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Selling Lourdes

Pilgrimage, Tourism, and the Mass-Marketing of
the Sacred in Nineteenth-Century France

What is the relationship between the religious act of pilgrimage and the develop-
ment of secular tourism? This question has been the source of much debate for
scholars interested in the development of tourism in Europe and North Amer-
ica. Debate has focused on whether modern mass tourism in the twentieth cen-
tury is a departure from the traditional act of pilgrimage or its logical extension,
a new spiritual search for a sacred center in the modern age. The first position
has been effectively argued by scholars like Daniel Boorstin and Paul Fussell.
They have characterized the medieval pilgrimage of the Christian world as a
form of “serious travel.” Like the ancient traveler who searched for new knowl-
edge or the modern literary traveler who followed the grand tour, the medieval
pilgrim made a serious journey in search of spiritual truth and divine union. The
development of modern tourism, Boorstin and Fussell maintain, put an end to
this older form of sophisticated and thoughtful travel. The modern tourist no
longer journeys in search of knowledge or truth. Instead, the tourist embarks on
a vacation, traveling in comfort and pursuing mindless forms of pleasure.!

In response to this interpretation of the decline of the intelligent traveler,
a diverse group of sociologists, anthropologists, and historians interested in
the study of mass culture have maintained that modern tourism is indeed a
serious undertaking, Dean MacCannell, one of the first scholars to argue that
tourism was itself a new kind of pilgrimage, set the terms for this revisionist
position. He argued that the tourist vacation, as a form of ritualized travel that
is set apart from daily life, is also a journey of self-renewal and a search for
“authentic” experience. Even while tourists engage in frivolous pleasures and
distractions, they are at a deeper level attempting to break with their hum-
drum daily lives in order to find a more genuine and satisfying encounter with
the world. MacCannell concluded that while tourists might not be aware of
their deeper search, they are in fact engaged in a pilgrimage quest to re-create
a sacred center.?

1aterial may pe protecte
“OPynght law (Title 17 .8, Code?



64 BEING ELSEWHERE

While these two schools of thought present opposing views of tourism in
tlie modern age, their arguments are predicated on an almost identical under-
standing of Christian pilgrimage as an unchanging and uniform activity. This
essay seeks to add another dimension to the discussion of pilgrimage and
tourism by examining the historical practices and meanings of modern
Catholic pilgrimage. It looks specifically at the development of the Lourdes
pilgrimage in late-nineteenth-century France in order to explore how secular
and religious forms of travel mutually developed and defined each other in the
modern era. Tourism scholars in both camnps have constructed a highly ideal-
ized image of religious travel that not only oversimplifies the role of tradi-
tiontal pilgrimage in premodern societies, but also overlooks the ways in which
pilgrimage itself has changed over time. Boorstin and Fussell make this sim-
plification in order to lament the demise of serious travel. Revisionist scholars,
relying on the ideas of Victor Turner, paint a subtler picture of Christian pil-
grimage as a liminal event whereby the faithful enter a world of comnuunitas
or antistructure through the ritual celebration of the divine. This liminal qual-
ity is said to be a key component of modern secular travel, from visiting sites
of historical significance to vacationing in Disneyland. While the notion of
liminality has enriched new studies on tourism, it has unintentionally perpet-
uated an ahistorical view of pilgrimage.?

I contend that Catholic pilgrimage in western Europe was altered by the
very developments that created modern tourism during the second half of the
nineteenth century: the advancement of railway technology, nodern advertis-
ing techniques, the mass press, and the manufacturing of mass-produced con-
sumer goods. In short, the emergence of a consumer-oriented society in the
late nineteenth century not only paved the way for modern tourism in Europe,
as inany have argued, but also created new forms and practices of Catholic pil-
grimage. Using Lourdes as a case study, | argue that the rise of consumer cul-
ture during this period transformed the act of pilgrimage into an early form of
tourism characterized by inexpensive church-organized voyages and the buy-
itg and selling of mass-produced sacred goods.*

Furthermore, this new type of pilgrimage experience had a profound and
utisettling impact on modern French society. As the act of pilgrimage was con-
nected to the practices of mass consumption, the Lourdes shrine became a site
of conflict over the relationship between religion and commercialized
tourism. Church officials, faithful Catholics, and even anticlerical observers all

feared the social effects of large-scale pilgrimages and the mechanical repro-

duction of religious goods, even as they fought over the precise meanings of
these new activities. For the devout, the critical questions were these: What
type of religious value did mass-preduced sacred goods have, and what con-
stituted appropriate behavior for a pilgrimage that merged penance with sec-
ular amusements? On the other hand, anticlerical critics of Lourdes wondered
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if the progressive nature of capitalism could be destroyed by the blending of
religion and commerce. Both sides wanted to determine the difference
between religion and commerce, pilgrimage and tourism, and ultimately the
sacred and the secular. These tensions now defined not only the modern pil-
grimage experience but broader social debates as well.>

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A MODERN PILGRIMAGE SITE

The sacred grotto of Lourdes in the French Pyrenees was the most popular
healing shrine in late-nineteenth-century France and much of the Western
world. It is still the best-known site of Christian pilgrimage in the world today,
with the possible exceptions of Jerusalem and Rome. Each year almost six mil-
lion pilgrims visit the sanctuary. The history of this most celebrated pilgrim-
age began with the visions of Bernadette Soubirous. On February 11, 1858, this
fourteen-year-old peasant girl saw her first vision of the Virgin Mary in a
grotto called Massabieille. Bernadette saw the Virgin seventeen more times
before thousands of witnesses during the next five months, In the course of
these continuing visions, Bernadette discovered a spring of water and revealed
that the lady in the apparition called herself the Immaculate Conception.
Immediately, local inhabitants sought out the spring for its curative powers
and made Lourdes a site of local pilgrimage. News of the visions and pro-
claimed miracles soon spread throughout France, and by the summer of 1858
Lourdes was attracting faithful pilgrims and curious onlookers from as far
away as Paris.

This display of popular religiosity was not extraordinary for the period.
Throughout the nineteenth century women and children claimed to have
visions of the Virgin Mary. Popular cults quickly developed around these
seers, and the places of their supernatural experiences became sites of pilgrim-
age.” What was extraordinary at Lourdes was the church’s quick approval of
the Marian visions and the rapid development of the local pilgrimage site. The
local bishop, Monsignor Bertrand-Sévere Laurence of Tarbes, astutely recog-
nized the staying power of the Lourdes piety and called for an episcopal com-
mission in July 1858 (five months after Bernadette’s first visions) to investigate
the apparitions and the miraculous cures being claimed at the grotto. The
resolve to investigate Bernadette’s visions was followed by another decision to
discredit other visionaries who were also claiming to have seen the Virgin
Mary at Lourdes or in nearby villages. Bernadette’s fame had unleashed a rash
of visions by other young women and children who tried to claim some of the
sacred authority that Bernadette had gained among the local populace. The
church investigated these incidents but quickly silenced most of the visionar-
irc and effectivelv sunnressed the soread of these other apparitions. Under
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these circumstances, the bishop felt assured of his control over the emerging
sacred site. Thus in 1862, just four years after the initial visions, the bishop pro-
claimed that the Virgin Mary had truly appeared to Bernadette. He also rec-
ognized seven cures as miraculous.?

After authorizing the new cult of the grotto of Lourdes, the bishop acted
swiftly to transform the site into an official Catholic pilgrimage shrine. He
gathered church resources to buy the territory of the grotto and build a chapel
on the site. In 1866 Bishop Laurence dispatched a full-time missionary order
to run the shrine. The Missionaries of the Immaculate Conception, known
simply as the Grotto fathers, soon gained ecclesiastic jurisdiction over all mat-
ters at the site. They initially organized regional pilgrimages and were quick to
use various technologies like the railway to bring large crowds to the shrine.
One of their first acts in 1866 was the transportation of sixty thousand pilgrims
to Lourdes for the celebration of the inauguration of the crypt of the future
basilica. The construction of a trunk railway line connecting Lourdes to the
departmental capital of Tarbes in the 1860s was a critical ingredient to devel-
oping mass pilgrimages to the grotto.'

The Augustinian Fathers of the Assumption were later given full respon-
sibility for the organization of the pilgrimages to Lourdes. They too used the
railway in innovative ways as they sought to augment the number of pilgrims
coming to the sacred site. They coordinated special trains for pilgrimages,
designed compartments to transport sick and disabled pilgrims, and secured
reductions in prices of 20 to 30 percent for third-class tickets. Their most
important innovation was the creation of a three-day annual pilgrimage
known as the National Pilgrimage to Lourdes." Launched in 1873, the first
National Pilgrimage met with only marginal success, drawing fewer than a
thousand pilgrims. However, the Augustinian Fathers (commonly called the
Assumptionists) soon learned to use the mass press, especially their daily La
Croix and the weekly journal Le Pélerin, to publicize the event to a national
audience. Within ten years an estimated twenty thousand French men and
woinen were participating each year in the Nationai Pilgrimage to Lourdes.”

While the Assumptionists used their energies to attract and organize
thousands of faithful Catholics from all over France, the Grotto fathers con-
centrated on transforming the actual site of the grotto into a well-run, modern
pilgrimage shrine. The grotto administration seized on every opportunity to
renovate the town of Lourdes and develop commercial activities during the
1870s and 1880s. The administration actively worked with inunicipal authori-
ties to rebuild older neighborhoods and construct new city streets. Joint pro-
jects included the installation of electricity at Lourdes, the construction of
hotels along the new Boulevard de la Grotte, and the building of tramways and
a funicular. The most important of these projects was the construction of a
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new boulevard connecting national Route 21 directly to the shrine without
detours through the town of Lourdes. Citing issues of public safety, both
municipal leaders and church authorities sought to minimize the congestion
within the town due to the constant flow of pilgrims descending to the grotto
via narrow and often steep older roads.”

The grotto administration also took up the project so it could create a
better view of the shrine for the throng of arriving pilgrims. A government
report in 1899 noted the complaints made by the Grotto fathers about the old
road to the shrine: “The visitor, upon arriving, would not be struck by a single
glimpse of the religious monuments as a whole; the picturesque tableau that
nature has made of these monuments was not put to good use.” The report
added: “The general perspective, in short, left much to be desired: For the
grotto administration needs the imagination of the pilgrim to be sparked at
first glance by the spectacle before his eyes.” The construction of the new
boulevard created an impressive vista whereby the basilica and the complex of
buildings could be seen almost immediately upon entering the town.'4

The grotto administration also developed its own commercial establish-
ments that sold religious goods to the public. Among the most successful
enterprises was the sanctuary’s candle boutique. One skeptical government
official noted with dismay the huge profits being made from the candle shop
and discussed the church’s business tactics in some detail. Located next to the
grotto, the shop was legally leased to a Lourdes resident, one Monsieur Berger.
However, according to the government report of commissioner-administra-
tor Monsourat, “Everyone in Lourdes is convinced that Berger is only a front
man.” Monsourat concluded that “the taper business is very important: the
resulting benefits are certainly considerable and I am convinced that the holy
fathers themselves are profiting from this store through the intermediary of
Berger.” Monsourat reasoned that by pretending to rent this business for a
sum of four thousand francs to Berger, the fathers avoided paying sales taxes.
If one accepts Monsourat’s argument, the profits made from the sale of can-
dles were indeed considerable. The commissioner-administrator estimated
revenues at one hundred thousand francs for the year 1899.

However, it was the sale of sacred Lourdes water that became the most
profitable marketing venture for the shrine. Although the Grotto fathers did
not charge for the water itself, they did impose a price to cover the cost of the
bottles, corks, carpentry, labor, and transport. Monsourat calculated that the
Grotto fathers made a profit of approximately sixty to eight-five centimes on
each bottle shipped. He concluded that “the fathers, according to accounts

received, shipped around one hundred thousand bottles per year.” Thus the
Lourdes sanctuary earned at least sixty thousand francs from the sale of its
sacred water in the year 1899. Monsourat confidently concluded that “the
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Advertising for the distiller Sabatier-Lavigne (1887). The Grotto Fathers

threatened to sue the distilling company Maison Victor Sabatier in 1887

for printing the phrase “se vend au profit des oeuvres de la grotte.” The

company eliminated the phrase from its advertising materials. (AG, 6P,
Publicité commerciale, commercialization de I'eau.)
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returns realized by the fathers of Lourdes are considerable; establishing above
all that the fathers do not neglect a single resource in their power to add to the
revenues of the shrine.”

The success of the Lourdes shrine was due largely to the church’s use of
modern-day advertising techniques. At the height of the pilgrimages to
Lourdes, in the late 1890s and early 1900s, the religious authorities began
advertising the sanctuary on a whole new scale. The church produced special-
ized guidebooks and manuals for the Lourdes shrine that promoted not just
the pilgrimage but the hundreds of attractions and events going on in the
town. These guidebooks were a mix of spiritual meditation about the meaning
of the pilgrimage and secular concerns for touring the region and seeing the
town’s many attractions. Capitalizing on the creation of new leisure activities
and tourism for the middle class, the church also promoted Lourdes as an
ideal vacation spot. Yet these guidebooks were careful to list restaurants, lodg-
ings, and special outings that even the most humble pilgrim could afford. All
the faithful, rich and poor alike, were expected to participate in the activities
of Lourdes.

A guidebook from 1893 written by Abbé Martin typified this advertising
genre. A religious manual intended t4 instruct pilgrims on proper behavior at
Lourdes, it provided needed details about Bernadette’s apparitions and the
creation of the shrine. This same handbook also suggested daily outings and
sight-seeing. The guide listed day trips to the Pyrenees and longer visits to
other thermal resorts. The guide also promoted such tourist attractions as a
diorama that showed the grotto “at the moment of the first apparition, with
such exactitude of detail that one might believe oneself present at the mar-
velous scene of the Blessed Virgin speaking to Bernadette.” Another diorama
portrayed the death of Bernadette at the convent of Saint-Gildard in Nevers.
The tableau presented the Virgin, surrounded by angels, descending from
heaven to give Bernadette a crown. Not only could one see these dioramas for
fifty centimes each, but the guidebook also boasted of a more elaborate
panorama that represented the seventeenth apparition of the Virgin in which
the flame of Bernadette’s candle touched her own hand without burning it.
The guide remarked that “this scene is reproduced by the artists with such an
accent of truth that one is defenseless against the emotions it produces.””

Not unlike the dioramas and attractions displayed during the same
period at the Paris Expositions or the wax exhibits at the Musée Grévin, these
expositions reproduced the shrine and various religious moments from the
past for a mass audience—anyone who could pay the small fee of fifty cen-
times or a franc. Thus pilgrims could actively participate in present-day reli-
gious processions at the shrine and simultaneously indulge their fantasies of
being part of a sacred past. By claiming that visitors could “authentically”
experience re-created moments from the Lourdes sacred past, these guides
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encouraged pilgrims to venerate commercialized attractions as holy sites.
Thus Lourdes guide books not only educated visitors to be good pilgrims, but
also taught them to be good consumers of the shrine.”®

The successful selling of Lourdes was manifested in a steady flow of pil-
grims, estimated at two hundred thousand per year into the first decade of the
twentieth century. The high point for these pilgrimages came in 1908, when
over one million pilgrims went to Lourdes to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary
of Bernadette’s apparitions.” This constant flow of visitors transformed both
the town of Lourdes and the entire region of the Pyreneces. What was once a
sleepy village of little consequence to the region became a key center of com-
merce and leisure activity. One measure of the town’s accelerated economic
importance was its tenfold increase in communal revenues from land clear-
ance, construction, rents, and the sale of drinking water during the period
1860 to 1906. Its communal budget also increased tenfold during this same
period. Furthermore, important financial institutions like the Banque de
France, Crédit Lyonnais, and Société Générale had investments in the small
city of Lourdes. Older thermal stations in the Pyrenees like Gavarnie and
Cauterets, once thriving centers of recreation and rehabilitation for the upper
classes, were indebted to the sanctuary for bringing new customers to its spas;
about half of the clientele who went to thermal resorts in the Pyrenees were
also on a pilgrimage to Lourdes. According to one government report written
in 1908, the sacred shrine had by this time become a commercial center “that
has incontestable economic repercussions . . . not only on the town of Lour-
des, but also on the region and even the entire country.”*®

The economic development of the shrine thus transformed the pilgrim-
age itself into a mass-produced religious experience. Through the shrine’s
marketing of sacred water as well as the commercial production of religious
souvenirs, Lourdes was able to reach even those individuals unable to make
the journey. One advertisement for the Pastilles de Lourdes, lozenges made
with Lourdes water and sugar, proudly trumpeted its ability to make the
sacred source available to all who needed it: “Not everyone can come to the
waters of the Fountain and respond to the inclination of their heart . . . but the
waters of the fountain can go to everyone.” The advertisement promised that
its goods would “allow parents and friends remaining at home to be supplied
with perfectly authentic souvenirs of a pilgrimage that the privileged alone can
carry out.” The commercialization of the site would aid in bringing needed
religious comfort to the world.”

Not only were pilgrims able to bring back a piece of the sacred in the
form of souvenirs, bottled water, and inexpensive religious trinkets, they were
also able to experience life in a thriving commercial center. The grotto admin-
istration and private entrepreneurs used innovative advertising techniques to
capture a mass audience and capitalized on forms of entertainment found
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La Rue de la Grotte (Avenue of the Grotto), 1912. (Photograph collection,
Musée Pyrénéen, chiteau fort, Lourdes.)

mainly in large cilies to and edify these pious visitors. While Lourdes was no
Paris, it was an important town where early forms of mass consumption and
cross-class leisure activities were developed for a largely rural populace. Mar-
cel Jouhandeau wrote in his memoirs that his grandmother discovered a larger
universe by going to Lourdes, the first and only voyage she made outside the
region where she was born: “She discovered there the world around her,.never
having suspected its scope and almost having departed the world without

knowing it.”**

A PiLGRIMAGE TRANSFORMED: INTERPRETING THE
LoURDES SANCTUARY

The church worked hard to make Lourdes a national shrine that attracted
thousands of Catholics on an annual basis. For the Grotto fathers and the
Assumptionists, the success of the National Pilgrimage to Lourde§ was a sign
of the re-Christianization of France. It was a valuable weapon in the fight
against the anticlerical laws of the Third Republic.* Yet the very success of the
National Pilgrimage forced the church to confront a deep ambivalence about
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its own commercial activities and the appropriate relationship between com-
merce and piety. While the church encouraged secular amusements, tourist
excursions, and religious panoramas, it also consciously warned against mak-
ing the Lourdes pilgrimage into a tourist holiday. Religious guidebooks and
manuals of the 1890s attempted to separate religious worship from mere
tourism. By the turn of the century the church began to emphasize proper pil-
grimage behavior and orthodox Catholic ritual. An 1899 Lourdes manual cau-
tioned that “a pilgrimage is not a journey of pleasure but of expiation.”
Another manual from the Archdiocese of Auch made the same point: “A pil-
grimage is not an ordinary journey, much less . . . one of pleasure. It is a reli-
gious act. Praying, doing penance, giving thanks to God and Mary . . . such are
the goals of pilgrimage.” An 1898 guidebook, Lourdes, guide pratique a I'usage
des pélerins, began by asserting that “this guide is not made for tourists, but for
pilgrims.” It also stated that the grotto “is the center and entire reason for the
pilgrimages to Lourdes.” Despite its reassertion of proper religious values over
crass tourism, the guidebook still focused attention on “promenades” and
“excursions” in the Pyrenees as well as practical information for taking advan-
tage of the town’s many attractions.*

The commercial life at Lourdes also engendered ambivalent feelings for
pious Catholics. For while the devout had long merged religious and com-
mercial activities at pilgrimage sites, the appearance of sacred merchandising
at Lourdes prompted a new concern that such behavior was now inappropri-
ate. The sanctuary received numerous letters from worried and sometimes
displeased pilgrims, voicing their dismay over the excesses of commercialized
religion. In 1888 a pilgrim from Toulouse wrote to the head of the Grotto
fathers to express his outrage over the selling of the newfangled Pastille de
Lourdes: “During my last pilgrimage to Notre-Dame de Lourdes, I was struck
by the existence of a steam-works that manufactures, people say, lozenges
from Lourdes water. My reaction was sorrow and pain.” Clarifying his outrage,
he explained that “the thought came to me that this so-called factory had no
other purpose than realizing great profits . . . from a blessed and sacred thing.”
The very idea that businessmen or the church should be making money from
sacred worship was intolerable for some Catholics. This particular pilgrim
ended his letter by asking the director why he was not doing all he could to
stop this “desecration.”?

Another pressing matter for believing Catholics was the spread of fraud-
ulent vendors selling counterfeit sacred goods throughout the countryside.
Itinerant peddling of religious articles, once a valuable means of providing
access to sacred artifacts and objets de piété, now began to seem suspect in an
age of mass consumption. The Lourdes sanctuary received numerous letters
complaining that such dealers were selling forged or overpriced religious
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goods and relics from Lourdes. Maire Rataboul, a woman from the town of
Lauzerte in the department of Tarn-et-Garonne, wrote to the director of the
sanctuary about two individuals who passed through her town selling
“objects having belonged to Bernadette.” She was concerned because “thcy
were selling these objects at highly inflated prices.” The two peddlers insisted
that the money would be used to celebrate masses at the grotto. One of the
peddlers stated, moreover, that he had been cured from a long-suffering ill-
ness with the aid of Lourdes water. The woman’s letter ended with a plea to
know if these two men were legitimate vendors of relics: “As we live in a cen-
tury where swindlers are everywhere, I beseech you, Director, to tell me if all
these things are truthful and if not, to put a halt to these individuals who
would so exploit the faith of worthy people.”?® The source of Maire
Rataboul’s anxiety lay in the threat of being cheated by smooth-talking
swindlers. As she so aptly stated, living in the modern world meant living in
an age of con men and charlatans. Her fears of being taken by such crooks
betray an even profounder anxiety that the authentic nature of the sacred,
embodied in sacred relics, was being compromised by the ability to mechan-
ically reproduce such objects.”

Not only were peddlers selling sacred relics from Lourdes, but they were
also selling all sorts of mass-produced statuettes, medals, and other religious
merchandise. A man expressed his outrage over traveling peddlers who “have
the audacity . . . to promise healing by means of plastic medallions.” He ended
his letter to the sanctuary by urging that the grotto “put a stop to this state of
things and punish these brutes who mock the faithful.” That mass-produced
plastic goods were being sold as sacred items with healing powers seemed to
undermine the notion of the religious relic. Jules Robert wrote: “Be so kind as
to tell us if it is really true that these men are sent by you . . . and if they are
charged with selling rosaries, statuettes, medals, and other religious objects.”*
If plastic religious objects had the same sacred power as “genuine” sacred
relics from Lourdes, what did the sacred signify in the modern age? Con-
fronted by scores of itinerant peddlers selling a variety of homemade and
mass-produced religious goods, believing Catholics wanted to be reassured of
the authentic nature of the miraculous.

Interestingly, most of the believing Catholics who wrote to the sanctuary
had already bought the goods in question. They clearly wanted to believe in the
authentic character of the objects and had already endowed them with some
religious meaning. Yet the nature of the commercial transactions coupled with
the mass-produced quality of some of the goods generated fears that thiese
objets de piété might not be the “real things.” The church was finally compelled
to take action against fraudulent peddlers as a way to calm the worries of the
faithful and reclaim its position as the true arbitrator of the sacred. The bishop
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of Tarbes issued a mandate to the Catholic populace and the clergy condemn-
ing the commercial exploitation of the Lourdes shrine and particularly
denouncing crooked peddlers. The mandate began with a general declaration
of prevailing abuses connected to the Lourdes sanctuary: “The bishop of Tarbes
is compelled to point out and stigmatize certain abuses that are being commit-
ted, in various places, with the name, water, sacred objects, and (souvenirs) of
Notre-Dame de Lourdes.” The bishop specified three types of abuses: “There is,
first, industrial exploitation that hides behind the appearance of religion (and
that can fool the credulous),” and second, “the odious hoaxes of the peddlers,
who, with their sacred objects, sell pretended relics of the grotto.” The third
threat came from “those swindlers who demand several sous for the sanctuary
to cover the fees of saying a mass celebrated at Lourdes.”

To prohibit inappropriate forms of commercialism, the church had to
label and distinguish proper and improper commercial transactions in the
domain of religion. The bishop’s mandate did this by advising the faithful to
be “warned to regard as false all those individuals who do not carry the signa-
ture and the seal of arms of the bishop of Tarbes in an authentic manner.”3°
Thus the church did not actually condemn the buying and selling of mass-
produced objets de piété. Rather, it maintained that the faithful must procure
such goods from the church alone. The selling of religious objects was not
wrong in itself if conducted by the Catholic Church. The bishop’s mandate, in
many ways, usurped the power of these commercial practices and made them
part of the official worship of the church. The solution, however, ignored the
very fact that many of the peddlers had forged papers claiming they were
authorized by the sanctuary to sell their wares. Thus while the mandate
intended to make the church the final judge over religious commerce, it in fact
granted a certain degree of decision-making power to the faithful, who ulti-
mately had to determine whether the peddlers and the goods they sold were
genuine. In an age of large-scale pilgrimages and mass-marketing of religious
goods, it was impossible for the church to have complete control over the reli-
gious commerce associated with Lourdes. Increasingly, the faithful had to
decide which goods were authentic and incorporate them into their worship
as they saw fit,

Many prominent Catholics were unhappy with the church’s stance
toward the burgeoning religious commerce at Lourdes. Some believed that the
church had compromised itself and desecrated the Catholic religion by con-
doning the business activities that grew up around mass pilgrimages to Lour-
des. One Catholic intellectual who vociferously condemned the new religious
practices of mass pilgrimage was Joris Karl Huysmans. By the early twentieth
century, the famed decadent writer had become a devout Catholic, visiting the
Lourdes sanctuary on more than one occasion. While Huysmans was inspired
by the sacred aura of the grotto, he was offended by the crowds of Catholics
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who overran the site every year. They were too easily caught up in the buying
of goods and seeing the attractions around the town, For Huysmans, these pil-
grims not only misunderstood the religious significance of Lourdes, but they
were instrumental in corrupting it. In a letter to a friend, Huysmans lamented
that the inhabitants of Lourdes had “given up work to sell sausages and
rosaries and bleed the pilgrims dry.”

Huysmans soon made public his criticisms of the Lourdes sanctuary.
Published in 1906, his last novel, Les Foules de Lourdes (The Crowds of
Lourdes), ridiculed this commercialization of the shrine. Huysmans had
already in 1884 in his novel A Rebours (Against the Grain) attacked the church
for allowing modern market practices to contaminate the Catholic religion
In the last years of his life, he turned his full attention to Lourdes itself, focus-
ing his disgust on this most popular shrine in France. Huysmans lamented that
the irresistible trade in religious goods was destroying the sacred aura of the
grotto, With caustic humor and hyperbole, his final novel created an image of
an ever-increasing supply of sacred kitsch that engulfed the touring pilgrims:

Not a single shop is without its medals and candles and rosaries and
scapulars and pamphlets full of miracles; both old and new Lourdes are
crammed with them; even the hotels have them on sale; and that goes on
in street after street for miles, starting from old Lourdes with the poor
woman who hawks little rosaries with steel chains and crosses and huge
characteristic Lourdes rosaries of chocolate-coloured wood . . . and
harshly tinted chromos of Bernadette kneeling taper in hand at the Vir-
gin’s feet, and Lilliputian statues and medals . . . and all these things grow
better and bigger and larger as you get nearer the new town; the statues
swarm increasingly and end by becoming, not less ugly, but enormous.

For Huysmans, this never-ending wave of goods seemed to overwhelm the pil-
grims. As the crowds became swept up in their desires for sacred merchandise,
they lost all rational control: “And then begins a frantic competition; you arc
hooked in at every step by the shops all over the town; and you go to and from
and turn this way and that amidst the tumult.”

Huysmans’s critique of Lourdes was grounded in a type of antimodernist
elitism. He saw the commerce at Lourdes as an entirely new and unpleasant
phenomenon associated with the rise of the masses and new forms of capital-
ist development. For Huysmans, the development of mass pilgrimages to the
site had created an elaborate commercial life that reduced the shrine to a place
of vulgar trafficking in goods and irrational spending by naive pilgrims. Huys-
mans’s novel not only revealed his anxiety over the state of modern religious
worship but also betrayed his fears over the democratizing impulse of mass
consumption. Now that the ordinary person could come to Lourdes, the reli-
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gious site had become spoiled, and its aura was lost. The economic benefits to
be made from mass pilgrimage would ultimately destroy the sacred value of
the shrine. Huysmans feared that religious life was becoming commodified as
it became available to a mass audience.*

Elite Catholic intellectuals were not the only critics of Lourdes to use this
line of reasoning. Anticlerical republicans also condemned the merchandising
of religious goods and the selling of Lourdes as a vacation spot. As the govern-
ment of the Third Republic waged its battle with the Catholic Church, Lour-
des played an increasingly public and polemical role in the republican debates
about the reactionary nature of the church. Like Huysmans, republicans felt
threatened by the huge numbers of people visiting the shrine. While Huys-
mans bemoaned the impact the new shrine was having on religious worship,
republicans feared that Lourdes threatened the health of the Third Republic.
These sentiments were vividly expressed in the republican press, which made
the Lourdes sanctuary a favorite topic of ridicule and criticism in the late nine-
teenth century.3s

An article of 1893 in the radical republican newspaper La Lanterne cap-
tured the mocking yet fearful tone of much of this anti-Lourdes rhetoric.
Titled “The Virgin for Sale: Scapularies, Cookies, Candies, and Benedictions,”
it began with ironic praise for the French clergy’s ability to make money for
the church: “The clerics, who invented indulgences . . . and direct tickets to
heaven (round-trip), are savvy salesmen; we must give them their due.” Turn-
ing its full attention to Lourdes, the article noted the latest entrepreneural
efforts of the church: “The businesses at Lourdes no longer operate as before,
now they have put into action the Blessed Virgin of this country to incorpo-
rate a limited company with variable capital from the products of Lourdes.”
Listing the diverse products sold at the sanctuary from typical objects of piety
to rather bizarre sacred foodstuffs, the article enlisted common-sense to criti-
cize the selling of such absurd goods: “To begin with, there are the scapularies,
the rosaries, the medals, etc., then come the Béarnaise waffles, the Saint Mary
vanilla cookies, the Lourdes lozenges, the Virgins, Christs, saints covered in
chocolate or barley sugar. All this will be blessed.” In the final paragraph of the
tirade, the author revealed his utter contempt for the devout populace itself

who too readily bought this sacred kitsch and thus helped to enrich a debased
clergy: “We are not inventing this; our information is authentic. What fate is
in store for this kind of enterprise? We will ignore it. But there are so many
imbeciles on earth that it is quite possible that it will do a thriving business.”3¢

Republican attacks upon the commerce at Lourdes often focused on the
problem of authenticity. Republicans seemed as concerned as Catholics that
the religious goods could be fraudulent. However, they feared that naive pil-
grims were being duped not by peddlers or businessmen but by the church
itself. Journalists often presented their concerns as honest journalistic investi-

SELLING LOURDES 77

gations into the unfair selling practices of religious authorities. An article in Le
XIXe Siecle claimed to have uncovered the unscrupulous practices of one reli-
gious shop. The shop in question charged two francs per liter for Lourdes
water which, the journalist proclaimed, was outright exploitation. Not only
were the clerics who ran the business making a huge profit from such sales, but
one could not even be sure if the water was authentic. Another article in a
republican daily, La Dépéche, presented an investigation into the printing of
phony miracle stories in the religious press. After examining two such stories,
the article concluded that “if all of the miracles at Lourdes recounted by
L’Univers and other exploiters of public credulity resemble these two, we are
in a fine mess.”

In attacking the commerce at Lourdes, the republican press was express-
ing its own discomfort with the blending of religion and commerce. While
this blending made Catholics fear that they had lost an authentic sacred expe-
rience, republicans worried that it compromised the true nature of capital-
ism, which was progressive and forward-looking. The fact that a religious
institution, the supposed embodiment of reactionary politics, could be
caught up in modern commercial activity produced profound anxieties over
the meaning of such commercialism and capitalist enterprise in the first
place. Even while the republicans were engaged in a war with the church for
being obscurantist and antimodern, they assailed and feared the church’s use
of modern technology and newfangled merchandising techniques. Ironically,
the republican press condemned the church for not remaining outside of
modern economic developments even while it called the church a bastion of
reactionary superstition. This desire to keep religion separate from modern
commercial life was an attempt to maintain the distinctions between secular-
minded republicans and reactionary Catholics in an age when those distinc-
tions were no longer clear.

An article in Le Journal expressed these tensions as it attacked a church
brochure, Lourdes: Autrefois, aujourd’hui et demain, for its crass selling of the
sanctuary as a vacation spot. Maligning the religious order that published it,
the article claimed, “This order begins to manage Lourdes as others might run
a seaside resort or a spa.” The pamphlet “resembles, almost to perfection,
those exquisitely illustrated brochures prepared by the railroad companies to
excite the tourist.” The author was dismayed that the church was resorting to
tourist schemes to attract the faithful into making this pilgrimage: “It is curi-
ous to see the church ... . using new procedures for calling to its sanctuaries the
crowds.” For secular-minded Parisians, religion became even more dangerous
when it was mixed up in these commercial ventures. If the church promoted
Lourdes like any other tourist site, then secular-minded citizens might be
attracted to the shrine.3® Republicans feared that the selling of Lourdes could
entice the masses into the hands of the church and Catholic superstition.
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The republican daily Le Siécle warned that “once again, we must put the
faithful on guard against certain advertising in which the commercial spirit
allies itself with a sacrilegious abuse of piety.” Rather than condemn the
Catholic religion altogether, the newspaper criticized the mixing of business
with religion. Religious worship was legitimate if it remained in its proper
sphere, which was outside of modern economic life. Le Siscle was outraged
that various businesses were advertising their goods as “therapeutic” because
they were made with Lourdes water. The article asserted:

Sometime ago, we reported the manufacture of unleavened bread sup-
posedly prepared with the water from the Lourdes grotto. Today, it is the
syrup of Notre-Dame de Lourdes, the miraculous elixir of Notre-Dame
de Lourdes . . . the miraculous liqueur of Notre-Dame de Lourdes. . . .
Suffice it to say that we disapprove of such practices and we pray that the
faithful will look upon them as unworthy of the Christian spirit.

Such comments reveal a profound unease with the conditions of modern reli-
gious life. These remarks even betray a certain nostalgic Yyearning for a tradi-
tional faith untainted by commercialism.»

Another republican critic of Lourdes was the writer Emile Zola. At the
time of his first visit to the sacred city in 1891, he declared that “there was
material here for just the sort of novel that I like to write—a novel in which
great masses of men can be shown in motion.” He returned the next year to
participate in the three-day National Pilgrimage and recorded each moment
of the event in his exacting naturalist style. At the time of his visit, Zola was
already a national celebrity and a known republican. His visit and the even-
tual publication of the book Lourdes in 1894 was a major publicity event in
itself, as the religious and secular press commented upon the actual voyage as
well as the novel. Zola thus helped to bring Lourdes into the public spotlight
in the 1890s. The radical republican daily La Lanterne criticized the church
for its attempt to profit from Zola’s novel. In an article titled “Pious Beg-
ging,” a journalist censured the Grotto fathers for their vulgar commercial-
ism and concluded that the success of Zola’s novel unwittingly “has suggested
to the clergy the idea of profiting from the publicity created by the author of

_ the Rougon-Macquart series for the grotto of Bernadette Soubirous in order
to start up, itself, a little business.”4°

Zola’s novel was not an outright attack upon Lourdes. Rather, it was a
depiction of the role religion still played in the lives of those who suffered,
those without hope. While the novel did parody the church, passages looked
sympathetically at poor and sick individuals who turned to religion. In
seven hundred sweeping pages, filled with nearly a hundred characters, the
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novel traced the journey of pilgrims, priests, doctors, and other curious vis-
itors who came to Lourdes for a National Pilgrimage. Zola depicted the
train ride, the processions, the grotto pools, and the people in the street. He
detailed the bustling commerce at the site and described the thousands of
shops that lined the boulevards around the sanctuary. The religi'ous com-
merce of Lourdes was an essential part of the pilgrimage experience that
Zola was determined to capture. These shops “formed a regular bazaar of
open stalls, encroaching on the pavements so as to tempt people to stop as
they passed along. For more than three hundred yards no othef trade was
plied: a river of chaplets, medals, and statuettes streamed without end
behind the windows.”#

Zola was intent on capturing the spectacular nature of Lourdes. .He had
already written about crowds when he composed Germinal (published in 18.85)
and had devoted serious attention to the development of mass consumption
as embodied in the new, exotic department stores of Paris in his Au Bonheur
des Dames (The Ladies’ Paradise), published in 1884.4* Now he turned his
attention to Lourdes, where his interest in the crowd and modern consump-
tion collided. Indeed, the crowd and the religious goods themselves domi-
nated large sections of the novel. Capturing not only the bustling commerce at
Lourdes, Zola’s novel also showed the frenzied collecting of sacred objects by
hordes of pilgrims at the end of their three-day stay:

The thousands of pilgrims of the national pilgrimage streamed along the
thoroughfares and besieged the shops in a final scramble. You would
have taken the cries, the jostling, and the sudden rushes for those at some
fair just breaking up amidst a ceaseless roll of vehicles. Many, prc.widing
themselves with provisions for the journey, cleared the open-air stalls
where bread and slices of sausages and ham were sold. . . . But what the
crowd more particularly purchased were religious articles, and those
hawkers whose barrows were loaded with statuettes and sacred engrav-

ings were reaping golden gains.

While Zola did not blatantly condemn this religious commerce as republican
journalists did, his description nonetheless betrayed a sense of anxiety at the
unrestrained desires to buy at Lourdes:

And the fever of dealing, the pleasure of spending one’s money, of
returning home with one’s pockets crammed with photographs and
medals, lit up all the faces with a holiday expression, tran:c,formmg the
radiant gathering into a fair-field crowd with appetites either beyond
control or satisfied.®
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As Zola described the frenzied commercial transactions of the pilgrins,
he tried to convince his readers that Lourdes was no longer a traditional reli-
gious shrine. It was now a fairground or holiday getaway. This transformation
disturbed Zola because it made the religious site unduly alluring to a French
populace eager for inexpensive forms of recreation. For Zola, Lourdes came to
symbolize a new kind of religious experience, one that used marketing ploys
and advertising techniques to renovate the Catholic faith and keep supersti-
tion alive. He, like other anticlerical republicans, tried to undermine the
appeal of mass pilgrimage by depicting it as frenzied, irrational, and contrary
to traditional religious worship. In many ways, republicans sounded like their
Catholic adversaries when they talked about the problem of religious com-
merce and mass pilgrimage. By condemning the Lourdes shrine, they tried to
distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate forms of worship. In the end,
republican critics were instrumental in defining Catholic pilgrimage as a tra-
ditional, premodern act even while it was undergoing changes that made it a
part of modern mass society.

The development of the Lourdes shrine and the debates over religious com-
merce in late-nineteenth-century France suggest new directions for the study
of pilgrimage and tourism. Firstly, scholars of tourism need to move beyond
an idealized view of Christian pilgrimage that depicts it as a premodern act
immune to change. In fact, this definition of pilgrimage is itself a nineteenth-
century creation. It emerged at the exact moment when pilgrimage and
tourism were becoming indistinguishable. As pilgrimage was transformed
into a mass cultural event that entailed the mechanical reproduction of sacred
objects and the promotion of inexpensive amusements, both faithful
Catholics and secular observers sought to differentiate the sacred from the sec-
ular. While Catholics needed reassurance that pilgrimage was still connected
to divine power, critics of the church wanted to distance religious worship
from emerging forms of secular entertainment and progressive capitalist
development. Thus both sides sought to reconstruct pilgrimage and tourism
as antithetic activities. Yet the inability to maintain this distinction between
pilgrimage and tourism was a clear reminder of the impossibility of the task.
In this way, Lourdes was prototypical of a pilgrimage experience that
became normative in the twentieth century. Today, the Catholic Church, its
faithful followers, and its critics are still struggling to sort out legitimate and
illegitimate religious commerce and trying to designate appropriate behavior
for pilgrims. At Lourdes, debates among the faithful over the value of plastic
Madonnas and other sacred trinkets continue. Furthermore, the church now
claims that even secular tourists can be touched by the spiritual message of the
shrine.* The case of Lourdes thus turns around the question commonly asked
by scholars of tourism: Is modern tourism informed by religious pilgrimage?
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Such a question accepts the nineteenth-century discourse that produced the
two activities as binary oppositions. Instead, one might ask how pilgrimage
and tourism have mutually influenced each other and what is at stake in view-
ing them as essentially different activities. Once we understand that Pilgrim-
age and tourism have always been unstable constructs with a long history of
convergence, we might in turn ask these same questions about the construc-
tion of the sacred and the secular in the modern era.
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The Chamber of
Commerce’s Carnival

City Festivals and Urban Tourism in the United
States, 1890—1915

Nineteenth-century urban Americans were fond of parades and processions.
Military troops and brass bands, carriages full of public officials, smartly
marching schoolboys, and various fraternal and benevolent associations
poured into the streets to celebrate the Fourth of July and other holidays.
Working men constructed floats to demonstrate their trades and manufactur-
ers to advertise their products. Yet, although these events were grand specta-
cles drawing huge crowds, they were not primarily tourist attractions. The
loosely organized network of elected and other civic leaders who planned such
events made little reference to, and few arrangements for, out-of-town visi-
tors. Civic ceremonies composed of the various corporate bodies into which
urban citizens organized themselves, these events enacted in the most public
fashion possible the city’s social order.’

But in 1899 the editor of the Chicago Tribune complained, “Long ranks of
troops all in the same low-toned uniforms, Knights of Pythias, letter carriers,
citizens in carriages, civic bodies, etc., are well enough in their way, but they
furnish no spectacle for the eye and speedily they grow monotonous.” In
asserting that “What our processions need is life, diversity, picturesqueness,
and rich color effects ... . ,” he merely affirmed a change already well under way
in celebratory practices. From the 1890s on, city festivals largely organized by
urban business associations displaced the enactment of civic order in favor of
grand historical and carnival spectacles. A San Francisco parade celebrating
the city’s Spanish origins included floats representing historical sites, such as
the Mission Dolores, as well as some bearing Chinese sages, Japanese samural,
Philip of Macedon, and the intrepid tea-hurlers of 1773, among others.?

Such events offered onlookers a lavish public party whose meaning lay
more in the capacity of fun to soothe the stresses of industrial life than in the
expression of the city’s social organization. The change in emphgsis corre-
sponded with businessmen’s growing interest in attracting tourists. Once
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