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The Magi and Other Gift-Bearing Personages
Although the Magi, or Three Wise Kings, are the best known "bearers of gifts" in living Spanish tradition, they are by no means alone. They exist alongside other personages associated with the Christmas cycle, among whom we may mention Olentzero, in the Basque Country, a sort of coal-black ogre announcing Christmas who comes down from the mountains on Christmas Eve carrying presents for the children provided that they sing a traditional air for him.

The Caga-tió is celebrated virtually everywhere in Catalonia. The tió is a tree trunk which was once burnt in houses, procuring such precious commodities as heat and light and also symbolically bringing gifts (sweets, nougat) to the household. The tió becomes a magic being which must be fed and lives for a few days in the kitchen. It has an animal-like form, with legs, a head and a tongue, and must be given food and water if it is to provide gifts. These gifts have changed over the years, from sweets associated with Christmas and necessary for celebrating a feast to much larger presents. But the tiô is no mere gift machine: it is a living being which must be struck if it is to "shit" presents (tradition can have its scatological side). Many of these tions set about their task after Midnight Mass, others on Christmas Day and yet others continue into the feast of "Sant Esteve" or St Stephen (Boxing Day is also a holiday in Catalonia) until they have been visited by all the children in the family. Making the tió shit (cagar el tió) is a little domestic ceremony involving a restricted community (family, school, group of friends); after the traditional song, the trunk is beaten until it yields its precious load.

The cycle of presents begins on Christmas Eve and finishes with the feast of the Epiphany when, according to the Gospels, the Magi came from the Orient to worship the Infant Jesus at the manger in Bethlehem. This offering of gifts will always be associated with the Christmas cycle. In the present-day Valencia tradition and other living Spanish traditions, the custom even persists of giving money (estrenas or aguinaldo) to the youngest children, often on Christmas Day but also on New Year’s Day and even on the feast of the Epiphany. A sort of act of obedience, no doubt originating in Roman Law, is required before the money can be received: a wish of happiness for older people must be made by singing or reciting certain ritual formulas or, even today, by kissing the hand as a mark of respect (Otherwise no money will be given!).

The feast of the Epiphany marks the end of the Christmas cycle; it is a special time dedicated to the family and children and which also serves, in several towns of the province of Valencia, to strengthen ties of friendship. Although this may come as a surprise to some, there are many places where the Christmas Eve meal is considered as a feast to be enjoyed with friends, whereas the meal on Christmas Day itself (much less appreciated throughout Spain) is the occasion which brings families together.

In all cases (Olentzero, Caga-tió, Aguinaldo, the Epiphany), a present is received in exchange for an effort: a song, a ceremony or even a resolution - a promise to be good throughout the year (haber sido buenos a lo largo del año). Thus a token humiliation is involved, but above all the tradition implies a ritual which puts little children at the centre of family and social relations.

 

Biblical personages
According to the Gospel of St Matthew, the Magi arrived in Jerusalem from the Orient, guided by a star. They asked King Herod where they could find the Son of God, King of the Jews, and were directed to Bethlehem. After adoring the Infant Jesus, they received a warning in a dream and returned home by another route. This account, which is at the origin of the Epiphany and implies the revelation of God to the Gentiles, does not say how many Wise Men there were or give their names. According to popular tradition, based on the Apocryphal New Testament, there were three kings named Melchior, Caspar and Balthasar. The first is represented with long hair and a white beard, the second with dark hair and dark beard and the third beardless and dark-skinned. Tradition states that these three kings, considered as magicians because of their knowledge of astronomy, made their way to Bethlehem on three camels, and that on returning spent the rest of their lives spreading the Word before dying a martyr’s death. Their ashes are known to repose in Cologne Cathedral in Germany.

These personages, invested with a name and a number down the centuries, came to be known as bearers of gifts to children who have behaved well throughout the year.

In all probability the personages, venerated in the Spanish Church since the early years of Christianity, were endowed with a gentle personality in keeping with the idea of gifts because of their desire to offer the Infant Jesus three gifts, named in the official Gospel as gold (for a king), frankincense (for a god) and myrrh (for a man).

And so, starting in the last century and continuing up to the present day, these magicians, transformed into the Three Kings of the Orient, have entered our towns and villages in sumptuous and colourful processions.

 

The First Processions
It needs to be said from the start that the Spanish word for these processions is cabalgata, meaning "cavalcade" or entry on horseback. The first procession is said to have taken place in Alcoy in the Province of Valencia in 1866. An employee of the Diario de Alcoy newspaper disguised himself as a king and entered the town on horseback at 11 o’clock in the evening, preceded by a star and accompanied by a fanfare. This extraordinary visit occurred in a year of great political unrest and several years were to pass before the procession of the Magi was repeated. A cultural association known as El Panerot assumed responsibility for seeking funds and finding people to dress up as the Magi. Incidentally, it should be noted that the people do not "wear disguise"; they "dress up" as, and thus really are, the Magi for the duration of the procession. The procession took place each year with a large star marking the start of the cavalcade. Then, in 1887, wooden ladders were introduced so that the Magis’ servants could reach the windows of houses and leave their gifts. The procession was always accompanied by one or more fanfares. The Alcoy procession gathered momentum and was completed with other elements such as les pastoretes, girls dressed as shepherdesses and accompanying the Magi. Fireworks were also used.

It is possible that other, similar processions occurred in many towns and villages of Spain, but the Alcoy parade is the first for which written records are available - a true "civil" procession and a model which was to spread to virtually all Spanish towns up to the present day.

The shopkeepers of Alcoy took part in the procession as early as 1889, for they realised that it was good for sales of toys and sweets. Alongside the distribution of gifts by the Magi themselves, food tickets and presents were given to poor children during the last days of the Christmas season. The town Council started taking part in these processions in 1884. Food tickets were distributed to the "truly poor", to inmates of orphanages and poorhouses.

Alcoy is an industrial town whose historical background helps to explain the importance attached to the distribution of presents and vital commodities. In the last years of the 19th century the town was in the grip of an industrial crisis and the appeals to charity were an attempt to forestall subversive and revolutionary movements.

In about 1920, el bando (banns) was added to the series of ceremonies. On 4th January, the banns announced the procession which was to take place the following day (the eve of the Epiphany or Twelfth Night). Two black servants leading donkeys laden with bags serving as letter boxes into which children dropped their letters. The arrival of the Magi took place in several towns and we do not know whether Alcoy was the first to launch this tradition or whether the model was quickly imitated by others. In the province of Aragon children would go to the outskirts of the villages in order to greet the Magi. At the turn of the century, for example, in the village of Biescas near the French border, the magical visitors were greeted at the entrance to the village. Be that as it may, children (and adults) could expect little from the Magi: a single orange perhaps, or a little game made of tinplate, or more likely of wood or cloth. The Magi only visited the rich, leaving behind those magnificent tinplate toys which are still made by Payá in Ibi or these dolls made in the neighbouring town of Onil.

After the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) and the victory of General Franco’s forces, the Frente de Juventudes, the youth wing of the totalitarian Falange party was made responsible for organising the procession, not only in Alcoy but in nearly all the towns and villages of Spain. This was an opportunity for intense political and religious propaganda. At a much later date, the Town Council of Ibi, now the toy capital of Spain, organised a special procession in parallel with the one organised by the Falange (to which all councillors had to belong). This "fringe" procession included a theatrical itinerary reproducing not only the arrival of the Magi but also their journey as described in the Gospel. The councillors even presided at mass on 6th January and were the first to adore the Infant Jesus at the end of the service.

When Franco’s dictatorship ended with his death in 1975, the democratically elected town authorities returned with a vengeance to the traditional arrival of the Magi in their towns and processions were once more organised throughout the land. The cavalcades lost the religious and patriotic character of former years but they continued to be celebrated despite stiff competition from Father Christmas. Certain left-wing councils tried to introduce Father Christmas processions, in an attempt to separate the traditional religiosity from secular society, but such efforts were complete failures. In recent years we have witnessed a curious phenomenon: the celebration of the Magi has once more become a religious event. The Magi once again preside over mass in many villages and their arrival is accompanied not only by fireworks and fanfares but also the ringing of bells.

 
Urban and Rural Models
Urban and rural processions differ in certain respects. The former are organised by the municipal authorities and are part of a long process which begins with the writing of a letter to "Their Majesties the Wise Kings of the Orient". The letter is then handed to a royal ambassador (often seated at the entrance to a supermarket); the procession or cavalcade takes place in the evening of 5th January and is marked by the increasing presence of business interests which even sponsor the royal carriage or television broadcasts; finally the Magi visit the houses in the dead of night. They arrive silently in the large towns and children must wait for them in bed, perhaps leaving out something to drink or eat (a glass of sweet wine, cakes) as well as fodder for the camels (lucerne and even orange or apple peel). The rule is strict: anyone who is still awake and sees the Magi will receive nothing. Those who have been naughty during the year will receive "coal", though this is often of the sweet variety...

In contrast, the processions taking place in villages (and in certain districts of some towns) tend to be more intimate and "authentic". The Magi, or their ambassadors, arrive at the village square in the evening. They greet the children, pose for photographs with them and wish them happiness in the course of a very formal speech. They then call the children up one by one or else visit them in their homes before bedtime with large boxes of toys and bags of sweets (which their parents have previously deposited at the Village Hall or the Association organising the feast).

 

Father Christmas and the Magi - An Unending Coexistence
The procession of the Magi, which always takes place in the evening of 5th January, heralds the end of the Christmas school holidays. In Spain the holiday period begins on 20th or 21st December and finishes on 7th January, the day after the Epiphany which is a public holiday. In the late 1970s it was felt that there was little point to the gifts offered by the Magi since they came right at the end of the school holidays. This coincided with efforts to separate religious and secular society in the wake of Franco’s death and explains the popularity of Father Christmas who distributes presents at the beginning of the holidays.

And yet the processions have not disappeared and it would even seem that the trend is now towards two separate times for offering gifts: a very informal occasion at Christmas and again at the Epiphany after the Royal Cavalcade and Twelfth Night.

This confusion is largely the work of supermarkets and other consumer interests who have deliberately promoted Christmas as a time for giving and receiving presents despite the fact that there is no tradition for this among adults (the Basque Olentzero and the Catalan Caga-tió merely give small gifts such as sweets to children as additions to the special Christmas fare). These same interests are also transforming the free and joyous act of giving, as exemplified in the procession and feast of the Epiphany, into a major commercial operation.
