, and my livelihood. Without Spain I would be much the poorer person, for it is the birthplace of both my wife and my two children. I have been enamoured of it since I was a teenager, when a chance glimpse of images of the Alhambra captivated me and subsequently shaped the course of my life, leading me to a degree in Arabic and Islamic History at Oxford, and from there to making Spain my home. This book is a distillation of much thinking, reading and writing about the country over the past thirty-five years, but most importantly of living there, absorbing the language and culture, and, as far as I am able, going ‘native’. It is in part a homage to the best of Spain, an indefinable yet instantly recognisable essence, a precious kernel which has held me spellbound my entire adult life. The Spain which enchants and enraptures; a powerhouse of art, beauty, wisdom and mystery; a crossroads for civilisations and a country which has given so much to the rest of the world – this is the Spain I love and champion.

Yet Spain is currently going through moments of great stress, and these are intrinsically bound up with patterns and structures which have governed events in the country for well over a thousand years: moments of brightness, of openness and experimentation in her past regularly give way to insularity, self-obsession and darkness. In that way she is a prisoner of her own history. Unless she can come to a swift and better position of self-awareness, she appears destined to follow one of two paths into the future. Neither will be pleasant; both involve bloodshed.

And why that matters is because what happens in Spain today and tomorrow will predict in large part what takes place elsewhere the day after.

 

1 Beyond Spain, it is frequently overlooked that in her African exclaves of Ceuta and Melilla, there are actual land borders between the developed and developing worlds.


THE THREE FACES OF ST JAMES

St James – Santiago – patron saint of Spain, icon and symbol of a country. The man who, officially, lies buried at Compostela in the north-western corner of the Iberian Peninsula, final destination of the most important pilgrimage in Christendom1: Christianity’s ‘Mecca’.

As with many saints, James’s story is complicated. Yet where other national patrons may be easily identified – St George with his dragon, St Andrew with his X-shaped cross, or St Patrick with his snakes – Santiago comes in very different guises, ones which in ordinary circumstances would be mutually exclusive.

In fact, pilgrims crossing the Pyrenees might be forgiven for wondering who St James really is, not because the source material about him dates from remote times, but because he has what today could be termed ‘branding issues’. There isn’t a single, clearly recognised image of the man. Instead there are three.

Let’s take the first. This shows James as an Apostle of Christ. He is not just any Apostle: James is one of the three closest disciples of Jesus, along with John (James’s younger brother and author of the Gospel that bears his name) and Peter. These men are the only ones who witness the Transfiguration. A fisherman by trade and son of Zebedee, this is James the Greater, so called to distinguish him from another Apostle of the same name, James the Less. (The original Ya’akov became Iacobus in Latin, which eventually turned into the English James. In Spain it evolved into both ‘Jaime’ and ‘Iago’. ‘Sant Iago’ was elided into ‘Santiago’, which then went on to become Diego, or Tiago in Portuguese.)

St James the Greater was a hothead. Luke’s Gospel mentions how, when Jesus and his disciples were turned away from a Samaritan town, James and John suggested burning the place to the ground in a scorched-earth reprisal. Similar, eyebrow-raising behaviour appears in an anecdote related in Mark’s Gospel, when James and John ask to sit at Jesus’s right and left side ‘in glory’. On both occasions they are rebuked, and receive the nickname ‘Boanerges’, the ‘sons of thunder’ in reference to their fiery nature.

Be that as it may, James’s status as a senior disciple was confirmed by his being the only Apostle whose martyrdom is mentioned in the New Testament: he was put to the sword in AD 44 by the order of King Herod Agrippa, friend of the Emperor Claudius.

What happened next introduces the Spanish connection. Stories linking St James to the Iberian Peninsula began to appear around the early seventh century. According to these sources, after his death James’s friends placed his body in a boat made of stone which had neither sails, oars nor sailors. The boat then made its own miraculous way along the Mediterranean, through the Strait of Gibraltar, and up the western Iberian coast till it landed in Galicia at a place called Iria Flavia2. After a number of adventures, the body was finally buried, only to be discovered – again, miraculously – several hundred years later in the ninth century, an event which initiated the famous pilgrimage in his name.

The reason why, according to the stories, James’s body found its way to Spain is because in the years before his death he had already visited the Peninsula. Again, the legends developed centuries afterwards, but following the ‘speaking in tongues’ at Pentecost, the Apostles dispersed to preach Jesus’s message. James got the task of converting the Diaspora Jews. By the seventh century, in an anonymous text known as the Breviarium Apostolorum, this mission had been specified to ‘Spain and the West’. It was shortly after his return to Judea from Spain that James was executed.

We shall return to the legends of St James in more detail when we reach the Middle Ages and the establishment of the pilgrimage to Compostela. For the time being, consider this pattern, for it will crop up again several times: a man very close to a prophet or a deity travels from the East to perform great deeds in Spain; thanks to his efforts, a new culture develops, and a new connection between Spain and the rest of the world is established.

Now, given his importance as a disciple, you would assume that images of St James would draw inspiration from the New Testament. It’s true that as you progress along the pilgrimage route – or travel throughout Spain – paintings or sculptures of him with a beard and biblical-looking robes can be found. But not very often, or at least not as often as you might think.

For St James has two other manifestations.

The second is that of Santiago as a pilgrim, dressed as a typical medieval foot-traveller with long robes, a staff, a leather satchel over his shoulder, and a wide-brimmed hat with a scallop shell – symbol of the pilgrimage – attached to the front. There is, of course, no mention of him dressing or acting in this manner in the Bible, but in this guise he acts as a kind of mirror, reflecting the pilgrim back to himself. He is a seeker, a man alone in the world, on a quest, in search of answers, a distant and sacred destination in mind. He is open and friendly, at the mercy of whatever Life or Fate may send his way. He is gentle and harmless, barely leaving an imprint on the world he is passing through, his mind focused on the next world, on the world beyond worlds. He is a mystic, a person for whom this life represents a mere moment, a passage, a journey through illusion.

This Santiago is a traveller and a man of peace. He seeks answers and wishes to cure ills.

What greater contrast, then, could there be with the third and final manifestation of Spain’s patron saint?

This is St James as he is commonly seen in every corner of the country. The apostolic robes have been exchanged for armour, the pilgrim’s staff for a sword. And the saint no longer walks, he rides a white horse. Most importantly, preaching a message of turning the other cheek has been replaced by the more vigorous activity of slaughtering the enemy. And in case you’re wondering who the saint is violently despatching to the other side, observe the turbans on their severed heads.

This is Santiago ‘Matamoros’, the ‘Moor-Slayer’, symbol of military might, the soldier, the victor, the oppressor, the killer. A bloodstained hero who crashes in and smites whoever needs to be smitten in the name of Spain, its purity, its unity, its very being. He is the sword and shield of the country, its creator and defender, the man in whose name it exists and continues to exist. No mercy, no discussion, no subtlety. Mere might and righteousness, and a simple answer: the use of extreme violence to oppress and exterminate the enemy, the Other.

One saint, three very different images: the Saint, the Seeker and the Slayer.

It is common when referring to Spain and Spanish history to talk about las dos Españas in reference to a poem by twentieth-century poet Antonio Machado coining the phrase.3 Two versions of the country, according to the idea, are perpetually at loggerheads, trying to annihilate each other. Yet this is only a partial truth. As the manifestations of Santiago, Spain’s patron and symbol, indicate, there are in fact three Spains, two in direct opposition, while the third watches from the sidelines, generally patiently but sometimes wearily, trying to explain to the other two the folly of their struggle.

This is Spain.

And these are her three faces.

 

1 Dixit Dante.

2 Today’s Padrón, home of Spain’s occasionally spicy chilli peppers ‘Pimientos de Padrón’. Whether there is a connection here with St James’s alleged hotheadedness is not known.

3 Epañolito que vienes / al mundo, te guarde Dios. / Una de las dos Españas / ha de helarte el corazón. ‘Oh little Spaniard, fresh in the world, may God protect you. For one of the two Spains will chill your heart.’
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