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ABSTRACT
Pilgrims are so frequently encountered in the pages of medieval literature that their
presence(and significance) can easily be overlooked. Moreover, the visiting of holy
places formed such an integral part of medieval religion that critics often assumeit to
have constituted the primary meaning of pilgrimage in medieval thought. Pilgrimage
is consequently treated as a given fact of medieval life, a pious exercise which some
writers, more creative than the rest, chose to craft into an image of life and inward
growth. The reality is more complex and fascinating by far. Pilgrimage, as
understood by the medieval church, was not a monolithic concept but a mosaic of
ideas which had evolved through the centuries, the product of both syncretism and
heated debate.

In order to assessthe use which individual authors made of the pilgrimage motif it is
essentialto establish the range of concepts which they inherited. This study therefore
charts the development of Christian pilgrimage through the Bible, the writings of the
Fathers, the influences of classical
impulses
the
of popular
and
religion
pagan
devotion, before tracing the
in
which the resulting multiple meanings of
ways
pilgrimage were incorporated into the spirituality and literature of the Anglo-Saxons.
It then re-examines the use of this multi-faceted image in selected Middle English
texts. In the process several key perspectives emerge, chiefly the pre-eminence of the
concept of life as pilgrimage and the existence within it of three strands which the
Church has struggled to reconcile through the centuries: interior, moral and place
pilgrimage. These perspectives, together with a clearer understanding of the manner
in which different modes of pilgrimage combine and conflict with one another, offer
interpretation,
to
of
such as the role of the
particular problems
new approaches
Parson's Tale and the apparently contradictory attitudes to pilgrimage manifested in
Piers Plowman.
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PREFACE

At nyghtwascomeinto that hostelrye
Wel nyneandtwenty in a compaignye
Of sondryfolk, by aventureyfalle
In felaweshipe, andpilgrimes were they alle.
(Chaucer,Canterbury Tales,Prologue, 23-27)1

Her is non hoom,her nis but wildernesse:
Forth, pilgrim, forth! Forth beste,out of thy stal!
Know thy contree, look up, thank God of al;
Hold the heye wey and lat thy gost thee lede,
And trouthe thee shat delivere, it is no drede.

(Chaucer,BaladedeBon Conseyl,17-21)
Pilgrims, historical and fictional, devout
in
frequently
fraudulent,
encountered
are so
and
the pages of Middle English literature that it is easy to take their presence,and their
significance, for granted. Moreover, the visiting of holy places, whether local shrines or
the distant sites of Europe and the Holy Land, formed
integral
part of medieval
such an
that critics often assume it to have constituted the primary meaning of
pilgrimage in medieval thought? Pilgrimage is consequently treated as a given fact of
religion

medieval life, a straightforward, pious exercisewhich some writers, more creative than
the rest, choseto craft into an image of life and inward growth. On closer examination,

' All quotations taken from the Riverside Chaucer.
2 SeeHall (1965) and Sumption (1975).
3 Howard (1980), 11; Thus James Simpson commenting
on Piers Plowman, VI, 102-4, remarks:
`Departing' for pilgrimage is constituted by staying at home, and continuing to work; Langland has
subverted the model of his narrative by creating a new meaning [my italics] for `pilgrimage,' directly
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however,it becomesclearthatthe reality is morecomplex,andmorefascinating,by far.
The etymology of the terms pilgrim and pilgrimage indicates the breadth of meaning
which these words have acquired over the centuries.The Latin peregrinus (per, through
+ ager, field, country, land) denoted a foreigner, an alien, one who is on a journey, and
peregrinatio the state of being or living abroad.Peregrinus, however, was also used in
the Vulgate translation of the Bible to render the Hebrew gur (sojourner), and the Greek
parepidemos (temporary resident), both terms which carried an additional connotation
signifying the special relationship of the people of God to the world around them. As
Christian pilgrimage to holy places developed in the fourth century, so the term took on
a third sensewithin Christian thought, describing a traveller with a particular religious
goal. In Old English, peregrinus and peregrinatio were rendered by elßeodig and
includes:
1.
for
The
Old
Toronto
Concordance
English
eljieodignes.
to
elbeodig
entry
foreign, alien. 1.a.i. exiled (voluntarily, usu. as a religious duty). I. a.vi. figurative, of
man in the earthly world; alien, foreign. 2.a. foreigner, alien, one who is abroad. 2.a.iii.
of man on earth probably in sense resident alien, foreign resident. Eljieodignes is
defined as: 1. travel or residence
abroad; exile (from one's own country); especially
voluntary exile or pilgrimage. 2. Figurative of life on earth as time of exile from
heaven.4

In the centuries following the Conquest, elbeodig was succeededby pilgrim (from the
Old French pelegrin). s The Middle English Dictionary records a wide range of
b.
A
holy
l.
for
including:
A
l.
to
travels
place;
meanings
a
a.
person
who
pilgrim
traveller, a wayfarer; 2. An alien, a foreigner, a stranger, a sojourner; an exile for the

opposedto the normal meaning of the word, which involves leaving home' Simpson(1990), 71.
4 Healey and Venezsky (1986-). Seealso Smithers (1957), 151.

s SeeOED.
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Christian faith; 3. Fig. A man or soul as an alien, a sojourner, traveller, or pilgrim; esp.
6
home
destination
is
heaven,
one whose
or
etc. This semantic range needs to be
carefully borne in mind in the examination of Middle English texts. Pilgrimage is often
describedboth in terms of a literal journey and as a lifelong spiritual experiencebut it is
by no means always immediately clear which is considered to be the metaphor and
which the reality. Writers such as Chaucer,Langland, the Pearl-poet and Hilton reveal
a range of attitudes to pilgrimage, which contain many variations and even apparent
contradictions.

Pilgrimage is therefore a concept at once commonplaceand curiously elusive and its use
in medieval literature raises many questions. Chaucer's Parson and the Wife of Bath
take the same road to Canterbury but are they in fact on the samejourney? How does
her experience of `wanderynge by the weye' (Gen. Prol. 467) relate to his vision of
`parfit pilgrymage' (Parson's Prol. 50)? How radical is Langland's use of pilgrimage in
Piers Plowman? What relationship does the pilgrimage of de Deguileville's Dreamer
bear to his monastic calling? Could
but
confined
anchorites and mystics, physically
spiritually unfettered, be engagedin the most authentic pilgrimage of all?
The idea of journey was exploited by many medieval writers, offering as it did a
framework within which characterscould encounter new people and places,and explore
not only new surroundings but also new levels of understandingand self-knowledge. A
geographical journey, therefore, was frequently understood to represent,or at least run
in parallel with, moral or spiritual progress. The use made of pilgrimage in particular,
however, was the result of a unique interplay between theological principles, popular
practice and authorial intent. Pilgrimage, as understood by the medieval church, was
Christian
ideas
had
but
the
through
not a monolithic concept
which
evolved
a mosaic of

6A,JED.
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debate.
both
heated
holy
Pilgrimage
to
the
of
centuries:
syncretism and
places
product
was by no meansuniversally approved and was by some regardedas actually harmful to
7
life.
It offered to medieval writers, therefore, an image familiar to all, yet
the spiritual
capable of a wealth of differing interpretations. In order to assessthe uses which they
inheritance
is
image,
it
first
the
to
this
spiritual
which
examine
necessary
made of
in
lacking
has
been
however,
This
their
strangely
shaped
approach,
understanding.
based
been
has
literary
Much
upon unquestioned
medieval
criticism.
criticism
8
holy
places, occasionally
assumptions about the medieval practice of pilgrimage to
9
been
has
There
discipline
by
insights
from
the
supplemented
of social anthropology.
little or no attempt to examine the origins and development of the pilgrim motif or to
different
between
be
modes
there
tensions
to
of
exponents
understandwhy
observed
are
if
literary
is
Such
historical
criticism of
theological
of pilgrimage.
analysis vital
and
based
be
is
Plowman
Canterbury
Piers
Tales
and
texts
to
the
soundly
such
as
and
distortion of the evidenceavoided.
The first objective of this study has therefore been to establish the different elements
which comprise the mosaic which is medieval pilgrimage, beginning with an
examination of the origins and early development of Christian pilgrimage. There are
four chief elements to be considered in such a survey: the theology and practice of
in
in
life
Old
Testament,
the
pilgrimage
revealed the
the emphasison the pilgrimage of
New Testament,the influence of pagan religion and the debateswithin the Early Church
holy
development
by
the
the
of
the rapid growth of the cult of
saints and
prompted

7Constable(1976)examinesthepracticalandspiritualargumentsagainstparticipationin pilgrimage
debates.
Ages,
in
Middle
forward
the
reflect
earlier
of
many
which
which wereput
information
8 Criticshavemainly depended
it
Sumption
(1975)
though
containsmuchvaluable
which
on
cgs
does
the
the
context
of
multiple
wider
address
not
aboutplacepilgrimage

of pilgrimage

currentin medievalspirituality.
9 SeeChapterIX: LA belowon the applicationof thework of Victor Turnerto the CanterburyTales.
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places. Not only can these elements be observed interacting with one another; they can
also be seento exercise considerable influence on medieval writers. The creative force
of Old Testamentmodels of exile, wandering and sojourning can be clearly observed in
Old and Middle English treatments of the stories of Adam, Cain and Satan, Abraham
10
and the people of Israel. The samethemes were foundational to the concept of life as
is
features
in
New
Testament
the
pilgrimage which
and patristic writings" and
strongly
subsequently explored in many medieval texts. What I term `life pilgrimage' can be
12
detachment
from
seen to comprise a
worldly values, a commitment to moral
homeland,
heavenly
heartfelt
desire
the
characteristics
to
obedience13and a
reach
appropriate to those who know themselves to be strangersand pilgrims in the world.
The city of Jerusalem,portrayed in the Psalms as the place where God dwelt and in the
New Testament as the location of Christ's death and resurrection, is seen to be the
in
the
heavenly
Revelation,
those
Book
the
antetype of
engaged
all
city of the
where
of
'4
life
home.
find
pilgrimage of
their true
will eventually
This emphasison life as pilgrimage which dominated the teaching of the Church during
the first three centuries of its existence was challenged in the fourth century, as the
newly-converted Emperor Constantine and his mother Helena set about establishing
Palestine as a Holy Land, with Jerusalem,the city formerly scorned by Christians," at
its heart. The development of Christian holy places, together with the parallel (and
16
closely-related) growth of the cult of relics, aroused considerable resistance as

10SeeChapter V.
" SeeChapter II.
12 SeeHebrews 11

13As advocatedin I Peter2.11.
" SeeChapterM.
's SeeChapterIII.
16SeeChapterIV.
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profound theological questions were raised. If some places were considered especially
holy, then other places must be less so. Could it really be claimed that an omnipresent
God was more accessible in Jerusalem or Bethlehem than anywhere else?17 Was a
journey to a holy place, what I term `place pilgrimage,' a deeply-rewarding spiritual
experienceor a waste of time and money? Was the cult of the saints an aid to piety or a
dangerousdistraction from the worship of God? The questionswere fundamental - and
(a fact which is of prime importance for this study), they were in the final analysis
incapable of resolution. There were, it seems,different kinds of spiritual journeys and
few, if any, could reconcile their differing demands. These tensions, dating from the
be
identical
days
to
holy
Christian
to
those
which are
earliest
of
places, are
pilgrimage to
observed in Middle English literature. Moreover, I believe that there are particular
parallels between these two contexts. Although the difficulties inherent in reconciling
different understandings of pilgrimage never completely disappear during the
intervening centuries, it is neverthelessfair to say that they assumea fresh vigour and
18
in
England
Reformation.
relevance
on the eve of the
A related development, which raised equally pertinent questions for the later Middle
Ages, was the emergenceof monasticism as a specialisedform of the pilgrimage of life:
the abandonmentof worldly pleasuresin order to seekthe presenceof God on earth and
citizenship of the Jerusalem on high. The notion of the monastic calling as a form of
19
is
firmly
literature.
The early characteristicsof
voluntary exile
stampedupon medieval
the monastic movement, such as the desire to withdraw from this world in order to seek
the next, the literal migration to the desert, which later becamethe spiritual inspiration
for Celtic peregrini and the anchorites of medieval England, the emphasis on inner

" SeeChapter IIL 2.

18SeePartIII, Introductionon Lollard oppositionto pilgrimage.
19 See Chapter x
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growth which characterisedthe solitaries and early coenobites of the Egyptian desert
and Judeanwilderness and later developed into fully-fledged mysticism - all these can
be seen to undergird the spirituality of the English Church from the seventh century
onwards. Yet, as with place pilgrimage, these forms of what I have designated`interior
pilgrimage' were not immune from controversy. Not only do Langland and Chaucer
satirise the out-working of the monastic ideal in their own times but the development of
lay piety in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries also calls into question the whole
necessity of complete withdrawal from the world. Hilton's Mixed Life (written c. 1370)
seeksto combine attributes of the active and contemplative lives, and Margery Kempe, a
would-be contemplative determined to stay on the move, exemplifies the tensions
involved in seeking to combine interior and place-pilgrimage.
The second aim of this study has been to trace the manner in which these multiple
interpretations of pilgrimage were incorporated into the spirituality of the Anglo-Saxon
Church and to examine their influence upon Old English literature. It is broadly true to
say that the two traditions of spirituality which shapedthe English Church, the Celtic
and the Roman, also represented two different modes of pilgrimage. Both were
committed to moral and interior aspectsof the pilgrimage of life; both practised forms of
place pilgrimage. In the Celtic Church however, the practice of peregrinatio pro amore
dei emphasisedthe leaving of one's home and community, following the model of
Abraham, who `went out, not knowing whither he went' (Hebrews, 11.8). Place
pilgrimage in the Roman Church was also an expression of voluntary (if often
temporary) exile20but was more clearly linked with going to a particular place, often
Rome itself and included a wider range of motives such as the acquisition of knowledge
or relics. Despite the readinesswith which both interpretations of place pilgrimage were
in
Old
by
it
dominant
Church,
Anglo-Saxon
true
theme
that
the
the
adopted
remains

20For exampleBenedictBiscopandWilfrid SeeChapterVI.
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English poetry and prose is that of life as pilgrimage. Working from the principle,
derived from my study of biblical and patristic writings, that life pilgrimage is not a
single idea but a cluster of related concepts, I have re-examined a number of Old
English poems, setting them against the understandings of pilgrimage displayed in
homilies, hagiographiesand other texts produced in Anglo-Saxon England.
The third section of this study is devoted to examining the ways in which selected
medieval texts employ concepts of pilgrimage. As in Old English literature, so in the
writings of Middle English authors, the theme of the pilgrimage of life is surprisingly
dominant. My survey of the historical and theological heritage of medieval writers
indicates that within the general concept of life as pilgrimage there are three main
strands:

i.

Interior Pilgrimage, which roughly corresponds to the Contemplative
Life and includes monasticism, anchoritism, meditation and mysticism.

ii.

Moral Pilgrimage, which corresponds to the Active Life, manifesting
itself in a life of daily obedienceto God in the place of one's everyday
calling and a commitment to avoid, in particular, the pitfalls of the Seven
Deadly Sins.

iii.

Place Pilgrimage, which includesjourneying to saints' shrinesor other
holy places to secure forgiveness for specific sins or more general

indulgences,to seekhealingand other materialbenefits,to learn and to
expressdevotion.

There is also an observable oscillation between emphasis on a relationship with God

21 1 am indebted to the work of Gardiner (1971) and Smithers (1957), in developinga clearer
understandingof the pilgrimage concept. SeeChapter I. C.
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which is independent of place, and a desire to establish holy places where the presence
of God may be experienced in a particular fashion. This process is discernible in both
Jewish pilgrimage, as the Exodus experience is followed by the establishment of
Jerusalem as the place where God dwells, and in Christian pilgrimage, as from the
fourth century onwards an emphasison being pilgrims and strangersin daily living is
modified by the rapid growth of place pilgrimage. Neither of these shifts is absolute and
a degreeof fluidity remains throughout. What is significant for medieval literature is the
tendency throughout the Christian centuries for the life pilgrimage model to be, at least
in part, subverted by the practice of place pilgrimage, and the countervailing tendency
for it to be strengthenedby an emphasis on moral pilgrimage and interior pilgrimage.
Thus, as has already been indicated, it is crucial that the varying importance attachedby
Middle English writers to these different models of pilgrimage should be assessedin the
context of an ongoing pilgrimage debate. This study seeks to demonstrate that the
tensions and contradictions apparent in the use of the pilgrimage motif in Middle
English literature are not primarily attributable to the idiosyncrasy, heterodoxy or
originality of individual writers22 but to factors which have always threatened the
precarious harmony between moral, interior and place pilgrimage.23Recognition of this
fact, together with a clearer understanding the
different
in
these
modes
manner which
of
of pilgrimage both combine and conflict with one another, offers the opportunity to
reassessthe use of the pilgrimage motif in key Middle English texts and to suggestnew
approaches to particular problems of interpretation, such as the relevance of the
Parson's Tale and the apparently contradictory attitudes to pilgrimage manifested in
Piers Plowman. Since it is clearly impossible within the scopeof this thesis to cover all
the texts which could be relevant to a survey of this kind, I have therefore selectedfor
discussion texts which are central to the canon, which date from the late-fourteenth and

' Simpson
(1990).
23 SeeChapterIII, Conclusion.
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early-fifteenth centuries, which were originally written in English24and which contain
25
image
substantial unresolved problems connected with the
of pilgrimage. These texts
are Piers Plowman, the Canterbury Tales, Pearl, a selection of anchoritic and mystical
writings and the Book of Margery Kempe. Since each of thesetexts in itself representsa
vast field of scholarly endeavourI have further refined my task by focusing on a number
of areas in which the historical and theological perspectives which I have identified
offer a key to interpretation and elucidation. These areasare the tensions between life
pilgrimage and place pilgrimage and in particular the conflict between stability and
mobility, the deeply-rooted connection between life pilgrimage, the sacrament of
Penance and the Seven Deadly Sins, the relationship between person and place, the
26
idea
desert,
the
positive and negative symbolism of the
of pilgrimage as a seriesof
and
concentric or interlocking circles holding together moral pilgrimage, interior pilgrimage
and place pilgrimage within the overarching image of the pilgrimage of life. The final
chapter offers an overview of the use of literal and metaphorical pilgrimage within
Middle English literature through a detailed examination of one of its most frequentlyoccurring motifs: the journey to Jerusalem. Whilst this approach clearly leaves vast
areas of territory uncharted, I believe it is essential to take a broad view of the
pilgrimage motif in medieval literature if its major elementsare to be understoodand its
complexity and richnessare to be appreciated.

24This necessarily
excludes devoting more than passing attention to the Pilgrimage of the Lyfe of the
Manhode, the anonymous fifteenth-century Middle English prose translation of de Deguileville's Le
Feten nage de la vie humaine.

uI havefor thesereasonslargelyignoredthetwelfth-centuryLatin pilgrim playswhichhavebeentreated
at lengthby Gardiner(1971).
26In the introductionto his studyof the wildernessin Christianthought,GeorgeWilliams states:`We shall
find that in thepositivesensethe wildernessor desertwill be interpretedvariouslyasa placeof protection,
be
in
its
find
We
the
that
will
sense
wilderness
negative
shall
a place of contemplativeretreat ...
interpretedastheworld of theunredeemed,
asthe wasteland'Williams (1962),5.
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PART I

THE ORIGINS AND EARLY DEVELOPMENT
OF CHRISTIAN PILGRIMAGE

The Law of Moses required all who desired to be holy to speed from all
directions to one definite place; but, I, giving freedom to all, teach men not to
look for God in a corner of the earth, nor in mountains, nor in temples made
hands,
but that each should worship and adore him at home.
with

Eusebius(d. c. 342)'
O you who fear the Lord, praise Him in the places where you now are. Change
of place does not effect any drawing nearer unto God.
Gregory of Nyssa (c. 330-c. 395)2

Othersonly hearbut we both seeandtouch.
Cyril of Jerusalem(c. 320-?386)3

What are God's first words to Abraham?"Get thee out of thy countryandfrom
1Dem. Ev. 1.6.40,
cited Walker (1990), 73. The quotations with which this section opens illustrate the
shift in Christian attitudes towards place pilgrimage which (together with the resulting controversy)
emerges during the fourth century AD. Due to limitations of space, quotations from patristic writers
are given in translation only unless the vocabulary and phrasing of the original are of particular
significance.

2 Gregoryof Nyssa, Epistle 2.
3 Cyril of Jerusalem,Catech. 13.22. Cyril, as Bishop of Jerusalem,had
a vested interest in the
promotionof the ideaof the `Holy City.' SeeWalker (1990).
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Can we supposea Christian's
thy kindred unto a land that I will show thee"
...
The Briton
education complete who has not visited the Christian Athens?
...
`sunderedfrom our world, ' no sooner makes progress in religion than he leaves
the setting sun in quest of a spot [Jerusalem] of which he knows only through
Scripture and common report.
Jerome (330/347-420)4

Introduction: the evolution of pilgrimage
The history of Christian pilgrimage is in many ways akin to the life-story of a great
river; its primary source can be identified with comparative ease but that is very far
from being the whole story. There are other smaller tributaries to be identified and the
very passageof the river through different types of terrain results in the collection and
subsequent deposition of local material along the way. Neither the river nor the
countryside through which it passes remains the same. In the same way Christian
pilgrimage owes its character not only to the writings of the Old and New Testament
but also to the practice of polytheistic
Christian
development
the
the
cult
of
religions,
of the saints, the deliberate strategy of a converted Roman Emperor and the instinctive
desire of many unsophisticated believers to feel themselvesliterally `in touch' with God
and His saints.

Inevitably this process of growth and syncretismproduced a number of built-in tensions
with which Christian thinkers continued to grapple over the centuries, as the church
spread and encountered fresh cultures. As the quotations with which this section opens
illustrate, the fourth century AD saw the emergenceof conflicting attitudes towards the
practice of place pilgrimage, attitudes which the Church did not find easy to reconcile.
4 Jerome, Letter 46.2,9,10.
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Was pilgrimage to be understood as a metaphor for the whole of life, an inward
spiritual journey or a literal visit to a geographical site, whether near or far away?
Were there in fact `holy places', where particular blessingswere to be obtained, or was
God equally accessibleto believers wherever they might be? Was the actual process of
travelling meritorious, unnecessary,or even dangerous? Would a visit to the earthly
Jerusalem be of value in gaining accessto the heavenly city? Should Christians seek
material benefits such as physical healing from the intervention of the saints or fix their
eyes solely upon eternal rewards, despisingearthly suffering?

Such questions surface again and again in the writings of theologians and in attempts to
reform and guide popular religion. Most importantly for the purposes of this study,
they were still largely unresolved by the period which saw the production of the
Ancrene Wisse, the writings of the mystics, Piers Plowman, the Canterbury Tales and
Pearl. Pilgrimage to holy places was one of the practices attacked by the followers of
5
John Wyclif, precisely because its multi-faceted nature made it so vulnerable to
misinterpretation and abuse. An examination of the theological and historical
development of pilgrimage is therefore vital, because it is in the complex origins of
pilgrimage that an explanation of the rich diversity and frequent contradictions
observablein the use of the pilgrimage motif in Middle English literature is to be found.

5 See Chapters VIII

and IX.
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CHAPTER I

THE THEOLOGY AND PRACTICE OF PILGRIMAGE
IN THE BIBLE

Pu scealt oderne edel secean,

wynleasranwic, andon wrac hweorfan
nacodniedwxdla, neorxnawanges
dugeoum bedxled

(Genesis,927-30)6

I have made my vows to the Lord
leaving, like Abraham, my kinsfolk and my
...
7
father's house.
frill)
Wi
(Eddius Stephanus,Life of

Bi is wildernessewendeure Lauerdesfolc asexodeteleötoward
to eadii lond of ierusalem Ant 3emineleouesustrennwendeö
...
bi pe ilke wei toward to heheierusalem
(Ancrene Wisse,IV)'

1. THE OLD TESTAMENT

AND
LAND
EXILE
PROMISED
-

The biblical view of the history of mankind, inherited9by medieval writers and

6Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records (my italics).
7 Life

of 1 frid, Chapter 4 in Age of Bede.

8Ancrene Wisse(ed.Tolkien), 101/16-18.
9 Since the
object of this study is to examine the influence of biblical ideas on Middle English
literature it is not my intention to discuss issues which properly belong to Old Testament scholarship,
such as the literary origins of the text. My concern is with the biblical text as transmitted to the

medieval church; quotationsfrom the Bible are therefore taken from the Vulgate and the Douay
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theologians, is essentially a tale of tragic loss and renewed hope, of dispossessionand
the quest for restoration. The Old Testament provides a world-view which not only
explains the present plight of humanity but offers the possibility of change. A clear set
of causal relationships is establishedthrough the individual narratives contained within
the Book of Genesis: disobedience and rebellion result in exile from God's presence
and exposure to the rigours of a fallen world: repentanceand submissionto God's will
are the only route to restoration. This pattern is taken up and expanded in the New
Testament where participation in the salvation won by Christ on the Cross is often
10
journey,
modelled as a
a process of following the Saviour through an alien and often
hostile world in an attitude of constant penitence and obedience. The Bible, therefore,
can be seento promote a general understanding of life as exile and salvation asjourney.
In addition, the Bible, as received by the medieval Church, offered a complex network
internal
of
referencing and allegorical interpretation as Old Testament characters and
events were given new significance within the doctrinal framework of the New
Covenant. Through this process and the subsequentlabours of patristic and medieval
commentators, a number of key figures and events in both the Old and New
Testamentswere identified as particularly striking examplesof rebellion and obedience.
The prominence given to their individual stories reinforced the general messageof the
scriptures as they were presented as warnings and examplesfor those who came after
them. It is some of these figures and events, those of particular relevance to medieval
English texts, which I wish to examine.

translation,as theseare closestto the textswith which medievalwriters would havebeenfamiliar.
10For example John 14:6: `Ego sum
via (I am the Way)' and Mark 8:34: `Si quis vult post me sequi

denegetse ipsum et tollat crucem suam et sequaturme (If any man will follow me, let him deny
himself and take up his crossand follow me).'
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A. Satan
In medievalchronology,though not in the biblical narrative," the first story is that of
Lucifer or Satan,whose fall from grace was attributed to his excessivepride in his
God-givenbeautyandhis overweeningambitionto supplantGod himself
quomodocecidistide caelolucifer qui maneoriebaris...
qui dicebasin cordetuo
in caelum conscendamsuper astra Dei exaltabo solium meum...
ero similis Altissimo
verumtamen ad infernum detraheris in profundum laci

How art thou fallenfrom heaven,o Lucifer, who didst risein the morning?
And thou saidstin thy heart:I will ascendinto heaven.
I will exalt my throne above the stars of God...

I will be like the mostHigh...
But yet thou shaltbe broughtdown to hell, into the depthof the pit.
(Isaiah 14:12,13,14,15)

Satan's expulsion from heavenwas viewed by medieval
writers not only as a supreme
example of the horrors of exile but as an event which loosed a malignant, vengeful
force upon the world, intent upon ensuring that humankind should share the same
12
miserableplight.

"1 The story

of Lucifer and the fallen angelswas piecedtogetherby the Fathersof the Church from

scattered biblical allusions (including Isaiah 14:12-15 and Revelation 12:7-9)). Lucifer (`lightbearer')
became Satan (`adversary').
12See Chapter V. 1. A. i.

Pilgrimswere they all? 6

B. Adam and Eve
In the early chapters of the Book of Genesisthe story of Creation is followed all too
swiftly by the account of the Fall. Adam and Eve, the parents of the human race, having
been persuadedto defy God's command by the treacherous serpent, forfeit the joys of
the earthly Paradise and are sent into exile. Their descendantsare shown inheriting a
world still beautiful but now haunted by the inevitability of death and decay.

maledicta terra in opere tuo...
spinaset tribulos germinabit tibi...
in sudore vultus tui vesceris pane donee
revertaris in terrain de qua sumptus es ...
emisit eum Dominus Deus de paradiso voluptatis...
eiecitque Adam et conlocavit ante paradism voluptatis
cherubin et flammeum gladium atque versaitlem
ad custiodendamviam ligni vitae

Cursedis the earthin thy work

...
Thornsandthistlesshallit bring forth to thee...
In the sweatof thy brow shaltthou eatbreadtill
thou return to the earthout of which thou wast taken...
And the Lord God sent him out of the Paradiseof pleasure...
And he cast out Adam; and placed before the paradiseof pleasure
Cherubims, and a flaming sword, turning every way,

to keepthe way of the tree of life.
(Genesis3: 17,18,19,23,24)

This imageof exile from the presenceof God and deprivationof eternallife is one of
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the most powerful in the Judaeo-Christian tradition, overshadowing the whole history
of humankind and forming the backdrop to the drama of redemption and the long
journey towards restoration.13Medieval tradition asserted the continued existence of
the Earthly Paradise14but even if it were to be discovered, the way was known to be
barred: there could be no return for the descendantsof Adam, tainted as they were by
original sin. Their hope lay elsewhere.

C. Cain
The second act of the human tragedy played out in these early chapters of Genesis
beings
from
human
distance
it
Eve
does
Adam
that
the
makes clear
and
not only
sin of
God but that the sinful tendencies which their offspring inherit also distance human
beings from one another." Cain's murder of Abel produces a new punishment which
from
been
have
be
described
`internal
beings
'
Human
exiled
could
as
as a group
exile.
the presence of God; now Cain and others who commit particularly heinous crimes16
are to suffer exile within exile, banishedfrom home and kindred.

vagus et profugus eris super terram

a fugitive anda vagabondshaltthou be uponthe earth
(Genesis4: 12)

13SeeLadner (1967)
and Gardiner (1971).

14SeePearsalland Salter(1973),ChapterIII and ChapterX on Pearl below.
is `Whenthe first coupleeat from the tree of the knowledgeof goodand evil they become,not divine
by
is
humanity
from
True
human.
had
but
that
an
truly
point
on
characterized
the
as
serpent
promised,
alienationfrom other humans,from the natural world andfrom God.' Gunnand Fewell (1993), 110.
16It is significant that in the Old English poemBeowulf Grendelis identified asbelongingto the seed
of Cain. SeeChapterV: 1. A. i.
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The stories of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel are foundational to the perceived spiritual
dilemma which runs throughout the biblical narrative. Humankind's alienation from
God results in a dual tension; human beings are in the world but not of it; condemned
to live in an environment which is not their true home. Cut off from God as a result of
"
is
depicted
doubly
sin, man
as
an alien and a stranger: at home neither in a fallen
world

Incola ego sumin terra non abscondas
a me mandatatua.
I am a sojourneron the earth:hide not thy commandments
from me.
(Psalm 118:18)
in
nor the company of God:

Peregrini enim sumus coram to et advenaesicut omnes patres nostri

For we are sojournersbeforethee,andstrangersaswere all our fathers.
(1 Chronicles29:15)
Choices constantly face those who would restore their relationship with God:
obedience means not only a rejection of sin but also a willingness to detach oneself
from earthly ties. This requirement for a radical shift in allegiance and perspective is
" This dual
alienation is echoed in 2 Corinthians 5:6 in which the apostle Paul declares that 'while we
are present in the body we are absent from the Lord, a phrase which the Vulgate renders as
peregrinamur a Domino. An Old English homily comments: `Cwaö se apostel be Ban, sanctus Paul:
Dum sumus in corpore peregrinamur a Domino, swa lange swa we bio6 an byssum deadlicum life 7 on
pyssum mennis[c]am gecynde swa lange we biob elöeodige fram ussum dryhtne. ' Vercelli Homilies,
XIV. 23-26.
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exemplified in the stories of Abraham and the exodus of the people of Israel from
is
Egypt.

D. Abraham the sojourner'9
Significantly, the Old Testament narrative, in the form familiar to medieval writers,
identifies the first step towards the establishmentof a distinctive people of God with a
command to undertake a journey into the unknown with God. The book of Genesis
statesthat Abraham, a figure of profound importance to both Jews and Christians, was
called to leave his home and go out in searchof another land, promised by God but as
yet unspecified.

dixit autem Dominus ad Abram
egrederede terra tua et de cognatione tua

...

in terram quam monstrabo tibi

And the Lord saidto Abram:
Go forth out of thy country,andfrom thy kindred,

18These
motifs occur often in Old and Middle English literature. See for example the Old English
Exodus (Chapter V below), the use of Abraham as an example by exponents of both Celtic and Roman
forms of place pilgrimage (Chapter VI below), and the journey to the Promised Land as a model of the
anchoritic life in Ancrene Wisse(Chapter X below).

19The identification Abraham
of
as a `sojourner' in both the Old and New Testamentssuppliesan
important elementin the subsequentunderstandingof pilgrimage. The Hebrewgur, translatedin the
New Testamentas 7t11COS,residentalien, carriesthe connotationof a foreigner, someonemaking a
stayin a countrynot his own; whereas`nomad'is usedof thosewho movefrom placeto place,usually
within a prescribedarea,in searchof pasture.SeeBarclay(1964),284
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20
into
land
I
the
and come
which shall shew thee.
(Genesis 12:1)

Abraham's semi-nomadic way of life as presented in Genesis, is literally that of a
sojourner (Hebrew gur), as he moves from place to place to pasture his flocks. The
Promised Land, which it is said will stretch `from the river of Egypt even to the great
river Euphrates' (Genesis 15:18), is subsequentlydescribed as `terram peregrinations
tuae, the land of your sojournment' (Genesis 17:8). Moving around the land which his
descendants will one day colonise, Abraham remains a stranger rather than a
conqueror. When, following the death of Sarah at Hebron, he tells the Hittites:

Advena sum et peregrinus21apud vos.
I am an alien and stranger among you.
(Genesis23:4)

he is stating a simple fact. Yet, at
a spiritual level, Abraham is also a prototype pilgrim
who has been willing to leave his home in search of the place to which God is calling
him and to sacrifice short-term benefits for long-term
in
is
This
the
way which
rewards.
Abraham's actions were later interpreted by the Christian Church. St John Chrysostom
(c. 347-407) in his Homilies on Genesis,
commented:

Let us in turn imitate this and go forth from the affairs of the present life with
enthusiasm and relish, and travel to heaven. It is possible, you see, if we are
20Henry Carsecomments:`It is interestingthat the PromisedLand

...

is not designatedas `holy' in

Genesis.For Abraham, the sanctity of the way lies in the hearing and in the responseof the traveler. '
Carse (1994), 17.
21LXX
renders this 7t6,mucoq xaa EapemSepoq,terms picked up again by the New Testament writers.

Seesection2.C below.
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willing, to take the road for that goal while still living here when we perform
deeds worthy of heaven,'2 when we are not caught up in the affairs of the
world, when instead of chasing after the empty glory of this life we rather scorn
it and devote ourselvesto longing after that true and everlastingglory. ''
Abraham's daily journeying with God, together with his willingness to sacrifice his only
24
son, made him an exemplar of faith and obedience not only for Jews but also for
Christians. His life story, together with that of the other patriarchs, was crafted by New
Testament and patristic writers into a continuing metaphor of the spiritual life. The
writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews, in a passage fundamental to the ongoing
development of the pilgrimage motif, interprets the experienceof these Old Testament
figures as models for all Christians to follow:
fide qui vocatur Abraham
oboedivit in locum exire quem accepturuserat in hereditatem
et exiit nesciensquo iret...
iuxta fidem defuncti sunt omnes isti

non acceptosrepromissionibus

sed a longe eas aspicienteset saluntantes

et confitentesquia peregriniet hospitessunt supraterram
By faith he that is calledAbraham,
obeyedto go out into a placewhich he wasto receivefor an inheritance:
and he went out not knowing whither he went.
22Chrysostom
makesit clear that living as a citizen of heavenhasstrongovertonesof moral obedience
for those engagedin the pilgrimage of life, a theme developedby both Langland and Chaucer.See
ChapterIX: 2.A below.
23Chrysostom, Homilies
on Genesis, 37.14.
24Genesis 22.
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All thesedied accordingto faith, not havingreceivedthe promises,
but beholdingthemafar off and salutingthem
andconfessingthat they are pilgrimsandstrangerson the earth.
(Hebrews 11:8,13)

Henry Carse points out that this passage,`the most explicit paeanto Abraham's faith in
the Christian scriptures,'

puts all the emphasis on the original journey-in-faith of Abraham... Neither
[the testing of Abraham through the sacrifice of Isaac] nor circumcision
is
...
the reason for God's blessing on the People of Abraham. That blessing comes
precisely because `they acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on
In short, Abraham's descendants, both
earth ... seeking a homeland'
...
physical and spiritual, are seen primarily as a Pilgrim People; this is the essence
25
faith.
of their

Abraham, the epitome of faith, appearsfrequently in Middle English texts such as Piers
Plowman26 and the religious drama.27 Abraham the prototype pilgrim is evoked by
representativesof both Roman and Celtic spirituality to justify their particular forms of
place pilgrimage. Thus Eddius Stephanus, biographer of St Wilfrid (634-709), a
powerful figure within the developing English Church, writes that the saint refused to
be deflected from a pilgrimage to Rome, declaring:

25Carse (1994), 18-9.
26Compare Piers Plowman: `thane
wette I with a man ... and Abraham he highte' ... "I am Feith, "
quod that freke' (XVI. 172,173,176).

27Seefor examplethe BromeSacrifice
oflsaac and the ChesterAbrahamandIsaac.
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I have made my vows to the Lord

leaving, like Abraham, my kinsfolk and my
...

father's house to visit the Apostolic See28

while a tenth-century Irish writer explains the motivation of the Celtic peregrini in very
similar terms:

Now the good counsel which God enjoined here on the father of the faithful is

incumbent on all the faithful; that is to leavetheir countryandtheir land, their
...
wealth and their worldly delight for the sake of the Lord of the Elements, and to
2'
into
in
imitation
him.
go
perfect pilgrimage
of

E. Through the Wilderness to the Promised Land
The account of the history of the people of Israel provided by the remaining books of
the Pentateuch continues the pilgrim motif. The descendantsof Abraham are forced to
`sojourn' as slaves in Egypt and their
leadership
deliverance
the
of
under
eventual
Moses is followed by a prolonged period in the
is
presented as a
wilderness, which
30
place of testing. It is also, however, a place where they experience God's presence,
symbolised by the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night, and learn God's
commandments.This positive view of the desert is seen in retrospective comments in
the prophetic books of the Old Testament:

ego lactaboeamet ducameamin solitudinem
28Life
of Wilfrid, Chapter 4 in Age of Bede.

29Old Irish Life St Columba.Cited Henry (1966),30.
of
30Christ's forty days fasting,
of
prayer and overcoming temptation in the Judean wilderness (Luke 4)

werethoughtof as analogousto the forty yearsspentby the peopleof Israel in the desertsof the Sinai.
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et loquar ad cor eius ...
iuxta dies anscensionissuaede terra Aegypti

I will allureher andwill leadher into the wilderness:
and I will speak to her heart
...
according to the days of her coming up out of the land of Egypt
(Hosea 2: 14-15).

This perspective also lies behind the identification of the wilderness as a place of
spiritual growth which is evident in the Desert Fathers of the fourth century, the Celtic
31
in
later
Ages
England. George
Middle
peregrini and the anchorites and mystics of the
Williams finds in the Old Testament

four concepts or motifs, which we shall find recurring in various combinations
throughout post-biblical history: (a) the wilderness as a moral waste but a
potential paradise, (b) the wilderness as a place of testing or even punishment,
(c) the wilderness as the experience or occasion of nuptial (covenantal) bliss,
and (d) the wilderness as a place of refuge (protection) or contemplation
(renewal).32

31 See for

example Ancrene Wisse (ed. Tolkien) IV, 101/10: `Wildernesse is anlich lif of ancre

wununge'. See Chapters II, VI and X below.
32Williams (1962), 18. Interestingly, in
recounting the darker side of the wilderness topos, Williams
notes that `for the indigenous Canaanites the desert was peopled with dragons, demons and monsters
of the night. And the Hebrews, settled in their midst, inevitably assimilated some of the native
mythology and cultus ... there were ... the howling dragon and monster (tan, tannin), the winged
female night monster (lilith), which entered Hebrew demonology during the Babylonian exile. ' This
view of the wilderness as the abode of such dark forces is echoed in the Lives of the Desert Fathers,
who went out into the desert to do battle with demons who frequently appearedin the form of monsters
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The journey of the Israelites, like that of Abraham, is measuredin spiritual growth, not
merely in geographical progress. Indeed only those who meet God's requirements of
faith and obedience are allowed to enter the Promised Land; the remainder die in the
wilderness. The centrality of obedience (the reversal, in effect, of the sin of Adam and
Eve) is marked by the warning that even when they have reachedCanaan,securetenure
will remain conditional upon submission to God's commandments: rebellion or
apostasywill bring defeat by their enemiesand even the prospect of exile.

nisi custoderis et feceris omnia verba leges huius

...
et timueris nomen eius gloriosum et terribile hoc est Dominum Deum tuum...
sicut ante laetatus est Dominus super vos bene vobis faciensvosque
multiplicans
sic laetabitur disperdensvos atque subvertens

ut auferaminide terra ad quarr ingredierispossidendam
If thou wilt not keep,andfulfil all the words of this law
andfear his glorious andterrible name:that is the Lord thy God...
as the Lord rejoiced upon you before doing good to you, and multiplying you
so he shall rejoice destroying and bringing you to nought, so that

you shallbe takenawayfrom the landwhich thou shaltgo in to possess.
(Deuteronomy 28:58,63)

It is madeclear that it is not enoughto travel physicallytowards the PromisedLand;

(as in the Life of St Anthony). In Anglo-SaxonEngland the fens seemto have functioned as an
equivalentto the desert.St Guthlacwrestledwith demonicmonsterson his island near Crowlandand
in Beowulfthe monsterGrendelis also saidto be a fen-dweller.SeeChapterV.
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is
what
required of the people of God is a spiritual journey worked out in a life of
ongoing obedience and moral transformation. It is also clear that the concept of dual
alienation, evident in the Psalms cited earlier, is fundamental to the identity of the
Israelites. The covenant with God entered into by the people of Israel offered the
possibility of resolving the alienation from God brought about by the Fall but also
implied a further alienation, this time from those who worshipped the deos aliens,
strange gods, forbidden in Exodus 20:3. Followers of the true God were not to
integrate with the followers of the Baalim, the indigenous gods of the land of Canaan.33
When, as frequently happened,the Israelites strayed and betrayed their special status,
judgement loomed and true penitence was required to bring about restoration. The
prophetic books are full of warnings of the dangers of disobedience and presuming
upon the privileges bestowed by God upon his people.
It would be hard to exaggerate the importance of the Exodus motif in Christian
thought. The long journey through the wilderness towards the Promised Land was
interpreted by theologians, preachers and
Christian
the
writers alike, as a paradigm of
journey through a fallen world towards the heavenly homeland,34a view which strongly
36
Old
English
Exodus3Sand undergirds much later medieval spirituality.
colours the

33There
was inevitably some degree of syncretism. See Chapter III: I. A.
34 ,It is
a fact that the entire history of the Hebrew people, and in particular its wanderings,
symbolized the march of the Church towards the heavenly Jerusalem which is the true Promised
Land' Leclercq (1982), 133.

35SeeChapterV. 1.Aii. below.
36 See for

example Chaucer's Balade de Bon Conseyl: `Her is non hoom, her nis but wildernesse'

Riverside Chaucer.
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F. Pilgrimage within the land
The Exodus is commemorated within the Jewish faith in the three great pilgrimage
festivals: Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. Ironically, these celebrations of the
experience of being God's people on the move came to be celebrated in a fixed spot:
the city of Jerusalem.For with the gradual establishmentof the people of Israel in the
Promised Land came also the development of place pilgrimage. The Book of Psalms,
37
deeply
so
woven into the spirituality of the medieval church, reflects the extent to
his
between
God
Jerusalem
became38
the
and
which
relationship
a unique symbol of
God's
in
It
Covenant
Jerusalem
Ark
the
that
the
symbol
of
people. was
rested as a
of
presenceand it was to Jerusalemthat pilgrims made their way to worship. The Psalms
of Ascent (119-133 [120-134]), reflect the emotions with which pilgrims travelled to
the city of David, now also the city of God, to worship, to offer sacrifices, to petition
and to give thanks. Psalm 119 [120] expressesthe longings of one living among an
alien people:

heumihi quia incolatusmeusprolongatusest
habitavicum habitationibusCedar
multumincolafait animamea
Woe is me, that my sojourning is prolonged!
I have dwelt with the inhabitants of Cedar

37SeeChapterVII: 5.
38For the processby which Jerusalemachievedthis statusseeChapterIII: 1. A.
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39
hath
long
been
my soul
a sojourner.
(Psalm 119 [120]: 5,6)

Psalm83 [84] describesan intenselyemotional40
responseto the placewhere God is
believedto dwell:
Quam dilecta tabernaculatua Domine exercituum

desideratet defecitanimameain atria Domini
cor meumest taro mealaudabuntDeumviventem
How lovely arethy tabernacles,0 Lord of hosts!
My soul longeth and fainteth for the courts of the Lord.

My heartandmy fleshhaverejoicedin the living God.
(Psalm 83 [84]: 1)

Later the psalm speaksof the blessingsand trials of pilgrims and the senseof
anticipationthat God will revealhimselfto themin the placewhich he haschosen.
benedictionequoqueamicieturdoctor
ibunt de fortitudine in fortitudinem
parebuntapudDeumin Sion
39St Jerome comments in his Homilies, On the Psalms, 41: "Woe is
me that my sojourn is prolonged! '
This is the plaint of the lover of Christ who wants nothing of the body, who is detached from the world
and longs for heaven.... `My sojourn, ' not my dwelling. `My sojourn, ' for in the present world we have
no lasting dwelling place; we are pilgrims. That is why the apostle says: `as strangers and pilgrims' (I
Peter 2: 11). Seealso Gregory the Great, Morals on the Book ofJob, XVIR, 48.
40It is useful to
compare this intense expression of devotional fervour with the responsesof medieval
Christian pilgrims such as Margery Kempe and the companions of Felix Fabri. See Chapter XI below.
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For the lawgiver shallgive a blessing;
they shallgo from virtue to virtue: the God of godsshallbe seenin Sion.
(Psalm 83 [84]: 8)

Jews who were subsequently deported to other countries or migrated for economic
in
land,
be
bound
loyalty
to
the
to
and to Jerusalemin
affection and
reasons continued
particular, by the ongoing observanceof this pilgrimage.

It can be seen from this brief survey that the Old Testament narrative furnishes the
concept of pilgrimage with several strands of significance. The Fall of Man and the
subsequent exile of Adam, Eve and their descendants place human beings in an
imperfect, insecure world in which the transience of human life and achievement
contrasts sharply with the eternal verity of God's word:

omniscaro faenumet omnisgloria eiusquasiflos agri...
verefaenumest populus
exsiccatumestfaenumceceditflos verbumautem Dei nostri stabitin aeternum.
All fleshis grass,andall the glory thereofasthe flower of the field...
Indeedthe peopleis grass.
The grass is withered and the flower is fallen: but the word of our Lord
endureth for ever.
(Isaiah 40: 6,7-8)

The life of Abraham models a perfect balance between literal and spiritual journeying:
in
he
land
Canaan,
he
in
the
to
spiritual
of
so
grows
as
seek
moves out
obedience
disobedience,
God.
Due
the Israelites who are
to
their
understanding and experienceof
delivered from Egypt experience a prolonged time of testing in the wilderness:
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geographically they are tantalisingly close to their goal; spiritually they are judged
unready to enter into the promised haven until their period of refining is complete. The
experiencesof Abraham and the events of the Exodus both model a particular kind of
pilgrimage characterised by insecurity and open-endedness, in which to journey
in
land,
is
in
itself
God.
For
the
to
those
on the other
obediently
encounter
who settled
hand, pilgrimage to Jerusalembecamea formalised religious exercisewhich focused on
41
joy
the
of arrival,
a life journey in miniature, which offered the possibility of a
significant encounter with God when the destination was reached. When exile was
experienced, the symbolic pilgrimage to the city of David acquired an enhanced
emotional and spiritual significance bound up with the identity of the people and their
place in the purposes of God. Jews might, through force of circumstances,settle away
from the land but without Jerusalemand at least the possibility of visiting the city, they
God
be
from
had
Jewish
with
a relationship
could never
complete.
shifted
spirituality
God
independent
linked
the
with a
of
to
which was
presence
of place,
one which
particular city and place of worship. Henry Carse points out evidence of uneaseabout
this development, citing 2 Samuel 7:6,7, where the author depicts God's reaction to
David's desire to build a temple in Jerusalem:

I have not dwelt in a house since the day I brought up the people of Israel from
Egypt to this day... In all places where I have moved with all the people of
house
Israel, did I speak a word
built
have
`Why
of
a
me
not
saying,
you
...
cedar?'

Carsecomments:`A tension,then, appearsin the theology of pilgrimage,evenin the

'" Henry Carsesuggeststhat `The sacrednatureof the Holy City also answeredthe humanlonging for
a socialresolutionof the lonelinessand sufferingof wandering' Carse(1994),23.
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42
foundation.
As early as the Old Testament, therefore, two
period of its scriptural
differing, and not entirely compatible, forms of pilgrimage can be discerned. There is,
however, as there is in later terminology, an etymological harmony between the two
Abraham,
left
indelible
the
sojourner,
modes of pilgrimage.
an
stamp upon the
for
the Hebrew word for pilgrimage, mager, is
of
pilgrimage
vocabulary and concept
derived from gur, the word applied so often to the patriarchs. In Jewish thought,
therefore `pilgrims are by definition "sojourners," a people en route. '43The foundation
of potential opposition between place pilgrimage and the pilgrimage of life has,
however, already been laid.

2. THE NEW TESTAMENT
AND THE HEAVENLY

THE
PILGRIMAGE
-

OF LIFE

HOME

A. Jesus the pilgrim-stranger
Much of the action of the Gospelsreflectsthe importanceof Jerusalemin the religious
and cultural life of the Jewishpeople of the early first century AD. Jesushimself is
takento Jerusalemasa babyto be presentedin the templeandhe is recordedasjoining
his parentson one the annualpilgrimagesto the city when he was twelve years old.
Later he is shown visiting the city during the great festivalsand singing the pilgrim
psalms. For all the importance of Jerusalem as a place, however, the emphasisof the
New Testament is quite clearly on spiritual rather than physical pilgrimage. Jesus, as
the incarnate Word, is presented as having voluntarily entered this world of exile in
44
bring
between
God.
He is therefore a
order to
about reconciliation
mankind and

42Carse (1994), 23-4.
43Jeffrey (1992), 255.
44John 1.1-12.
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45
fact
by
his
the peripatetic nature of
pilgrim-stranger, a
underlined
ministry. His battle
against Satan takes him into the desert, where he overcomes temptations similar to
46
defeated
Adam.
On the Emmaus road he is taken for a stranger to
those which
Jerusalem by two of his own disciples, an incident which was later given enhanced
'?
in
significance medieval pilgrim plays. When he returns to his home in heaven, it is
having opened the way for his disciples to eventually join him there. Jesus himself,
therefore, is presented as being a stranger in the world which he had created. It is
logical, therefore, that in the epistles directed to those who were seeking to follow his
example, the concept of sojourner-pilgrims should have been adopted as a fruitful
metaphor for the difficult relationship between Christians and the world in which they
lived.

B. Transience and judgement
A closely-related concept is the Christian belief in the transience of this present world.
Foundational to the teachings of Jesuswere the possibility of salvation and the certainty
of judgement. Salvation would be offered for a limited period only, then Christ would
himself return as judge (Matthew 25: 31-33). His return would be sudden (Matthew
24: 36-44) and cataclysmic (2 Peter 3: 10-13). Christians needed therefore to keep in
mind the essentialtransience48of this world and its joys. Though the beauty and glories

of the world were not denied(theyhad after all beencreatedby God), the epistleswere

45Matthew 8.20: `The Son Man has
of
nowhere to lay his head.'

46Luke 4. See Williams (1962), 23, who speaksof the `conviction that the secondAdam in the
of Adam's temptationin Paradise.'
wildernesshad reversedthe consequences
47 SeeGardiner(1971)and Holloway (1988),both of whom seethe Emmausthemeas of considerable
importance in the medieval understanding of pilgrimage.

48A theme which figures significantly in Old English poetry and prose (seePart II below) and in
Middle English texts. SeeChapterIX belowand Mogan (1969).
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unanimous in their warnings against investing in such temporary pleasures:

praeteritenimfigura huiusmundi
(1 Corinthians7:31)

the fashionof this world passethaway.
faenum
exortus est enim sol cum ardore et arefecit
et flos eins decidit

et decorvultus eiusdeperiit
ita et dives in itineribus suis marcescet

for the sun rose with a burning heat, and parched the grass;
and the flower thereof fell off, and the beauty of the shapethereof perished.
so also shall the rich man fade away in his ways.
(James 1:11)

et mundustransit et concupiscentiaeius
qui autemfacit voluntatemDei manetin aeternum
And the world passethaway,andthe concupiscence
thereof.
but he that doth the will of God, abidethfor ever.
(1 John 2: 17)

The languageusedhints at the paradoxunderlyingthe Christianperspective:it is the
The
in
is
fact
`passing
fixed,
transient,
away'.
apparently
reliable, material world which
believer, called to pursue the intangible benefits of obedience49is the one who will

49The necessityof obedienceas a mark of returning to God is the centralcharacteristicof what I term
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abide. A similar confidence is expressedin Paul's SecondLetter to the Corinthians:

We are confident,andhavea good will to be absentratherfrom the body, and
to be presentwith the Lord.
(2 Corinthians 5:8)5°

C. Pilgrims and citizens of heaven
The Letter to the Hebrews makes the point explicit. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the
writer states, sojoumedsl in tents, a symbol of impermanence,in order to inherit a city
whose solid foundations and design speak of security and permanence.
fide moratus est in terra repromissionis tamquam in aliena
in casuliS52
habitando cum Isaac et Jacob coheredibusrepromissionis eiusdem.
expectabatenim fundamenta habentemcivitatem
cuius artifex et conditor Deus

moral pilgrimage. It is constantlyreiteratedin Middle English penitentials,treatisessuchas Hilton's
Scaleof Perfectionand sermonsand is important themein Piers Plowman
an
and Chaucer'sParson's
Tale (seeChapterM.
50Walter Hilton incorporates
this text and his own application into his Mixed Life: 'Scynt Poul seil)
pat as longe as we aren in pis bodi, we are pilgrimes fro oure lord; pat is we aren absent from heuen
in pis exile. We goo bi troupe, not bi si3t; pat is we lyuen in troul)e, not in bodili feelynge' Mixed Life,
45/525-9.

51The Greek
verb 7E icv,

`to live as a residentalien, where one is not a citizen, abroad' (Kittel

(1965),V. 843) is also the word usedof Abrahamin LXX. The full force of Hebrews11:9a reads`By
faith he dwelt as a foreignerwithout rights of citizenshipin the land of the promiseasin a land not his
own.' Wuerst(1947),202.
52In
casulis, translates Gk CVaxVaK, in tents.
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By faith he abode in the land of promise, as in a strange country
dwelling in tents, with Isaac and Jacob, the co-heirs of the samepromise.
For he looked for a city33that hath foundations;

whosebuilder andmakeris God.
(Hebrews 11:8-10)

In the life of Abraham and his fellow patriarchs the characteristics of true servants of
God are set out for imitation: it is impossible for them to be more than sojourners on
54
because
they are citizens of another place. William Barclay definesthe paroikos,
earth
the resident alien, as

a man who came to stay in a place without being naturalised. He paid an alien
tax; he was a licensed sojourner. He stayed in some place, but he had never
"
given up citizenship of the place to which he truly belonged.

This was a situation familiar to the Jews of the Dispersion,who for a variety of
reasons,political andeconomic,knew what it wasto live outsidetheir homeland.

53The
concept of the heavenly city as the long-term destination of the Christian is repeated in Hebrews
13: 14 where the writer urges his readers to share the `reproach' borne by Christ, reminding them: non
enim habemus hic manentem civitatem sed futurum inquirimus (For we have not here a lasting city,
but we seek one that is to come).
saChrystostom
comments on this passagein his Homilies on Hebrews, XXIV, 73-4: `The first virtue,
yea the whole of virtue is to be a stranger to this world, and a sojourner, and to have nothing in
common with things here but to hang loose from them, as from things strange to us ... [Abraham] built
no splendid houses, he enjoyed no luxuries, he had no care about dress, which are all things of this

world; but lived in all respectsasbelongingto this city yonder.'
55Barclay (1964),284.
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William G. Johnsson,in his discussion of the pilgrimage motif in Hebrews, identifies a

information
important
about the
words,
each
of
supplies
group of associated
which
mosaic which is pilgrimage:

We here meet definite terminology which bears on the discussionof pilgrimage:
(v
(v
c»
inhabit,
9= "strange,
live
"to
9=
aLýOTptoS
napout
as a stranger"),
(v
),
land
it
CK&Xopat
hostile,
the
though
of
promise!
alien,
enemy" - even
was
10 = "to expect, wait"), noppw ev (v13 = "from a distance"), Ccvoc (v 13 =
"stranger, alien"), ltap

t6r 1109(v 13 = "exile, stranger"), natPK (v 14 =

"homeland, fatherland"), XPEMOV(v 16 = "better"), ito? lS (v 16 = "city"),
(v 37 = "go around,
µtoOwroSoutac(v 26 = "pay, wages, reward"), 7EEp1CPx09at
(vv
13,
maw
cnaTYtla
from
(v
"to
38
go
wander"), and
place to place"),
=
39 = "Promise). 56

As I shalldemonstrate,this clusterof associatedideasis of considerablesignificancein
the interpretationof medievalliterature.In his seminalarticleson the Wandererandthe
Seafarer,G.V. Smithersdrew largelyfrom patristicwritings andOld Englishhomilies
a chainof associatednotions `Adamthe exile from Paradise'/ `thebeginningof
the sevenagesof the world with Adam' / `the last day of the world and the Day
57
of Judgement'/ man's return to his hereditary home in heaven.
F. C. Gardiner developed this analysisfurther, referring in particular to the Letter to the
Hebrews and suggesting that later writers such as St Augustine, Gregory the Great,
Alcuin and Anselm let the theme of the pilgrimage of life, `emergefrom a cluster of key

56Johnson (1978),241.
57Smithers(1957), 149.
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words, each of which anticipates and complements the others through the evocative
58
ideas
and associativepower of
and words. These key words he lists as: pilgrim, exile,
journey, heavenly fatherland, desire and hardship, and he proceeds to focus upon the
desire for heavenmanifested in commentaries,letters and the Latin and English pilgrim
plays. Whilst acknowledging the valuable insights of both Smithers and Johnsson, I
would like to suggest that the pilgrimage topos they analyse is of greater antiquity,
more broadly-based and more far-reaching in its influence than they indicate. As can be
seen from Johnsson's analysis of Hebrews 11, the `cluster of key words' (to adopt
Gardiner's useful phrase) should include exile, living as a pilgrim/stranger, expectation,
desire for the heavenly homeland and the searchfor the security of the eternal city. To
these I would wish to add the idea of faith expressed through venturing into the
unknown (11: 8), willingness to relinquish transient human riches (11:25-26), and an
important link between rejection by and of the world and wandering in desert places
(11: 38).39 These ideas are not only largely derived (as I have shown) from the Old
Testament but are also echoed in other New Testament texts such as 1 Peter and the
Second Letter of Paul to the Corinthians. Since the Letter to the Hebrews was not, in
the opinion of modern scholars,written by St Paul as Gardiner suggests,this makes the
acceptanceof the concept of life pilgrimage in the New Testament even wider than he
supposes.Moreover, I would suggest that the essentialinterdependenceof this cluster
of images makes it likely that the use of one or more of them, whether in a sermon,
commentary, poem or prose work, frequently signals the presence,whether implicit or
58Gardiner (1971), 12.

59Basil the Great(c. 330-379),the
link
Eastern
the
perceived
of
monasticism,
clearly
organiser
shows
betweenthis passageand life in the desert:`I am living
in the wildernesswherein the Lord dwelt
...
Here are teachersand prophets,"wandering in deserts,in mountains,in dens,and in cavesof the
...
earth". Hereare apostlesand evangelistsand the life of monks,citizensof the desert'Ep. M. IN. Cited
Williams (1962,39). On the positive role of the desertin Christian spirituality seeChaptersII, VI and
X.
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60
explicit, of the others.
The image of the city and citizenship, which neither Smithers nor Gardiner develops,
had a particular resonancewithin the context of the Roman Empire, combining as it did
elements of status and responsibility. The New Testament taught that Christians
enjoyed the privilege of adoption into the household of God and into citizenship within
his kingdom (Ephesians2: 19). This new status, however, had radical implications. Like
those Roman citizens who lived in colonies scattered across the Empire, Christians had
to combine life amongst people of other creeds and lifestyles with a constant awareness
of their true homeland and allegiance (Philippians. 3: 10). Out of the twin concepts of
the sojourner-pilgrim and the citizen of a distant, greater homeland, therefore, the New
Testament writers fashioned an image which combined the promise of future security
with a challenge to present behaviour. Faith in God's promises of blessings to come
would inspire willingness to make sacrifices in the present. Pilgrims en route to heaven
faith
be
heroes
impervious
Like
to
the
of
would
enabled remain
to sufferings or abuse.
listed by the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews, they would be content to be aliens on
if
earth thereby they might win citizenship in heaven.

et confitentesquiaperegriniet hospites61
sunt supraterram
qui enimhaecdicunt significantsepatriaminquirere
et si quidem illius meminissentde qua exierunt
habebantutique tempus revertendi
nunc autem meliorem appetunt id est caelestem
ideo non confunditur Deus vocari Deus eorum
paravit enim illis civitatem.

60SeeChapterV. 1.
61Gk Csvotxca wapran8iµoi,
strangers and temporary residents.
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and confessingthat they are pilgrims and strangerson the earth.
For they that say these things do signify that they seek a country.
And truly if they had been mindful of that from whence they came out,
they had doubtless time to return.
But now they desire a better, that is to say a heavenlycountry.
Therefore God is not ashamedto be called their God;
for he hath prepared for them a city.
(Hebrews 11: 13-16)

As present and future citizens of heaven, then, their conduct must be governed by
standards higher than those obtaining around them. The writer of the First Epistle of
Peter urged his readers (the parepidemoi, of the dispersion)62
Carissimi obsecro tamquam advenaset peregrinos
abstinerevos a carnalibus desideriis quae militant adversusanimam.
63to refrain
Dearly beloved, I beseechyou
as strangersand pilgrims,
yourselves from carnal desireswhich war againstthe soul.
(1 Peter 2: 11)

This warning, linking pilgrim status with a need for constant vigilance and obedience,
underlies the particular relationship between the topoi of the pilgrimage of life and the
SevenDeadly Sins which appearsin so many Middle English texts.64
62 1 Peter 1:1. `Christians
are presented as men who have no country of their own on this earth; they
are simply temporary residents Their alien status emerges clearly in the fact that they belong to the
...
Slaaaopa, the Jewish concept being applied to Christians. ' Kittel (1965), 65.
63 Gk

lrapou

co'l

scat 7CapcluStwouc

64See Chapter VIII: 3
on Piers Plowman and Chapter IX: 2.A on the Canterbury Tales.

Pilgrims were they all? 30

D. The New Jerusalem
In the Epistles the bare mention of a future home is sufficient; it was left to the
writer
of the Book of Revelation to attempt to paint the glories of the city to which pilgrims
were travelling. Writing to churches which faced persecution and temptations to
compromise, he conjured up a glittering picture of the New Jerusalem65and the saints
rejoicing within the security of its walls.

et abstergetDeus omnem lacrimam ab oculis eorum
et mors ultra non erit neque luctus neque clamor neque dolor erit ultra
quae prima abierunt...
et duodecim portae duodecim margaritae sunt per singulas...
et plates civitatis aurum mundum tamquam vitrum perlucidum.
And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes:
and death shall be no more; nor mourning, nor crying, nor sorrow shall be any
more;

for the former thingsare

passedaway...

And the twelve gatesare twelve
And the streetof the city

pearls,oneto each...

was puregold, asit were, transparentglass.
(Revelation21: 4,21)

The city, as envisaged by the Apostle, offered peace, comfort and healing in the
presenceof God, an appropriate goal for weary, foot-sore pilgrims, scarred by the trials
and temptations of a world in which they could no longer feel at home. It was a picture
which gripped the minds of Christian writers during the succeeding centuries. The
promise and allure of the heavenly homeland is apparent in patristic sermons, treatises
65On the importance the description the
city in Pearl see Chapter X: 3.
of
of
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is
into
letters66
and
and woven
a surprising number of Old English poems and prose
texts. Middle English artists and writers were equally gripped by the splendours of the
heavenly city and the prospect of eternal security. The messageof the New Testament
helped to shape a world view which set earthly exile against heavenly citizenship,
temporary suffering against eternal joy. The decision to live as a penitent, obedient
pilgrim on earth would be amply recompensedin the heavenly Jerusalem.That is why
an evocation of the joys of the heavenly city makes such an appropriate ending to the
Parson's Tale, a text which advocatesjust such a life of moral pilgrimage:67

ther joye hath no contrarioustee of wo ne grevaunce; ther alle harmes been
helle;
fro
lyf,
is
ther as
the
this
the
ther
of
peyne
passedof
sikernesse
present
as
is the blisful compaignye that rejoysen hem everemo, everich of otheres joye;
ther as the body of man, that whilom was foul and derk, is moore cleer than the
is
fieble,
freele,
body,
ther
the
and mortal,
sonne;
that whilom was syk,
as
and
inmortal, and so strong and hool that ther may no thyng apeyrenit; ther as ne is
neither hunger, thurst, ne coold, but every soule replenyssedwith the sighte of
the parfit knowynge of God.
(Parson's Tale, 1076-79)

66SeeGardiner(1971).
67SeeChapterIX: 2. A.
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CHAPTER II

CONCEPTS OF PILGRIMAGE IN THE EARLY CHURCH

Uton we hycgan hwxr we ham agen,

bonne
and
gebencanhu we bider cumen.
(Seafarer, 117-8)1

Her is non hoom,her nis but wildernesse:
Forth, pilgrim, forth! Forth beste,out of thy stal!
Know thy contree, look up, thank God of at.

(Chaucer,Baladede Bon Conseyl,17-21)

Introduction
As will be demonstrated in subsequent chapters, the idea of life as pilgrimage is
fundamental to Anglo-Saxon and later
be
it
Indeed,
no
would
medieval spirituality.
exaggeration to claim that the spiritual landscape of the Middle Ages was largely
shaped by the ways in which this concept was developed and expressedduring the
early centuries of the Church. This chapter, therefore, offers a brief survey of the
centrality of this theme in patristic writings, particularly in the work of St Augustine
of Hippo, who exercised such a profound influence on the English Church. It
illustrates the repeated insistence of the early Fathers on the need for a life of daily
obedience, a concept which I have termed moral pilgrimage and which plays an
important role in Piers Plowman and the Canterbury Tales. It also traces the origins
of a particularly radical application of life pilgrimage, the movement to the desert,

1Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records.
2Riverside Chaucer.
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which broughtinto beingthe monasticordersandwas still functioningas a powerful
modelof interior journeying in the fourteenthandfifteenth centuries.

1. LIFE PILGRIMAGE IN EARLY PATRISTIC WRITINGS
In discussion of the history of the pilgrimage motif much attention has rightly been
given to St Augustine's exposition of the concept of the Church as a pilgrim people
in the City of God. However it is important to recognise that the New Testament
emphasis on the identification of Christians as citizens of heaven and pilgrims
travelling to the heavenly homeland is mirrored in the writings of many of the Early
Fathers,3 who evidently regarded this concept as fundamental to the understanding of
the Christian life. Thus the Letter of St Clement (Bishop of Rome c. AD 90-99) to the
Corinthians opens with this greeting:
The Church of God which dwells as a pilgrim (napotxouaa)4 in Rome to the
Church of God in pilgrimage at Corinth
.5

In the Letter of Barnabas,written early in the secondcentury,the writer exhortshis
readersto undertakeajourney which is clearly moral and spiritual in its nature:
If anyone wishes to follow the path to the appointed goal let him be zealous
in what he does. This, then, is the knowledge given to us to walk in this path:
Thou shalt love thy Creator, thou shalt fear thy Maker, thou shalt glorify Him

who redeemedtheefrom death.Thou shaltbe simple in heartandgenerousin
3 Ladner (1967). 237
observes: `The topoi of xeniteia and peregrinatio, of pilgrimage, of
homelessness,of strangenessin this world, are among the most widespread in early Christian ascetic

literature.'
4 The same phrase is
in
in
to
the Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians and
churches
greetings
used
TheMartyrdom of Polycarp in TheApostolic Fathers.

5 TheApostolicFathers.
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You shall
spirit. Thou shalt not join those who walk in the way of death
...

not take evil counsel against your neighbour ... you shall not commit
fornication...
(Epistle of Barnabas, Ch 19)6

The second-century Letter to Diognetus, possibly the earliest extant work in defence
of Christianity, echoesthe words of the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews:
[Christians] live each in his native land but as though they were not really at
home there [lit. as sojourners, napotxoi]. They share in all duties as citizens
and suffer all hardships as strangers(ýEVOt).Every foreign country is for them
a fatherland (zcaiptq) to them, and every fatherland a foreign land ... They
dwell on earth but they are citizens of heaven.
(Letter to Diognetus, 5)'

The Shepherd of Hermas (c120-154) contains a rebuke to those who invest in
worldly, transient goods, rather than in eternal treasure:

You know that you servantsof God are living in a foreign country, for your
is
far from this city. Now, if you know the city in which you are
city
eventually to dwell, why do you securefields, rich establishments,houses
and superfluousdwellings?
(Parable 1:1)8

Origen (c. 185-c.254) compared the journey of the Christian soul to God with the
9
from
Promised
Israelites
Egypt
Land:
to the
pilgrimage of the
6 TheApostolic Fathers.
' TheApostolic Fathers.
8 TheApostolic Fathers.
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When the soul sets out from the Egypt of this life, that it may hasten on to the
land of promise, it necessarily proceeds by those stages which have been
prepared with the Father from the beginning. I believe that the prophet,
mindful of them, said, "These things have I remembered, and I have poured
out my soul, becauseI am going to the place of the wonderful tabernacle, to
the house of God

The same prophet also says in another place: Much has
...
my soul wayfared. Understand, then, if you are able, what these wayfarings
of the soul are, in which it weeps over itself at length with a certain groaning
and sorrow. But the understanding of these things dims and grows dull until it
itself [the soul] makes its pilgrim way. Then indeed it shall be thoroughly
instructed, and it shall indeed understand what was the reason for its
wayfaring, when it has entered into its rest, namely into the paradisewhich is
its fatherland.'°

The Treatises of Cyprian, bishop of Carthage 249-258, show a concern to emphasise
both the transience and imminent
end of the present world:
Whatever is born degenerateswith the old age of the world, itself, so that no
one should marvel that everything in the world has already begun to fail,
when the entire world itself is already in a decline and at its end.
(To Demetrian, Ch 4)11

9 Williams notes:`The baptismaltheologyand practiceof the

ancientChurchwas everywherebased
upon the identification of the new ChristianIsrael with the peopleof the Old Covenant,who passed
throughthe Red Seaandthe wildernessof Sinaito the PromisedLand' Williams (1962),29.
10In Num. 27.4. Cited Ramsey (1993), 63.
11Cyprian, Treatises.
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Behold, the world is tottering and collapsingand bearingwitnessto its ruin,
not now throughagebut throughthe endof things.
(On Mortality, Ch 25)12

Again Christians are visualised as strangersand foreigners, in exile from and longing
for their homeland:

We should reflect constantly that we have renounced the world and as
here
for
foreigners
(hospites
a time.
sojourn
strangers and
et peregrinos) we
Let us embrace the day which assigns each of us to his dwelling, which on
our being rescued from here and released from the snares of the world,
been
having
kingdom.
What
to
abroad,
the
restores us paradise and
man, after
would not hastento return to his native land?

(OnMortality, Ch 26)
The insistence of Christians on their alternative citizenship fell oddly on pagan ears.
Eusebius records that Pamphilus, a Christian martyr, made such a claim while
undergoing interrogation at the hands of a Roman governor called Firmilian in 310.
[Firmilian]

fall
let
his
But
him
the
a
martyr
city
was.
next
asked
what
...
second expression in harmony with the former one, saying that Jerusalem
by
But
it
Paul:
be
that
to
one of which was said
sure,
- meaning
the Jerusalem that is above is free, which is our mother This was the one
...
he meant. But the other had his thoughts fixed on the world here below, and
was his city

enquired closely and carefully as to what city it was, and in what part of the
world it was situated.
(Martyrs of Palestine, 11.9,10)13

12Cyprian,Letters.
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The puzzled governor is said to have concluded that the Christians had `establisheda

but
failed
hostile
further
Romans'
to
to
the
at
enmity
and
elicit
any
city somewhere
detailsof the mysteriousthreat.
The concept of the Christian as a citizen of heaven and hence a stranger within the
world functioned not only as source of encouragementin times of persecution but as
a challenge to the daily lifestyle of Christians. St John Chrysostom (d. 407),
commenting on the third chapter of St Paul's Letter to the Colossians, urges his
readers:

Let us consider how [Paul] wishes them to be strangersto the present life. His
but
from
far
is
have
this
to
world,
them emigrate somewhere
purpose not
while they go about in the midst of it, he would have them act as strangersto
it. He would have them shine like stars and by their actions prove to the
infidels that they have changed their citizenship to another country.
(Baptismal Instructions: No 7:23.)

Here we have a continuation of the exhortation to a life of moral pilgrimage which
was outlined in the Second Letter of Peter and supported by many other New
Testament Passages.The metaphor of the Christian as pilgrim and stranger in the
world therefore was well established in early church writings and would continue to
for
believers
inspire;
however,
there
whom
motivate and
a growing number of
were,
it had more radical implications.

2. ASCETICISM

AND THE GROWTH OF MONASTICISM

The ascetic movement which gathered momentum from the middle of the third
degree,
large
sense
the
of
to
a
product
widespread
of
century onwards was,
a
13Eusebius,
385.
Ecclesiastical
HistoryandtheMartyrsof Palestine,
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alienation felt by Christians. The conviction that their true status was that of
`pilgrims and strangers' in this world impelled many to renounce earthly ties and
pleasures in order to pursue the spiritual goals which they saw set out in the New
Testament. According to the Life of St Anthony written by St Athanasius (328-373),
the saint was moved to embark on a life of asceticism by hearing words from
Matthew's Gospel: `If thou wilt be perfect, sell all that thou hast and give it to the
poor, and come follow me and thou shalt have treasure in heaven (Matthew 19:
21)'. 14Anthony is said to have insisted that there was no need to travel in order to
find God because the Kingdom of God was within the human heart. Yet his own
quest for perfection led him to withdraw to the desert, a move which represented
both a retreat from materialism and a commitment to engagein spiritual warfare with
'5
him.
demons
This move was
have
the
afflicted
who are subsequently said to
influential
in the formation of the monastic ideal which was eventually
profoundly
transmitted to the West. Boniface Ramsey comments:
Inasmuch as Athanasius meant the Life of his hero to be a sort of model, he
included in it certain themes that he understood to be characteristic of
monastic life

The first of these, which runs through the whole biography,
...
is the notion of the life of the monk as a spiritual journey, which is reflected
in Anthony's own progess from his native village through various stages to
the Inner Mountain, a place deep in the Desert. This movement, from
civilisation to an almost absolute solitude, is symbolic of the journey of the
individual,

the monk, from

exteriority

to an increasingly profound

14Athanasius,Life St Anthony, 19. On the influenceof the Life of Anthony on the Anglo-Saxon
of
saintGuthlacseeChapterV.
15CompareChapterI: 1.E on attitudesto the desert.
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interiority, 16 a journey that is not made without painful opposition from
demonic forces.17

Those who joined Anthony in the desert were described in The Lives of the Desert
Fathers as `true servants of God. They do not busy themselves with any earthly
matter or take account of anything that belongs to this transient world. But while
dwelling on earth in this manner they live as true citizens of heaven' (Prol. 5). 18
Athanasius wrote that `the desert was populated with monks who left their own
people and registered themselves for citizenship in heaven.'19 The anonymousLife of
Pachomius, written around the end of the fourth century describes the monastic life
as a journey to the East (Paradise): `If one journeys well and with fear, once one has
arrived at the east he finds the Saviour on his throne, and all around him are hosts of
angels and eternal crowns, and they crown the one who journeys to him well. '20
Two strands of ascetic observance merged during the fourth century: the anchoritic
or solitary life and the coenobitic life of the monastery. Both would profoundly
influence the spirituality of the English Church. Figures such as St Anthony, St Paul
the Hermit and St Mary the Harlot were the heroes and heroines of the solitary life,
whose example inspired the Anglo-Saxon saints Cuthbert and Guthlac, and who
were regarded as role models for the anchorites of the later Middle Ages. Ann
Warren points out that:

The primary symbol of the cell
that of the desert. The medieval
was
...
anchorite's refuge, nestled against the village church, drew the recluse back

16 SeeChapterX. 1A and2A.
"Ramsey (1993), 151.
18The Lives the Desert Fathers
of
19Athanasius The Life
14.
ofStAnthony,
,

20V..primagr. Pachomii,140.CitedRamsey(1993), 152.
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in time to the desert caves of the Egyptian saints: St. Anthony
St Paul of
...
Thebes
St Mary the Egyptian. These were the primitive, half-mythic,
and
...
half-historic forbears of the medieval recluse and the legends of their lives
frame
the
established
of the paradigmatic journey to heaven which found its
21
image
in
desert
the
central
motif
Not all had the stamina or temperament to be solitaries. Others needed companions
on their spiritual journey and so communities sprang up sharing a common rule of
life22. Both forms of life, however, continued to represent a form of earthly exile for
those whose goal was heavenly citizenship. Jean Leclercq outlines the logic behind
the identification of the monastic life with the pilgrim ideal:
On voit combien aisment cette peregrination ascetique pouvait aboutir ä la
vie monastique: l'etranger qui s'en va devient non seulement un pauvre, un
homme oblige aux privations et ä la penitence, mais un solitaire: il s'est isole,
daps le monde comme dans
dans
fait,
il
de
desert.
le
Et
plus souvent part,
un
le desert. Cette practique
Il
du
tout
antique.
aspect
monachisme
explique
un
est des textes, dans les Vies des Peres, oü la vie parmi les moines d'un desert
d'Egypte est define comme
une peregrination. Les grands exemples qu'on
invoque pour justifier

l'isolement
de
1'exil
cette methode sanctification par
et

sont ceux des Patriarches, du Seigneur Jesus, des Apotres et des Disciples.
Particulierement frequent est le theme d'Abraham. 23

Chitty, in describing the monks of the Judean wilderness, links the symbolic
importanceof Jerusalemwith the conceptof monasticismasvoluntary exile:

21Warren(1985),9.
22SeeLawrence(1984),Cli 1.
7' Leclercq(1964),43.
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Jerusalem,at the headof the wilderness,conjuresup anotherelementin the
monasticvocation- that of CcvvTeia,
or physicalexile. It is to Jerusalemfirst
that those look who have heard the call of Abraham: `Get thee out of thy
from
thy kindred, and from thy father's house,unto a land that I
country, and
will show thee.' Twice at least that verse is actually quoted in the biographies
24
Judean
It
have
been
in
the
of
monks. could well
every one of them.
St Jerome, writing c. 373 to a friend who had exchanged the ascetic life for service
as presbyter in his home town, highlights the element of exile which he sees as
undergirding the monastic life, asserting that `a monk cannot be perfect in his own
country. '25 He also weaves a pattern of connections between the desert, the place of
26
joys
heaven:
voluntary exile within exile, and opportunities to anticipate the
of
0 desert, bright with the flowers of Christ! 0 solitude whence come the
stones of which, in the Apocalypse, the city of the great king is built! 0
wilderness, gladdened with God's especial presence! Does the boundless
...
solitude of the desert terrify you? In the spirit you may walk always in
Paradise.27

Physicalwithdrawal from city or town to the desert,togetherwith the severingof
family and communityties, was seenas a sureroute to spiritual rewards,both in this
life and in the world to come.Yet Jeromecould be flexible in his applicationof the
24Chitty (1966), 14.
25Jerome,Letter XIV, 7.
26SeeChapterX: 2B on the themeof anticipation.
27Jerome, Letter XIV, 10. Williams (1962) 39, comments: `It
was among the hermits and monks that
the biblical senselived on of the ambiguity of the wilderness of Sinai and the wilderness of Jordan,
the wilderness of temptation and the wilderness which is a provisional paradise with saints and beasts
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concept of withdrawal. Speaking of a young girl whose lifestyle in many respects
anticipates the anchoressesof the Middle Ages, he claims `Shut up in her narrow cell
she roamed through paradise... she sought her delight in solitude and found for
herself a monkish hermitage in the centre of busy Rome.'28

The monastic life, whether solitary or coenobitic, soon came to be seenas the highest
calling for a Christian, a status which it would continue to enjoy for the next
millennium. As persecution faded, so the monk inherited the mantle of the martyr,
that supreme example of the citizen of heaven. Ironically those who retreated to the
deserts of Egypt and Palestine themselves became in time objects of pilgrimage, as
visitors to the Holy Land such as Egeria29 sought out living manifestations of
holiness, and others sought to share their life. The aspirations expressedby Basil the
Great were sharedby many:
I read the Gospel, and I saw there that a great means of perfection was the
selling of one's goods, the sharing of them with the poor, the giving up of all
care for this life, and the refusal to allow the soul to be turned by any feeling
of sympathy to things of this earth. I prayed that I might find some one of the
brethren who had chosen this
30
life.
way of
Yet the implications of the admiration afforded to asceticsraised troubling questions
about the status and heavenly prospects of ordinary Christians who could not or
would not withdraw from the world. The fact that the concept of life pilgrimage
by
life
in
the
to
those
available
remained
and was not entirely usurped
secular

harmonywith creationis alsoreflectedin the
in harmony,
of restored
obedientuntoChrist' Thesense
livesof theCelticsaints.
2"Jerome,Letter XXIV, 3,4. SeeMcNamara(1984).
2' Egeria visited Palestine between 381 and 384. SeeEgeria's Travels.
30Ep. 223 (c. 370). Cited in Jerusalem Pilgrims, 23.
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monastic movement, was due in no small part to St Augustine of Hippo, whose

vision of the Church as pilgrim in the world was large enoughto encompassand
inspire both callings.

3. THE CONTRIBUTION
AS A PILGRIM

OF ST AUGUSTINE: THE CHURCH

PEOPLE

St Augustine of Hippo (354-430) bequeathedto later generations both an intensely
31
emotional, even mystical, personal response to the prospect of the pilgrim's
heavenly goal and a carefully-reasoned analysis of the Church's pilgrim status in the
world. In his Confessions, he offers a glimpse of the experience of `interior'
pilgrimage, focused upon desire for God and the glories of the heavenly Jerusalem:
O luminous and perfectly formed dwelling place, I have loved thy beauty and
the dwelling place of the glory of my Lord, thy Maker and possessor! For
thee may my pilgrimage sigh, and I ask Him who made thee to possessme
also in thee.
(Confessions,XII. 15)32

I shallgo into my own little room [i. e. his heart] andsing love songsto Thee,
groaningunutterablegroaningsduring my pilgrimage, recalling in my heart
the Jerusalemto which my heart hasbeenuplifted, Jerusalemmy homeland,
Jerusalem my mother, and Thee ruling over it, enlightening, its Father,
Protector, Spouse.
(Confessions,XII. 16)

31On the mysticism
of St Augustine see TeSelle (1984). Compare Rolle and other English mystics.
SeeChapter X.

32Augustineof Hippo, Confessions.
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Although Augustine was himself strongly influenced by the ideals of asceticism and
the monastic vision, his experience as a bishop impelled him to take seriously the
33
Christians
find
heaven.
needs of ordinary
In The
their way to
as they too sought to
City of God (composed between 413 and 427), Augustine sought to explain the
ongoing tensions experienced by Christians as they sought to relate to the world
around them. Writing soon after the sack of Rome by the Goths in 410 AD, he faced
a challenge to account for the apparent decline in the fortunes of the Roman Empire
since the adoption of Christianity. Roman religion had always contained a strong
pragmatic element, the role of the gods being to protect Rome and ensure prosperity
(this pragmatism seems to have played some part in Constantine's own conversion,
just as it would in the conversion of Anglo-Saxon kings such as Edwin of
Northumbria). 34 In the era before the conversion of Constantine, Christians had
frequently been persecuted precisely because their refusal to sacrifice to the gods
was felt to endangerthe welfare of the state; even in the subsequent`Christian times'
doubts still lingered about the commitment
in
Christians
to
the
society
which they
of
lived. Augustine answered the
its
by
underlying premise: the
challenge
reversing
vital question was not, `How successful was Christianity in protecting and
prospering the Roman Empire? ' but, `How could the members of the City of God
who happened to be living within that empire so relate to its structures that their
pilgrimage to heaven might be facilitated -rather than impeded?' What was required
was to recognise the pre-eminence of the `glorious city of God', the dual reality of
which Augustine promised to describe `both as it exists in this world of time, a
stranger among the ungodly, living by faith, and as it stands in the security of its
35
God,
Book
I:
Preface).
everlasting seat'(City of

33`For Augustine the
ordinary Christian was no more remote from grace and salvation than the monk
or ascetic. All are called to pursue perfection, none attain it here.' Markus (1990), 65.
34SeeDyas (1997a), Chapter I.

35Augustineof Hippo, TheCity of God.
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This dual perspective was vital. The eventual triumph of the City of God was
its
but
the
of
struggles
members whilst still pilgrims and strangers on the
assured,
Writing
but
bishop,
Augustine
too
real.
not
only
as
a
philosopher
all
as
earth were
a
believers
hazards
through
to
a
variety
of
and spiritual snares.Christians
needed steer
faced not only hostility and arguments but the temptation to conform and
compromise. The presence of many within the Church who had joined it for reasons
of expediency rather than conviction threatened to undermine commitment and
encourage attachment to the material benefits of this world. In Augustine's view,
these philosophical and pastoral problems could both be resolved by the same
36
he
but
two cities, one earthly, one
proposition: there were,
maintained, not one
heavenly, one bounded by the limitations of this world, the other illumined by an
eternal perspective. The first created her own gods for her own ends, the secondwas
by
the true God to glorify himself. Though both cities experienced alike the
created
blessings and afflictions of human life they did so `with a different faith, a different
expectation, a different love, until they are separated by the final judgement, and
each receives her own end, of which there is no end' (Book XVIII: 54). Until that
judgement came it would not be possible to differentiate with certainty between the
citizens of one realm and the other. Even the visible church contained its share of
tares and there was, according to Augustine, the possibility of discovering fellowmembers amongst apparent enemies (Book I: 35).

During the course of his reflections on the scriptures, Augustine concluded that
find
designed
life,
for
the
mankind
whilst
was
men and women could never
a social
he
did
in
by
Nevertheless,
they
torn
peace or order
and marred
sin.
needed a society
not advocate withdrawal to the desert, as did some of his contemporaries, but a
cautious engagement with society which never lost sight of the standards and
responsibilities of heavenly citizenship. For Augustine, therefore, the image of the

36Bourke(1995),293, seesthe conceptof the two cities as originatingin the Psalms.
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City of God `on pilgrimage in this world'37 provided a model which could be used to
issues
the
addressmany of
which he and his audience faced. Those who are merely
sojourners on the earth are in his view able to regard both blessings and misfortunes
long-term
lie
detachment
true
the
ambitions
of men and women whose
with
elsewhere:

The whole family of the servants of the supreme and true God has its
depend
hope
in
does
disappoints,
on
not
consolation, which never
which
shifting and transitory things; and those servants have no reason to regret
even this life of time, for in it they are schooled for eternity. They enjoy their
earthly blessings in the manner of pilgrims [tamquam peregrina] and they are
for
testing and
to
them,
these
not attached
earthly misfortunes serve
while
correction.
(Book I: 29)

Citizens of the heavenly kingdom still need to make use of earthly things but they
must do so

like a pilgrim [tamquamperegrines]in a foreign land, who does not let
himself be taken in by them or distractedfrom his coursetowards God, but
rathertreatsthem as supportswhich help him more easilyto bearthe burdens
of `the corruptiblebody which weighsheavily on the soul.'
(Book XIX: 17)

Augustine was too wise to despise the world, its beauties and its pleasures which
his
fellow
he
by
God.
What
pilgrims was a sense
urged
upon
were, after all, created
between
`enjoyment':
`use'
differentiate
to
the
and
of perspective and
ability

37A themetakenup by Bede.SeeChapterVI.
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We shouldusetemporalthings, ratherthan enjoy them, so that we may be fit
to enjoy eternal blessings, unlike the wicked, who want to enjoy money, but

God,
make use of
not spendingmoney for God, but worshipping God for
money.
(Book XI: 25)

Self-interestwasthe basicmotivation of the earthlycity:
We seethen that the two cities were createdby two kinds of love: the earthly
city was createdby self-love reachingthe point of contemptfor God, the
Heavenly City by the love of God carried as far as contempt of self.
(Book XIV: 28)

The good make use of this world in order to enjoy God, whereas the evil

want to makeuseof God in orderto enjoythe world.
(Book XV: 7)

Membersof the earthly city suffer not only from a mistakenbelief that God can be
but
joys
'as
though they
to
manipulated also from short-sightedness,
clinging earthly
joys
(Book XV: 15).
the
only
were

Since, according to Augustine's thesis, the two cities had existed since the creation
and fall of the angels, their development could be discerned throughout the history of
mankind. The story of Cain and Abel offered considerable scope for allegorical
interpretation:

Natus est igitur prior Cain ex illis duobus generis humani parentibus,
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pertinens ad hominum civitatem; posterior Abel ad civitatem Dei

cum
...
primum duae istae coeperunt nascendo atque moriendo procurrere civitates,
prior est natus civis huius saeculi; posterior autem isto peregrinus in saeculo,
Scriptum est itaque dc Cain, quod condiderit
...
38
(Gen,
iv.
17):
Abel
tanquam
civitatem
autem
peregrinus non condidit.
et pertinens ad civitatem Dei

Now Cain was the first son born to those parents of mankind, and he
belonged to the city of man; the later son Abel, belonged to the City of God...
When those two cities started on their course through the successionof birth
and death, the first to be born was a citizen of this world, and later appeared
one who was a pilgrim and stranger in the world, belonging as he did to the
City of God... Scripture tells us that Cain founded a city, 39whereasAbel, as a
pilgrim, did not found one.
(Book XV: 1)40

Cain's murder of Abel was motivated, according to Augustine, by `the diabolical
envy41that the wicked feel for the good simply because they are good, while they
themselves are evil (Book XV: 5). After the death of Abel, his place in the line of
descent of the righteous was taken by Seth. Augustine proceeds to trace (at some
length) the interwoven history of the descendantsof Cain and the descendantsof

Seth.Noah is cited asa righteousmanandthe symbolismof the ark explained:
[Noah] was perfect, not as the citizens of the City of God are to be made
perfect in the immortal condition in which they will become equal to the

38P.L 41,437-38.
39 See I.

A.i.

40Augustineof Hippo, TheCity of God,596.
41The envy which is attributedto Cain is echoedin Grendel'sattitudeto the inhabitantsof Heorot in
the Old EnglishpoemBeowulf.SeeChapterV.
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angelsof God, but as they can be perfect during their pilgrimage on earth...
Without doubt [the ark] is a symbol of the City of God on pilgrimagein this
world, of the Church which is saved through the wood on which was
suspended`the mediatorbetweenGod andmen,the manChrist Jesus.'
(Book XV: 26)

For Augustine the epoch of Abraham marked a new era in the story of the City of
God: `From that time onwards our knowledge of that City becomes clearer and we
find more evident promises from God which we now see fulfilled in Christ' (Book
XVI: 12). As he traces the history of the pilgrim City of God, Augustine draws out
lessons of warning and encouragement for contemporary Christians. There will
always be opposition and persecution but suffering is permitted by God for a
purpose: `Without a doubt, the providence of God provides her with the consolation
of prosperity so that she is not shattered by adversity, and with the discipline of
adversity so that she is not corrupted by prosperity' (Book XVIII: 51). This will be
the experience of Christians until the end of time:

In this manner the Church proceeds on its pilgrim way in this world, in these
evil days. Its troubled course began not merely in the time of the bodily
presence of Christ and the time of his apostles; it started with Abel himself,
the first righteous man slain by an ungodly brother; and the pilgrimage goes
from
that time right up to the end of history, with the persecutions of the
on
world on one side, and on the other the consolations of God.
(Book XVIII: 52)

Augustine's lengthy reasoned exposition of the pilgrim status of the Church and its
members is of considerable importance given the widespread influence of his
writings in subsequent centuries. The twin themes of the two cities and the pilgrim
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status of Christians were also taken up and developed by Caesariusof Arles (c 470542), archbishop in Gaul 502-542:

Duae sunt civitates, fratres carissini: una est civitas mundi, alia est civitas
paradisi. In civitate mundi bonus christianus semper peregrinatur; in civitate
Peregrini ese debemus in hoc saeculo, ut
paradisi civis esse cognoscitur
...
cives essemereamur in caelo. Qui amat mundum, et civis essevult in mundo,
partem non habet in caelo; in hoc enim probamus, quod peregrini sumus, si
patriam

desideramus. Nemo

se

circumveniat,
42
in
hic.
christianorum patria caelo est, non est

fratres

dilectissimi,

There are two cities, dearest brethren: the one is the city of the world, the
other the city of paradise. The good Christian ever journeys in the city of the
world, but he is recognised as a citizen of the city of paradise... We ought to
be pilgrims in this world, in order that we may merit to be citizens in heaven.
If a man loves the world, and wants to be a citizen of it, he has no place in
heaven, for by the fact that we long for our true country we prove that we are
pilgrims. Let no one deceive himself, beloved brethren; the true country of
Christians is not here, but in heaven.

(Sermon151,2)43
Caesarius incorporates into his argument Christ's injunction44 to follow the narrow
way: `leave the broad way on the left which drags you to death, and cling to the
narrow path on the right which happily leads you to life' (Sermon 151.5). He also

42Cacsariusof Arles, Sermones151.2.
43Caesariusof Arles, Sermons.
44 Matthew 7: 13,14: Intrate
per angustam portam quia lata porta et spatiosa via quae ducit ad
perditionem et multi sunt qui inbrant per cam quarr angusta porta et arta via quiae ducit ad vitamet
pauci sent qui inveniunt eam.
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echoesthe phraseology of the First Letter of St Peter and the Letter to the Hebrews,
adding a very practical application:

I beseech you, brethren, let us live in this world just as strangers and
pilgrims [my italics]. By almsgiving let us store up for the eternal country
whatever we acquire as the result of some work or a fair businesstransaction
or service in a just war. With the exception of daily nourishment and simple
clothing, what is left should not be consumed by dissipation in this exile and
earthly sojourn, but should be transmitted to our true country through the
exercise of mercy. We are travelling a journey, brethren.
(Sermon 151.8)

The concept of life pilgrimage also features significantly in the thought of Gregory
the Great (c. 540-604), the pope who dispatched Augustine of Canterbury on his
mission to the Anglo-Saxons and whose writings were held in great esteem by the
English Church. In his commentary on the Song of Songs, Gregory wrote of the exile
endured by the human race since it was `expelled from the joys of paradise and came
into the pilgrimage of this present life' [my italics]. 45In his discussion of the Book of
Job, Gregory asked:

But what People is `on travel' in this world, but that which hastening to the
inheritance of the Elect knows well that it has its native country in the
heavenly world, and expects that it will there find its own the more, in
proportion as here it reckons all things that pass away to be unconnectedwith
itself? Thus the `pilgrim People' is the number of all the Elect, who
accounting this life a species of exile to themselves, pant with the whole bent

45PL. 79.471.
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of the heart after their native country above; of which personsPaul saith, And

italics].
[my
the
that
they
earth
confessed
werestrangersandpilgrims on
(Moralia in Job, Book 18)6

In a letter of consolationto a bereavedfriend he commented:
Peregrinatio quippe est vita prmsens;et qui suspirat ad patriam, ei tormentum
47
locus,
blandus

est peregrinationis

etiamsi

essevideatur.

This present life is indeed a pilgrimage and he who longs for the fatherland,
for him the place of pilgrimage is torture, even though it appearsenticing.
From the examples examined above it can be seen that the primary New Testament
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46Gregory the Great, Morals on the Book ofJob..
47Ep. LXXV. P.L. 77.1175.

48SeeChapterI: 1.C.
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pilgrimage to holy places upon earth. In order to appreciate the significance of this
major shift in Christian thought (and the complexities which it brought into the use
of pilgrimage as a literary image), it is necessaryto examine both Jewish and pagan
beliefs about sacred places and to trace the effects of the conversion of Constantine
and the growth of the Cult of the Saints.
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CHAPTER III

THE DEVELOPMENT OF CHRISTIAN HOLY PLACES

Pilgrymes and palmeres plighten hem togidere
To seken Seint Jame and seintes in Rome;
Wenten forth in hire wey with many wise tales
And hadden leve to lyen al hire lif after.
(Piers Plowman, Prol. 46-9)1
Nowhere have I received the grace of God in so large
a measureas I did in the place where our redemption
was wrought.
(Felix Fabri)2

Introduction
The sharply-differing attitudes towards pilgrimage to holy places revealed in the
excerpts from medieval authors which this chapter is headed, need to be placed in a
if
wider context they are to be fully understood. For the question of whether certain
places could be considered holy, that is offering particular access to or special
revelations of God, did not originate in the fourteenth century; it was a problem with
which the Christian Church had wrestled throughout the centuries and which has never
been completely resolved. An examination of the history of the Church reveals an
ongoing process of oscillation between an emphasis on the omnipresence of God and
the belief that visiting special places would result in special blessings. Within this
overall discussion however, there have been two particular periods when a major reevaluation of the arguments have taken place. These periods are the fourth century in
Palestine and the period leading up and including the Reformation in Western Europe.
1 William Langland,:TheVision
ofPiers Plowman..
2 The Book of the Wanderings Felix Fabri.
of
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The former involved a decisive shift towards the development of place pilgrimage
within Christianity; the latter marked a rejection of a practice seen as corrupt and
liable to undermine true devotion. The roots of the tensions observable in medieval
English attitudes to pilgrimage lie therefore in the extraordinary events of the fourth
century which witnessed the initiation of a network of holy places which would spread
from the Holy Land throughout Europe. It is the purpose of this chapter to chart the
origins and implications of this development.
All religions have a strong concept of sacred place and many elements of this concept
are held in common. Harold Turner describes four universal characteristics of the
sacred place: its function as the centre of life; its capacity to mirror a more perfect
realm; its role as a meeting point for deity and mankind; the location of the cult object
3
in
Chapter
I,
divine
have
As
the
which symbolises and embodies
seen
presence.
we
the Old Testament narrative charts a perceptible shift from the pilgrim journeys of
Abraham and the Exodus community towards a new focus upon worshipping and
New
in
In
God
Jerusalem.
the
the
a given place, namely
city of
encountering
Testament, however, we see a reversal of this process and a strong move away from
Church
inherited
from
Jewish
For
the
to
three
tradition.
centuries
place
attitudes
focused predominantly upon God's presencewith his people wherever they might be,
looking for comfort and inspiration to a heavenly rather than an earthly Jerusalem.
Thus Origen (d. c. 254) commented

If, then, the whole earth has been cursed in the deedsof Adam it is plain that
...
all parts of the earth share in the curse, and among others the land of Judea; so
that the words, `a good land and a large, a land flowing with milk and honey,'
it,
Jerusalem
both
Judah
it,
that
to
and
cannot apply
although we may say of
large,
in
land,
figure
the pure
the
that
and
godly
shadow and
of
pure
were
region of heaven, in which is the heavenly Jerusalem.And it is in reference to

3Turner (1979),Ch 1.
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this Jerusalemthat the apostle spoke.
(Against Celsus, Bk VII, =X)4

Like Judaism, however, Christianity was susceptible to external influences. With the
conversion of Constantine in AD 312 and his subsequent strategy of `reclaiming'
5
Jewish
pagan and
sacred sites, Christian thinking on holy places underwent a major
shift, though not without considerable debate and dissension. The outcome was a new
sacredtopography which radically transformed the experience of Christians6yet at the
same time opened the door to beliefs and practices which sat uneasily with the
doctrine of the apostles.
The relationship between pilgrimage, understood as a life journey towards heaven,and
the pilgrimages to holy places which grew in popularity from the fourth century
detailed
A
from
both
the
onwards, was
outset, therefore,
uncertain and complex.
examination of the evolution of that relationship (and the unresolved tensions which
into
it)
is
built
if
essential
were
we are to fully appreciate the multi-faceted view of
pilgrimage which was in time transmitted to the medieval church and which so

influenced
the imaginationsof medievalwriters.
profoundly

1. THE JEWISH BACKGROUND
A. Holy city, holy land
tabernaculum testimonii fuit patribus nostris in deserto...
quod et induxerunt suscipientespatres nostri cum Jesu
in possessionemgentium
...
Deum
in
diebus
invent
David
ante
gratiam
usque
qui
inveniret
Jacob
Deo
tabernaculum
et petiit ut

4 Origen, Writings.

$ SuchasMamre.SeeTaylor (1993),Chs4& 13.
6 SeeMarkus (1990),Ch 10.
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Salomon autem aedificavit illi domum
sed non Excelsus in manufactis habitat...

dura cerviceet incircumcisicordibuset auribus
vos semper Spiritui Sancto resistitis sicut patres vestri et vos
quern prophetarum non sunt persecuti patres vestri
et occiderunt eos qui praenuntiabant de adventu Iusti
cuius vos nunc proditores et homicidae fuistis
The tabernacle of the testimony was with our fathers in the desert...
Which also our fathers, receiving, brought in with Jesus[Joshua]
into the possessionof the Gentiles...
unto the days of David, who found grace before God
and desired to find a tabernacle for the God of Jacob.
But Solomon built him a house.
Yet the most High dwelleth not in housesmade with hands...
You stiff necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears,

you alwaysresistthe Holy Ghost.As your fathersdid, so do you also.
Which of the prophetshavenot your fatherspersecuted?
And they have slain them who foretold of the coming of the Just One;
of whom you have been now the betrayers and murderers.

(Acts 7:44-48,51-2)
These words, taken from the speech attributed to Stephen, the first Christian martyr,
show him attempting to defend himself before the Jewish Sanhedrin against
accusations that he `never stops speaking against this holy place (adversus locum
sanctum) [i. e. the Temple in Jerusalem]' (Acts 6: 13). The main thrust of Stephen's
response was a refocusing of attention: from a place to a person. The Temple might
house a symbol of God's presence amongst His chosen people but Jesus Christ was
that presencemade flesh and the Jewish authorities had refused to recognise him. The
account in Acts indicates that Stephen'sargument was violently rejected and his death
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was followed by a general persecution which led to an exodus of Christians ('all
except the apostles' Acts 8: 1) and a steady movement outwards to towns and cities
throughout the Roman Empire. This enforced propulsion into the wider world,
..
together with the re-evaluation of Jewish tradition which provoked it, reinforced the
shift away from place which would characterise Christian thought for the next three
centuries. Henceforth Jerusalem was neither theologically necessary nor practically
feasible as the ongoing headquartersof the infant church.

The radical natureof this developmentshouldnot be underestimated.
From the call of
Abraham, the point at which the history of Israel as a nation can be said to have begun,
the concept of the land had been central to the relationship between the Israelites and
7
God.
their

dixit autem Dominus ad Abram

de
de
terra
tua
et cognationetua
egredere
et de domopatristui
in terrain quam monstrabo tibi

And the Lord said to Abram:

Go forth out of thy country,and from thy kindred,
andout of thy father's house,
[my
italics].
land
I
into
thee
the
shew
and come
which shall
(Genesis 12:1)

Robert L. Wilken identifies the promiseof the land:
Abraham
The
biblical
to
the
promise
narrative.
as a primal motif uniting
entire
in
his
descendants
and
appearsearly Genesis,punctuatingthe storiesof the
Daviesdescribesthe emphasison the land in Judaismas `oneof the most persistentand passionately
held doctrineswith which the Early Churchhadto cometo terms.' Davies(1974),5.
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patriarchs; it gives energy and purpose to Exodus, a book about the formation

of a peoplein questof their land, and is the foundationof the covenantas set
forth in Deuteronomy. It is the raison d'etre of the book of Joshua which

8
land
Canaan.
the
recounts
conquest of the
of
Possessionof the land was a continuing metaphor of the blessings associatedwith the
people's relationship with God; exile from the land was interpreted as a sign of

judgementconsequentuponthe breakingof that relationshipthroughsin.
With the conquest of the land came the annexation of Canaanite sanctuaries and the
incorporation of some of the attributes of the Baalim, particularly that of providing
9
blessings,
into
Yahweh.
Though these sites were probably
the worship of
material
identified as sacredby the Canaanitesbecauseof their fertility or the presenceof some
natural feature, the religion of Israel required a more direct link with their deity.
Turner10comments:

For Israel these [Canaanite sanctuaries] could only be legitimated by some
theophany of their own god, Yahweh, and so we have a whole series of what

Pedersonhascalled `consecrationlegends'describingthe experiencenot only
of Jacob [at Bethel] but also of Abraham at Shechem,Isaac at Beersheba,
Jacobat Penieland others."

8 Wilk=

(1992), 4.

9 Davies (1974), 12.
10 Turner (1979), 17.

A

similar transformationof pre-Christiansites into Christian shrineswith associatedlegendstook
placeas ChristianityspreadacrossWesternEuropeandinto the British Isles.
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B. The significance of Jerusalem-Zion12
During the reign of King David, Jerusalem, hitherto a Canaanite stronghold poised
between the Northern and Southern kingdoms, became both the religious and political
centre of the nation. The SecondBook of Samuel relates that following the capture of
the city (c. 1000 BC) from the Jebusites(2 Samuel 5:6-9), David moved the Ark of the
Covenant, the chest containing the tablets of the Law, to Jerusalemwhere in time his
son Solomon built the first temple to house it. Wilken points out the significance of
this step:

The ark was the symbol of God's presencein the midst of Israel, and with its
removal to Jerusalem God's presence was no longer portable; holiness was
13
bound
to place.
now

As part of the reforms carried out during the reign of Josiah (628-609 BC), the
supremacy of Jerusalem was consolidated and the pattern of Jewish pilgrimage to
Jerusalem reaffirmed, as the city was identified with the centre of worship specified in
Deuteronomy 16:16:

tribus vicibus per annumapparebitomnemasculinumtuum
in conspectuDomini Dei tui in loco quernelegerit
12Zion was originally the name given to a fortified hill-top within the city-state of Jerusalem and came
to signify God's holy hill (Psalm 2.6). Zion was frequently used as a synonym for Jerusalem and its
people (Isaiah 1:27), particularly in the context of eschatology (see Dictionary of NT Theology V 300,
313-9) and of experiencing the presenceof God. 'If one examines the use of this loan-word one finds it
particularly frequently where the emphasisis on the cultic location as a sacralfocus where the presence
of Yahweh is felt [my italics]. "Going up to Zion" is the same thing as "going up to the Lord" (Jer.
31:6.). ' Kittel (1965), 326. On the interpretations of Jerusalem in Middle English literature seeChapter
XI.

13Wilken (1992),9. Henry Carse
of
seesthis developmentasa `paradoxicalvolte-face,an abandonment
the desert,and a focusingof the entirepilgrimageethoson a singleholy city, Jerusalem'Carse(1994),
21.
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in sollemnitate azymorum et in sollemnitate ebdomadarum
et in sollemnitate tabernaculorum

Threetimes in a year shall all your thy malesappear
before the Lord thy God in the place which he shall choose:
in the feast of unleavened bread, in the feast of weeks,
and in the feast of tabernacles.

According to the psalms,God himself had chosenJerusalem-Zion.
elegit Dominus Sion elegit earn in habitationern sibi

the Lord hath chosenSion: he hathchosenit for his dwelling.
(Psalm 131:13)

The city was described as God's throne (Jeremiah 3: 17), a holy city (Isaiah 46: 13) and
God's holy mountain (Psalm 2: 6). Israel was the centre of the earth (Ezekiel 38: 12)
and Jerusalemthe centre of Israel (Ezekiel 5:5).

There was a darker side to the image of Jerusalem revealed in the writings of the
judgement
prophets:
was to fall upon the city because it had turned away from God
and his ways. To lose Jerusalem was the greatest disaster which could befall Israel,
symbolising as it did not only a political calamity but a rift in their relationship with
God. The destruction of Jerusalem and the deportations from the land, which took
in
place the eighth and sixth centuries B. C., were signs of God's rejection of a faithless
people. Yet exile only heightened awareness of the significance of Jerusalem;
moreover the prophets indicated that judgement would not mean the final doom of the
city; instead Jerusalem would be purified through suffering and restored to holiness
and God's favour (Joel 3: 17).
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The eschatologicalvision of Jerusalemwhich emergesfrom the Old Testament
establishesthe city as a placeof pilgrimagewhereall nationscould find salvation:
verbumquodvidit Isaiasfilius Amos superludam et Hierusalem
et erit in novissimisdiebuspraeparatusmonsdomusDomini
in vertice montium
et elevabitur super colles et fluent ad eum omnes gentes

et ibunt populi multi et dicentvenite et ascendamus
ad montemDomini
et ad domumDei Jacobet docebitnosvias suaset ambulabimusin semitiseius
The word that Isaiasthe sonof Amos saw,concerningJudaandJerusalem.
And in the last daysthe mountainof the houseof the Lord shallbe prepared
on the top of mountains,
it
and shall be exaltedabovethe hills, and all nationsshall flow unto it.
And many peoplesshall go, and say:Comeand let us go up to the mountainof
the Lord, andto the houseof the God of Jacob;
andhe will teachus his ways, andwe will walk in his paths.
(Isaiah2: 1-3)

From the templewill flow rivers which will bring healingto the nations(Ezekiel47:112; Joel 3: 18; Zechariah 14:8).

C. The Apocalyptic Vision of Jerusalem
The apocalyptic writings of Judaism developed the vision still further. A belief
in
descend
heavenly
Jerusalem
to earth at the
emerged a pre-existent,
which would
end of the age (4 Esdras 13: 35-6). The new Jerusalem-Zion described in the Book of
Tobit anticipates the vision of the holy city in the Book of Revelation:

luce splendidafulgebis et omnesfines terraeadorabuntto
nationesex longinquoad to venient
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et muneradeferentesadorabuntDominum in to
et terramtuam in sanctificationehabebunt...
portae Hierusalem ex sapphyro et zmaragdo aedificabuntur
et ex lapide pretioso omnis circuitus murorum eius

ex lapide candidoet mundoomnesplateaeeius sternentur
et per vicos eiusalleluia cantabitur
Thou shalt shine with a glorious light: and all the ends of the earth
shall worship thee. Nations from afar shall come to thee:
and bring gifts: and shall adore the Lord in thee:
and shall esteemthy land as holy....
The gates of Jerusalem shall be built of sapphire, and of emerald,
and all the walls thereof round about of precious stones.
All its streets shall be paved with white and clean stones:
14
Alleluia
be
in
its
and
shall
sung
streets.
(Tobit 13: 13,14,20-2)

2. THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE EARLY CHURCH
For Stephenand his companions in the fledgling church, composed as it was of Jewish
followers of Christ, to disregard the overriding Jewish sense of place was a step of
considerable theological and emotional significance. An examination of the Gospels
shows that whilst Jerusalem's place in the religious life of the nation makes it the
necessary setting for Christ's sacrificial death for mankind, the Evangelists are
15
darker
history.
It is shown as the city over which
Jerusalem's
conscious of the
side of
Jesusweeps (Luke 19:41) because,(as the speechattributed to Stephenpoints out), it
is rejecting him as it had rejected the prophets before him. Judgement is predicted, and
those who had seenChrist die could not feel that judgement undeserved.

14CompareRevelation22.
15SeeWalker (1996)andPeters(1985).
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The fact that the messageof Christianity soon leapt the racial barrier and spread to the
Gentiles inevitably weakened the hold which the city and the land held upon the
newly-emerging church. The New Testament writers continued to value and cite the
great figures of the Hebrew scriptures but they drew from their works and actions
lessonswhich could be applied by believers of any nationality in any location. Above
all, the Christian faith was about a direct relationship with God, mediated not through
temple sacrifice but through the presence of God's Holy Spirit with the believer
wherever he or she might be. Thus experience of God could in no way be limited by
place. Interestingly, this development can be seen to reverse the shift within Judaism
from the wilderness experiencesof Abraham and the Exodus community towards the
16
focused
in
This growing
Jerusalem.
establishment of place pilgrimage
on the temple
sense of detachment can only have been confirmed by the destruction of the Second
Temple in Jerusalem in AD 70 and the razing of the entire city following the Bar
Kochba revolt in AD 135. Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea,writing at the beginning of the
fourth century, states that many Christians survived the former disaster by fleeing to
Pella and subsequentlyreturned to Jerusalem.'7 The secondrevolt however provoked a
more thorough determination on the part of the Roman authorities to deal with Jewish
dissent. An edict was issued excluding Jews from Jerusalem,the city itself was renamed
Aelia Capitolina and a temple to Venus constructedupon the Temple Mount. Jerusalem
was in effect obliterated and a pagan city rose in its place. According to Eusebius,
Jewish-born Christians were forced to leave Jerusalemat this point and `the church in
the city was now composed of Gentiles.'18 Joan Taylor suggeststhat some ethnicallyJewish Christians may at this point have abandonedJewish praxis altogether and thus
19
in
identity.
`Gentile'
Aelia
Whilst dismissing the
contrived to remain
under a new
theory that a 'Jewish-Christian' church, committed to the observance of Mosaic law,

16A further shift, exactly mirroring that containedwithin Judaism,would in due coursetake place
within Christianity.
17Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 3.5.
18Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 4.6.
19Taylor (1993), 43.
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survivedto preservean unbrokentradition of Christianholy places,Taylor doesnot rule
out somecontinuity betweenthe `Jewish' churchin Jerusalembefore 135AD and the
`Gentile' churchwhich continuedto existin the re-namedcity. Occasionalreferencesto
the presenceof Christiansin Jerusalemduring the next two centuriessurvive:Eusebius
writes of bishop Narcissuspresiding over a synod at the end of the secondcentury
ýbtWi

sgAndChristians, it

was her downfall rather than her former glories which preoccupied those who climbed
the Mount of Olives to look down upon the city. Jews went there to mourn the ruined
temple, Christians to observe how God's judgement had fallen upon those who had
failed to respond to the Messiah. Pionius, a contemporary of Origen, speaking just
before his martyrdom in Smyrna, recalled `I saw the land which until now has born
Jerusalem,therefore, was for the early church a place
witness to the wrath of God.1-20
functioned
had
lost
It
it
Judaism.
had
the
as a
special
which
status
enjoyed within
he
inspiration,
by
God
than
than
a city where
as an
rather
warning rather
a city rejected
was to be encountered. The focus of the Church now was upon experiencing the
its
in
Acts
God
Book
The
account of
throughout
the world.
of
presenceand guidance of
the manifestation of the Holy Spirit even among the despisedGentiles (Acts 10) makes
it plain that the early Christians, like the people of God travelling through the desert to
21
the PromisedLand,

independent
God
of place.
claimeda relationshipwith
which was

3. THE PAGAN BACKGROUND
As Christian missionaries fanned out acrossthe Roman Empire, they found themselves

but
in
dialogue
Jews
also with active adherentsof the many
engaging
not only with
had
These
described
a
as paganreligion.
cults
polytheisticcults which are collectively

20Marx Pionii iv. 18.CitedTaylor (1993),313.
21SeeChapterI: E.
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22
developed
very strongly
sense of place; frequently a particular spot, such as a
mountain, cave or spring, was recognised as having an inherent sacred quality and a
shrine establishedthere. Sabine MacCormack cites Virgil's account of Evander showing
Aeneasthe site of Rome in which the still wooded Capitol is said to fill the local country
people with dread since the hill is believed to be inhabited by a god, possibly Jupiter.
hinc ad Tarpeiam sedemet Capitolia ducit
aureanunc, olim silvestribus horrida dumis.
iam turn religio pavidos terrebat agrestis
dira loci, iam tum silvam saxumquetremebant.
`hoc nemus, hunc' inquit, `frondoso vertice collem
(quis deum incertum est) habitat deus; Arcades ipsum
credunt se vidisse lovem, cum saepenigrantum
aegida concuteretdextra nimbosque cieret'
(Vergil, Aeneid, 8.347-54)23

MacCormack goes on to observe:

as Vergil describes it, there was initially no story and no event attached to the
site of the Capitol that made it holy. Rather the stories, the sacred tales of
Jupiter were brought by newcomers from Arcadia... But originally the holiness
had been impersonal and inherent in the place, in nature.

22`Pilgrimagewas rooted in

a fundamentalreligious fact: the godsappearedat particular placesand
locales...religion in the ancientworld wasweddedto place.' Wilken (1992), 104.
23MacCormacktranslatesthis passage:`[Evander]led Aeneasto the placeof Tarpeiaandthe Capitol,
which is now goldenbut was then dark with forestundergrowth.Even thena fearful dreadof the place
pressedon the timid countryfolk, even then they trembled at the forest and the rock. "This grove,"
Evandersaid,"this hill with its woodedpeak is inhabitedby a god, but by what god is unknown.The
Arcadiansbelieve that they have often seenJupiter himself shakingthe darkeningaegisin his right
handas he stirredup the stormclouds"'MacCormack(1990), 10.
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Pilgrimage to such shrines was a popular and well-developed activity. 24 Pilgrims
were
prompted to undertake their journeys by the search for healing or guidance'25and the
need to fulfil vows26 and offer thanks, all motives which would in time be absorbed
into the practice of Christian pilgrimage and become highly influential in
medieval
Christianity. Robin Lane Fox stressesthe need felt by pagan worshippers to
appease
gods who could become `touchy' if neglected:
Any account of pagan worship which minimizes the gods' uncertain anger and
mortals' fear of it is an empty account. This fear did not preclude thanksgiving,
but thanks, in Greek prayer, were interwoven with ideas of propitiation. These
ideas centred on the offering of gifts. 27
Ferguson describes the ex voto offerings at the temple of Aesclepius at Cos in terms
which anticipate the practice at medieval shrines such as that of St Thomas at

Canterbury:

Custom called for a gift of thanksgiving to the god for the healing... a work of art
showing the god and his family or the scene of the cure, an inscription

commemoratingthe cure and/orthe offering that was brought,a literary piece...
28
body
healed.
thatwas
or a reproductionof the part of the

24`Long before Christian pilgrimages,
pagan townsmen walked or rode a fair distance to rural festivals
on their country properties or further still to recognised shrines in holy places.' Lane Fox (1986), 41.

25Pilgrims travelledto the shrineof Aesclepius
wherein their sleepthey were said to find healingand
enlightenment.SeePiehler(1971)and Spearing(1976).
'b The implied reason for the journey
of Chaucer's pilgrims was: `The hooly blisful martir for to
seke/That hem bath holpen whan that they were seeke.' (Gen. Prol. 17,18). The salutory tale of Jordan
Fitz-eisulf, told in the stained glass of Canterbury Cathedral, makes it clear that like the ancient gods, St
Thomas appreciated such attentions.

27LaneFox (1986),38.
n Ferguson(1987),176.
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Civic delegationsas well as individuals soughtfavours and direction through oracles
such as those at Delphi and Claros, a custom which flourished anew in the second
century A. D29 Great cities looked to their gods for protection and prosperity and were at
pains to offer due honour to all deities who might have favours to bestow. It was when
faced with an audience from this background, that St Paul is recorded combining a
tactful approach to pagan religion with argumentsvery similar to those which Stephen
had addressedto the Jewish Sanhedrin:

viri atheniensesper omnia quasi superstitiosioresvos video
praeteriensenim et videns simulacra vestra
inveni et aram in qua scriptum erat ignoto deo
quod ergo ignorantes colitis hoc ego adnuntio vobis
Deus qui fecit mundum et omnia quae in eo sunt
hic caeli et terrae cum sit Dominus non in manufactis templis inhabitat
Ye men of Athens, I perceive that in all things you are too superstitious.
For passingby and seeingyour idols,

I found analtar also,on which waswritten: To the unknownGod.
What thereforeyou worship,without knowingit, that I preachto you:
God,who madethe world andall thingstherein,
He beingLord of heavenandearth,dwellethnot in templesmadewith hands.
19

(Acts 17:22-24)

This diplomatic approachwas moderatelysuccessfuland others,including the Roman
missionariesto Anglo-Saxon England, would use it in the future30to stressthe

29`Whilst Christians travelled to the Holy Land and marvelled at God's
wrath against the Jews, pagan
choirs were travelling yearly to Claros, to sing and see their delegates `enter' the temple tunnels.' Lane
Fox (1986), 180.

30CompareGregory the Great's instructionsto Augustine of Canterbury.SeeBede, Ecclesiastical
History, L 30.
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continuity between pagan aspirations and Christian revelation. According to the account
in Acts, however, not all Paul's audiencesoverlooked the implications
his
assertion
of
that the Christian God did not live in man-made shrines.31 In Acts 19, Christian

preachingis representedposing as a direct threat to the local Ephesiancult, its shrine
andthosewhoselivelihoodsdependon it. A local silversmithcomplains:
non solum Ephesi sed paenetotius Asiae Paulus hic suadensavertit
multuum turbam dicens
quoniam non sunt dii qui manibus fiunt
non solum autem haec periclitabitur
nobis pars in redargutionemvenire
sed et magnaedeaeDianae templum in nihilum reputabitur
sed et destrui incipiet maiestaseius
quam tota Asia et orbis colit

This Paul,by persuasion,hathdrawnawaya greatmultitude,not only of
Ephesus,but almostof all Asia, saying:
They arenot godswhich aremadeby hands.
Sothat not only this our craft is in dangerto be setat nought,
but alsothe templeof Dianashallbe reputedfor nothing!
Yea andher majestyshallbeginto be destroyed,
whom all Asia and the world worshippeth.
(Acts 19:26,27)

31SabineMacCormack(1990), 12-13,
cites the inclusionof a similar argumentin a dialoguebetweena
Christiananda pagan,written c. 200.Marcusthe Christianrejectsthe customsof paganreligion asking,
'What templecan I build for God seeingthe whole universe,which is his creation,cannothold him?
And shall I... enclosewithin one small building a power of suchmajesty?Should God not rather be
in our innermostheart' (MinuciusFelix, Octavius,6.1-3).
worshippedin our mind andconsecrated
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In pagancults, `thegodswere known throughtheir images,'32which were honouredin
the Greekworld on their festivaldayswhenthe peopleprocessed,
sangandsacrificedin
33
honour.
Statuesof the godswerebelievedto functionnot only as symbolsof their
their
presencebut as channelsof their power,a powerrejectedby Christiansas demonic.For
the next three centuriesChristianswould enduretorture and deathratherthan conform
to communal pressureand sacrifice to such gods. Their determinedopposition to
practiceswhich they regardedas idolatrous,togetherwith the associatedconceptof
34
in
be
it
holy
Ironically,
time
shrines and
would
places, survived persecution.
underminedby the conversionof a RomanEmperor.

4. EARLY VISITORS TO PALESTINE
Records of Christian visitors to Palestine during the first three centuries A. D. are
sketchy but it would appearthat their interest in the land was primarily theological and
historical and that their journeys were inspired by the desire to visit the Christian
community and to make learned enquiries, rather than by any concept of seeking out
is
for
The
the
earliest recorded visit that of
purpose of worship.
places of special sanctity
Bishop Melito of Sardis. He travelled to Palestine around 170, seeking information
in
is
his
`number
books.
'
A
`ancient
visit contained
and order' of the
report of
about the

by
Eusebius:
letter
quoted
a
32Lane Fox (1986), 66.
33Ignatius of Antioch converts this aspect of pagan worship into an image of life for the Christians in
Ephesus: `You are all pilgrims in the samegreat procession, bearing your God and your shrine and your
Christ and your sacred treasures on your shoulders, every one of you arrayed in the festal garments of
the commandments of JesusChrist', Epistle to the Ephesians, 9 (The Apostolic Fathers).

34For example,Origen (AgainstCelsus,Chs XX)UV and XXXV): `We do not ask the question,`How
is
in
God
God
God?
'
to
that
though
thought
of too excellenta nature
existed
some
place.
shallwe go
as
we
for any place:he holdsall thingsin His power,andis Himselfnot confinedby anythingwhatever...
We have no needto visit the oraclesof Trophonius,of Amphiaraus,and of Mopsus,to which Celsus
would sendus,assuringus thatwe wouldthere`seethe godsin humanform'... For we know thattheseare
demons...shutup by their basedesiresin prisons,which the Greekscall templesof the gods,but which we
know are only the dwellingsof deceitfuldemons'Origen,Writings..
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When I visited the eastand arrived at the place whereit all happenedand the
truth was proclaimed, I obtained precise information about the Old Testament
books and made out the list which I am now sendingyou.35
The motivation for his journey was apparently scholarship rather than devotion. He is
not recorded as showing any interest in the sites; indeed he wrote elsewhere: `The
Jerusalem below was precious but it is worthless now because of the Jerusalem
above.'36 Eusebius also records that around AD 210 Alexander, who would become
bishop of Jerusalem, `journeyed from Cappadocia, his original see, to Jerusalem, in
order to worship37there and to examine the historic sites.'38 Origen, who returned to
Caesareafrom Alexandria in the 230s and founded a school there, visited a number of
sites, in an `investigation (historic) of the traces.'39Joan Taylor categorisessuch visitors
as scholarsrather than pilgrims:

'A historia was a sort of learnedtourism,a grand'studytour'; the word cropsup
frequently in the writings of Eusebius when he mentions Christian visitors prior
3SEusebius,EcclesiasticalHistory, 4.26
36PascalHomily, 45 P.G. (1857-),24,693-706.CitedWilken (1992),147-8.
37Literally `to pray'. This has been
variously interpreted by scholars. Peter Walker comments, `Here for
the first time the germinal idea of pilgrimage, the conjunction of place and prayer can be sensed'
Walker (1990), 12; Joan Taylor draws a different conclusion: `At first sight this may imply that some
kinds of `holy places' existed to which Alexander could go to pray, but in fact Eusebius makes it clear
that there was only one: the Mount of Olives (Dem. Evnng. vi. 18.23; Onom 74.16-18). For certain
Christians, this hill had something of the holiness of the former Jewish Temple... Nevertheless, the
divine was not intermixed with the material in any inherent or inseparable way. The Mount was not
holy simply becauseit had been touched by Jesusas if by a magical wand... Christians did not just pray
here, but could pray anywhere... What is missing in these early accounts of Christian visitors is any
sense that biblical sites were seen as appropriate places for prayer because of their special, intrinsic
holiness.' Taylor (1993), 312.
38Eusebius, Eccclesiastical History, 6.11.

39Commentary
onJohn 1.28.CitedTaylor (1993),311.
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to the Constantinian developments... A historia was not a pilgrimage. Jerome
elucidatesthe motives for such a trip thus:
In the sameway that they who have seenAthens understandthe Greek
histories better, and they who have sailed from Troy through Leucaten,
and from Acroceraunia to Sicily, and from there to the mouth of the
Tiber understandthe third book of Virgil, so he who has contemplated
Judeawith his own eyes and knows the sitesof the ancient cities, and
knows the namesof the places,whether the sameor changed,will regard
scripture more lucidly (Praef in Lib. Paralip. )
By Jerome's day, of course, this scholarly interest had become amalgamated
with the general idea of what it meant to be a pilgrim, but prior to the fourth
interest
in history and literature appearsto have been the only real
century an
40
for
Christians
Palestine.
motive
visiting
For the first three centuries of the Church, therefore, Jerusalem appears to have
functioned more as a site of (limited) historical interest rather than of devotional
significance. The Jews, having suffered ferocious retribution at the hands of the
Romans for their nationalistic aspirations, seem to have played down their past
associations with the city; Christians looked for leadership to Caesarea, Antioch,
Alexandria and Rome.41 Taylor concludes her examination of the archeological and
literary evidence thus: `There is no evidence at all that Jewish-Christians, or any other
kind of Christians, venerated sites as sacred [my italics] before the beginning of the
fourth century.42

40Taylor (1993), 311.

41'With the declineof Jerusalem,Palestinelost its religious heartand much of its religious character.
Palestinein the third centurywith Caesareaas its capital was quite a different placefrom Judeain the
first centurycentredon Jerusalem.Economicallyit was poor, and its religious significancehad been
eclipsed.Ecclesiasticallyit countedfor little; theologicallyit countedfor less.' Walker(1990),14.
42Taylor (1993),295.
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How, then, was a religion `highly inhospitable to the idea of holy places' transformed
into one which had by the end of the fourth century become `highly receptive'? 43The
external catalyst was the conversion of the Emperor Constantine; the internal shift in
conviction was substantially aided by the development of the cult of the martyrs.44
Eusebius (c 260-339), Bishop of Caesareaand historian of the early centuries of the
church, was an eyewitness of the radical changeswhich occurred as Constantine took
control of the empire and deliberately promoted the ancient land of Israel as the
centre45of the spiritual universe and thus a magnet for pilgrims from all corners of the
Christian world. Whatever the motivations which brought earlier travellers to the land
of Palestine, it was the century which followed the conversion of Constantine which
witnessed the full blossoming of place-orientated pilgrimage and the incorporation of
many of the elements which would form the experience of the medieval pilgrim.

5. THE `HOLY LAND' AND PILGRIMAGE

AFTER 325

The early writings of Eusebius show no sign of the far-reaching developments which
his
lifetime. Instead, he voices views which descend in a
to
take
place
within
were

direct line from the teachingsof the New Testament:
The Law of Moses required all who desiredto be holy to speedfrom all
directionsto one definite place; but, I, giving freedomto all, teachmen not to
look for God in a corner of the earth, nor in mountains,nor in templesmade
46
hands,
but
home.
him
that
with
eachshouldworship andadore
at

43Markus (1994), 259.
44[See Chapter IV.
45 It had long been a part
of Jewish belief that the land of Israel was the centre of the world and
Jerusalem the centre of Israel (Ezek 5:5: `ista est Hierusalem in medio gentium posui earn'). This idea is
given full expression by Cyril of Jerusalem: 'This Golgotha is the very centre of the earth' (Catech.
13:28) and becamea commonplace of medieval thought. SeeFrench (1992), 45ff.

46DemonslratioEvangelica1.6.40.CitedWalker (1990),73.
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Biblical sites were undoubtedly of interest to Christians (indeed Eusebius produced a
biblical gazetteer, the Onomasticon later translated and amended by Jerome); but it
was in scripture rather than in the precise locations mentioned in the biblical text that
mankind encountered God. Eusebius was at pains to differentiate Christian theology
and practice from those of both Judaism and paganism. In JesusChrist, he maintained,
God was not restricted to any particular location but available to all men wherever
47
they were. Eusebius, bishop of the neighbouring city of Caesarea, saw no
justification, ecclesiastical or theological, for according special status to Jerusalem.
Peter Walker comments:

Eusebius' attitude towards Jerusalemwas quite clear... The events of the New
Testament, far from affirming the holiness of Jerusalem, only revealed its
unholiness, its capacity to reject its Messiah. Moreover, the dramatic and
decisive events of AD 70 confirmed that the city had received a divine
judgement... In contrast to Judaism, therefore, there was no place in Christanity
for a devotion to Jerusalem or a belief in its inherent holiness... Nor should
Christians suppose that Jerusalem would play a special part in God's future
purposes, especially at the time of the Second Coming. The New Testament
instead, encouragedChristians to focus their spiritual attention on the heavenly
Jerusalem (Gal.4.26; Heb. 12.22), for this heavenly city now fulfilled all that
48
had
been
Jerusalem
intended
the earthly city of
to signify.

In the newly-converted Emperor Constantine, however, Eusebius encountered an
irresistible force for change. It was customary for Roman emperors to erect sacred
buildings and Constantine was no exception. The buildings which he commissioned,
however, were not temples but churches and shrines dedicated to Christ and the
martyrs. His new Christian capital of Constantinople was dedicated to `the martyrs'
47`Eusebius
hethought,knewbetter.'
thoughtholyplaceswerewhatJewsandpaganshad,Christians,
Markus(1994),258.
48Walker (1990),40-1.
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God. s-49 Moreover, with the conversion of Constantine the land of Palestine
was
suddenly for the first time under Christian control and the potential of Jerusalem,
hitherto `veneratedmore as a symbol of the Jerusalemabove than as a historical site or
spiritual center in its own right'S0 was realised. Although the Emperor was never able
to visit Jerusalem as a pilgrim himself, he ordered an extensive building programme to
be undertaken there and his mother Helenasl was instrumental in the `recovery' of a
number of important Christian sites. Magnificent churches were built on the site of
the `re-discovered' tomb of Christ, on the Mount of Olives, in Bethlehem and at
Mamre, a site associated with Abraham which had previously been sacred to both
Jews and pagans.Eusebius cites a letter in which Constantine writes with considerable
enthusiasmof the discovery of the Tomb:
I have no greater care than how I may best adorn with a splendid structure that
sacred spot, which, under Divine direction, I have disencumberedas it were of
the heavy weight of foul idol worship; a spot which has been accounted holy
from the beginning in God's judgment, but which now appearsholier still,
52
it
has
brought
light
Saviour's
to
since
passion.
a clear assuranceof our

Continuing signs of theological reservationshave, however, been detectedin the
developments.Walker suggeststhat
attitude of Eusebiustowardstheseunprecedented
a clear distinction remainedbetweenthe position of the scholarly theologianand the
enthusiasticlaymanwho now ruled the Empire:

49Eusebius, Works, III, 48.
soWilken (1992), 88.

sl The Eleneof the Old Englishpoem.Although thereis no historical evidencelinking Helenawith the
Invention of the Cross(seeHunt (1982), 28-38), legendsassociatedwith her were popular into the
Middle Agesandher examplegreatlyencouragedthe developmentof Holy Land pilgrimage.
52 Eusebius,Works,111.30.
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For Eusebiusa `holy cave' seemsto havebeenbut a form of description;for
Constantine a `holy place' implied a form of devotion. In Eusebius'
understandingtheseplaceshad moreto do with the vindication of pastbiblical
history andprophecythan with prayerin the present.53
No such doubts seem to have troubled Cyril (c. 320-?386), Bishop of Jerusalem from
around 350. His Catechetical Lectures stress the uniqueness of the experience which
Jerusalemoffered to Christians: `Others only hear but we both seeand touch. 1-54

Others however were beginning to come to `see and touch' also. The earliest surviving
from
is
by
that
pilgrimage narrative
written
an anonymous pilgrim, who arrived
Bordeaux in 333 to explore the land of the Bible. His extensive travels in Palestine are
presented in a terse series of notes covering sites of both Old and New Testament
significance.
Inside Sion, within the wall, you can see where David had his palace... As you
down in the valley on your right you have some walls where
...
Pontius Pilate had his house, the Praetorium where the Lord's case was heard
leave there

before he suffered. On your left is the hillock Golgotha where the Lord was
body,
laid
his
it
from
they
the
throw
crucified, and about a stone's
vault where
Constantine
he
Emperor
day.
there
By
the
the
third
and
rose again on
order of
has now been built there a `basilica' -I mean a `place for the Lord - which has
beside it cisterns of remarkable beauty and beside them a bath where children

are

ss
baptised.

The proliferation of sites identified with Biblical eventsnow continuedapace.Since
the eventsof the Old Testamentwere held to prefigure those of the New, sites of
53Walker(1990), 112.
54Cyril of Jerusalem, Catech. 13.22.
55In Egeria's Travels, 155-6.
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spiritual significance abounded, even if some were of doubtful provenance. Where
authentic monuments were lacking, imagination filled the gap, just as the later
apocryphal writings supplied those details in the lives of Jesus,Mary and the Apostles,
about which the canonical scriptures were silent. The same occurred with the holy
places, where the curiosity of pilgrims created ever-richer details of meaning to invite
pious contemplation. For instance where in 333 C.E. the Bordeaux Pilgrim had seen
the tomb of Rachel near Bethlehem, some 250 years later Antoninus of Piacenza noted
that only a few steps separatedthis tomb from the spot where Mary had rested on the
flight to Egypt. 56

The pilgrimage narrative of Egeria,57a traveller from the West who visited the East
between AD 381 and 384, combines unbounded enthusiasm for Biblical information
with indications of a more devotional approach to the sites. This text, though
unfortunately incomplete, reveals a number of significant elements which had been
incorporated into Holy Land pilgrimage in the preceding decades:visits to holy people
as well as places made holy by Biblical associations; the importance of worship at
holy sites; the veneration of relics; the intense emotions triggered by a combination of
recollection and place; and the particular spiritual blessings which pilgrims acquired
through their labours. A striking feature of Egeria's narrative is its focus on meeting
`holy men,'58the monks who act as guides and offer hospitality to pilgrims:

That daywe cameacrossmoreof the monks...By this time... we hadseenall

56MacCormack(1990),26.
S' SeeEgeria's Travels,235-9for the identificationof the pilgrim andthe dateof thejourney.
58`Holy placesand holy men gavethe Easta doubleattractionfor the WesternChristian,and most of
the travellersdescribedin the secondhalf of the fourth century soughtout both. They would seethe
holy placesof Palestinewith their greatchurches.They would seethe mariyria, which by then lay in
profusionalong routeswhich, lessthan a centurybefore, had appearedsimply pagan.But they would
also be within reach of living heroesof their faith, whose discipline, holiness and sufferingshad
renderedthemfamousthroughoutthe Christianworld' Egeria's Travels,Intro. 14
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the holy places we had hoped to visit... and we had visited all the holy men

who lived there.
(Egeria's Travels, 5: 10,11)

Although Egeria's primary concern is to glean information about the Biblical sites and
transmit it to her `sisters' (5: 8), she also places considerable emphasis on worshipping
God at the sites she visits. As she views Mount Sinai, she is told that `It is usual for
the people who come here to say a prayer when first they catch sight of the Mount of
God' (1: 2). In the cave of Moses, `on the very spot! ' (3: 6), she and her companions
listen to readings from the `book of Moses' and receive Communion. The reading of
appropriate passagesfrom the Scriptures is very important to Egeria:

Whereverwe arrived,I wantedthe Bible passageto be readto us.

(4:3)

It was always our practice when we managed to reach one of the places we

book,
from
have
first
then to say
the
to
to
then
a reading
wanted see
a prayer,
(10: 7)

an appropriate psalm and another prayer.

Egeria also provides an insight into the more formal liturgy which was being
developed at the holy sites in Jerusalem, describing in detail the services for Holy
59
Week, the veneration of the Wood of the Cross, and the heightened emotion aroused
by recollecting Christ's betrayal and death at the very sites at which they were believed

to haveoccurred:
When everyone arrives at Gethsemane,they have an appropriateprayer, a
hymn, then a readingfrom the Gospelabout the Lord's arrest.By the time it
has been read everyoneis groaning and lamentingand weeping so loud that
hear
it
the
all...
people even across
city can probably

59This responseputsthe later reactionsof MargeryKempeinto perspective.
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The bishop's chair is placed on Golgotha Behind the Cross (the cross there
now), and he takes his seat... there is brought to him a gold and silver box
containing the holy Wood of the Cross... As long as the holy Wood is on the
table, the bishop sits with his hands resting on either end of it and holds it
down, and the deacons round him keep watch over it. They guard it like this
because what happens now is that all the people, catechumens as well as
faithful, come up one by one to the table. They stoop down over it, kiss the
Wood, and move on. But on one occasion (I don't know when) one of them bit
off a piece of the holy Wood and stole it away, and for this reason the deacons
stand round and keep watch in case anyone daresto do the same...
At midday they go before the Cross... the whole time between midday and
three o'clock is taken up with readings. They are all about the things Jesus
suffered... It is impressive to see the way all the people are moved by these
readings, and how they mourn. You could hardly believe how every single one
of them weeps during the three hours, old and young alike, because of the
manner in which the Lord suffered for us.
(Egeria's Travels, 36:3; 37: 1,4,5,7)

Participation in the Holy Week services, as described by Egeria, was a considerable
test of endurance, as were many of her visits to individual sites (3: 2). Pilgrimage
meant undertaking arduous and frequently dangerous journeys. Pilgrims also faced
real dangers. Egeria mentions the presence of an armed escort when passing through
the `danger areas' (9: 3) during her visit to Egypt and Syria and the journey to and
from the Holy Land was full of hazards. Such willingness to endure discomfort and
danger, combined with the spiritual blessings acquired by the experience of visiting
the land of the Bible causedpilgrims to be held in high esteemon their return home.

Egeria's account revealsan approachto pilgrimage closer to the experienceof the
medievalpilgrim than that of the Pilgrim of Bordeaux. Closer still is the description

Pilgrims werethey all? 80

of the pilgrimage undertaken by Paula (c. 386), written some twenty years after the
event by her spiritual mentor St Jerome:

[Paula] entered Jerusalem... she started to go round visiting the places with
such burning enthusiasm that there was no taking her away from one unless
she was hurrying on to another. She fell down and worshipped before the
Cross as if she could see the Lord hanging on it. On entering the Tomb of the
Resurrection she kissed the stone which the angel removed from the sepulchre
door; then like a thirsty man who has waited long, and at last comes to water,
she faithfully kissed the very shelf on which the Lord's body had lain. Her
tears and lamentations there are known to all Jerusalem - or rather to the Lord
himself to whom she was praying...
[In Bethlehem] she entered the Cave of the Saviour, and saw the holy Inn of
the Virgin, and the Stable

Then she solemnly declared in my own hearing
...
that, with the eye of faith, she saw a child wrapped in swaddling clothes,
weeping in the Lord's manger, the Magi worshipping, the star shining above,
the Virgin Mother, the attentive foster father; and the shepherds coming by
the young children
night to see this word which had come to pass
and
...
murdered, and Herod in a rage, and Joseph and Mary fleeing to Egypt [my
italics]. 60

Wilkinson notes that `at the two most important points in her itinerary [here and in the
Cave of the Nativity]

Paula is described as visualising the biblical

events

in
his
De
1,61
Ailred
This
Rievaulx
the
commemorated.
spirituality of
of
anticipates
Institution

Inclusarum and the Pseudo-Bonaventuran Meditations on the Life of

Christ, both texts encouraging readers to undertake journeys of the imagination and
enter into the events of the Bible; It also marks an interesting parallel to the
experiencesclaimed by Margery Kempe.
60Jerome, Letter 108, To Eustochium.
61Jerusalem Pilgrims, 49 29.
n.
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Jerome is writing a eulogy of Paula herself but his enthusiasm for her emotionallycharged approach to the holy sites appears to be considerable. In his earlier letter to
Marcella (AD 386), urging her to forsake life in Rome and to join her friends in the
Holy Land, Jerome had argued strongly against the older view that the land of
Palestine had been under a curse since the crucifixion of Christ. The letter cites the
prototype pilgrim, Abraham, as an example: `What are God's first words to Abraham?
`Get thee out of thy country and from thy kindred unto a land that I will show thee'
(Letter 46.2)62 Jerome also uses more recent examples, speaking of the `bishops,
martyrs and divines' who have come to Jerusalem `from a feeling that their devotion
and knowledge would be incomplete and their virtue without the finishing touch,
unless they adored Christ in the very spot where the gospel first flashed from the
gibbet' and asks `Can we suppose a Christian's education complete who has not
visited the Christian Athens?'(Letter 46.9). Jerome is careful not to make his claims
for the Holy Land too exclusive, conceding that `In speaking thus we do not mean to
deny that the kingdom of God is within us, or to say that there are no holy men
elsewhere.' He does not hesitate, however, to affirm its pre-eminence in the spiritual
life:

we merely assert in the strongest manner that those who stand first throughout
the world are here gathered side by side... Every man of note in Gaul hastens
hither. The Briton `sundered from our world, ' no sooner makes progress in
religion than he leaves the setting sun in quest of a spot of which he knows
only through Scripture and common report.
(Letter 46.10)

Christians,it seems,shouldtravel to the Holy Land not only to learn at the very fount
of Christianity but to experienceits truth with an mystical intensity which Jerome
seemsto imply is impossibleelsewhere.
62Jerome, Letters.
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Will the day never come when we shall together enter the Saviour's cave, and
together weep in the sepulchre of the Lord with His sister and with His
mother? Then shall we touch with our lips the wood of the cross, arise in
prayer and resolve upon the Mount of Olives with the ascending Lord. We
shall seeLazarus come forth bound with grave clothes... We shall sing heartily,
we shall weep copiously, we shall pray unceasingly. Wounded with the
Saviour's shaft, we shall say to one another. `I have found Him whom my soul
loveth; I will hold him and will not let Him go. '
(Letter 46.13)

The arguments and the emotional force of the letter are apparently beyond question,
yet elsewhere Jerome betrays an ambivalence which occurs in the writings of a
number of the Fathers63on the subject of place-orientated pilgrimage. In a letter
written c. 395, approximately half-way between Paula's pilgrimage and his own
approving account of it, Jerome uses arguments which cancel out or even reverse
those which he offered to Marcella some nine years earlier, in his anxiety to dissuade
Paulinus from undertaking a visit to Palestine.

What is praiseworthy is not to have been at Jerusalembut to have lived a good
life while there. The city which we are to praise and to seek is not that which
has slain the prophets and shed the blood of Christ, but that which is made glad
by the streamsof the river, which is set upon a mountain and so cannot be hid,
he
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Nothing is lacking to your faith althoughyou havenot seenJerusalem I am
...
nonethe better for living whereI do.
(Letter 58.2,3,4)
It is possible that Jerome may have been motivated largely by a reluctance to receive
this particular visitor but there are clearly well-rehearsed arguments ready to hand
which he employs with apparent conviction. In fact Jerome's seemingly contradictory
pronouncements on the value of visiting the holy places and the place of such
pilgrimages in the Christian life reflect a wider debate which accompanied the
developments in the practice and understanding of pilgrimage which took place in the
fourth century. Francine Cardman lists four main types of argument which emerge
from these discussions:

The first is an argument about the nature of God and God's relation to place;
the second a moral argument about the significance of Christian life and virtue
as opposed to the importance of place; the third an apologetic argument based
on the witness of the holy places; and the last an argument from what might be
termed `sacramentalimagination'"

Gregory of Nyssa (d. c. 394) describing a visit to the leaders of the Church in
Jerusalem, speaks of the joy of seeing the `holy places' (loca sancta),65yet also notes
that even the spot which has `received the footprints of life' (locus ipse qui sanctum
vestigium verae vitae suscepit)66is not free from the wickedness which afflicts the rest
of the world. Another letter, written soon after Gregory's return from Palestine,
contains fully-fledged criticism of the growing practice of pilgrimage:

64Cardman (1982), 19.
65P.G. 1015C.

66P.G. 1015D.
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When the Lord invites the blest to their inheritance in the kingdom of heaven,
He does not include a pilgrimage to Jerusalem among their good deeds; when
He announces the Beatitudes, He does not name amongst them that sort of
devotion.

What advantagemoreover is reaped by him who reachedthose celebrated spots
themselves?He cannot imagine that our Lord is living, in the body, there at the
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Before we saw Bethlehem we knew His being made man by means of the
Virgin; before we saw His Grave we believed in the Resurrection from the
dead.... 0 ye who fear the Lord, praise Him in the places where ye now are.

Changeof placedoesnot effect any drawingnearerunto God.
(Epistle 2)

Gregory voices concern, not only about the theological questions raised by placeby
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journeys are liable to undermine them: `This matter, when closely looked into, is
found to inflict upon those who have begun to lead the stricter life a moral mischief. '
The exigencies of travel, he argues, make it impossible to keep the sexesapart:
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Holy places were not necessarily inhabited by holy people (Gregory and Jerome both
comment on the sinfulness of the population of Jerusalem)67and fellow travellers were
not always edifying companions. As the popularity of Holy Land pilgrimage
increased, so pilgrims of less obvious spirituality than Paula began to
appear. Jerome
professedhimself scandalisedby the activities of an anonymous female traveller:
I have lately seen a most miserable scandal traverse the entire East. The lady's

age and style, her dressand mien, the indiscriminatecompanyshe kept, her
dainty table and her regal appointmentsbespokeher the bride of a Nero or a
68
Sardanapallus.
It is impossible to determine how much of this attack was prompted by unease at the
prospect of independent female travel and it is certainly the case that during
succeeding centuries female pilgrims featured as particular targets of anti-feminist
69
In the growing numbers who came to Palestine, however, there were
writers
undoubtedly those whose motives were mixed and those for whom pilgrimage to a
place was not simply an aid to a lifetime pilgrimage to heaven but was in danger of
becoming a substitute for it. As `devotional tourism'70 grew, so local people responded
"
demand
for
`spiritual
home,
for
to the
souvenirs'
and opportunities
pilgrims to take
for the fraud and exploitation later so evident in the medieval relic trade began to
emerge.

67Gregoryof Nyssa,SelectWritings,Ep. 2. Jerome,Letter 58.4, speaksof Jerusalemas a `populous
city with court and garrison,with prostitutes,playactorsand buffoons.' Walker (1990), 19, comments
that both Jeromeand Gregorycould depict [Jerusalem]asthe `sin city' of their day, `in no way different
from anyother city in the world.'
" Jerome,Letter 54.13.
69A tradition which Chaucerseemsto haveemployedin his creationof the Wife of Bath. SeeChapters
IX andM.
70Markus (1994),261.
71Hunt (1982)looks this developmentin Chapter6: 'Relics,Tourism
at
andWealth.'
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Within a short time both the blessings and the perils of place-orientated pilgrimage
were becoming increasingly apparent. However sincere the devotion of an Egeria or a
Paula, Christian leaders were still not always entirely comfortable in their minds about
the shift in focus which was taking place in Christian spirituality. A religion built on
the understanding that God was invisibly present with and in his people wherever in
the world they might be, was reverting to an orientation to `place' which inevitably
brought with it conflicting ideas and practices. What had been purely spiritual began
to contain a strong material element. Moreover this phenomenon was not restricted to
the land of the Bible; with the development of the cult of the saints and the
multiplication of their shrines, place-orientated pilgrimage was spreading rapidly
throughout Christendom.
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CHAPTER IV

THE INFLUENCE OF THE CULT OF THE SAINTS
He who cures, lives. He who lives is present in his Relics.
Apostles and Martyrs cure and wash away sin.
(Victricius of Rouen, De Laude Sanctorum, 11)'

to Caunterburythey wende,
The hooly blisful martir for to seke,

That hemhath holpenwhanthat they were seeke.
(Canterbury Tales, GeneralPrologue, 16-18)

The cult of the saints is of importance in the development of Christian pilgrimage for
two main reasons. Not only did the growth of the cult of the martyrs and confessors
facilitate the initial acceptanceof the idea of Christian holy places, but their shrines, and
those of their successors,provided the majority of pilgrimage centres in the Middle
Ages and thus strongly coloured the medieval understandingof pilgrimage.2

1. SAINTS AND MARTYRS
Christian theology did not accept the concept of inherent holiness which marked the
3
recognition of sacred places in pagan tradition. Christians were, however, prepared to
honour people. For a place to be recognised as holy within Christian thought, therefore,
required a specific association either with one of the three persons of the Trinity
(usually JesusChrist) or with a person whose relationship with God had endowed them

CitedHillgarth (1969),22-5. Victricius (c. 330-c.407) wasBishopof Rouenfrom c. 389.
2 SeeSumption(1975)
and Brooke(1984).
3In practicethey
oftentook over sitesof pre-Christianorigin.
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(and hencetheir relics) with a particular sanctity.The growth of the cult of the saints
and the multiplication of their shrineswas therefore of crucial importance in the
developmentof the practiceof place-orientatedpilgrimage,sinceit was the perceived
presenceof the saintsthroughtheir relicswhich drew pilgrimsandhelpedto establisha
`newsacredgeography.'4
The emergenceof the cult of the saints involved a series of shifts in Christian thought
and practice, not all of which went unopposed. In the New Testament the word `saints'
(Gk. hagioi) had been used in a general senseof all Christian believers, as in the Letter
to the Philippians which was addressed`To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi'
(Phil. 1:1). By AD 200, however, the word was already being employed in a more
restricted sense.Problems of post-baptismal sin in the church had led to doubts about
the readinessof some to proceed directly to the presenceof God upon death and thus
prompted the development of the doctrine of purgatory. The church therefore prayed
for the souls of the departed.5 Martyrs (Gk martus, witness), however, were another
matter. Those who had died bearing witness to their faith in Christ had, by their very
death,
be
demonstrated
fitness
heaven
their
the
to
manner of
and
church could
enter
assured of their sanctity. The Book of Revelation placed in a special category those
had
been
beheaded
who
propter testimonium Jesu (for the testimony of Jesus)
(Revelation 20:4). Martyrs, it appeared,required no intercessions on their behalf from
the church on earth; indeed it would not be long before their mediation was being
6
in
heaven.
sought
4Markus (1990), 153.
s Tertullian

writes: `We makeofferingsfor the deadon their anniversaryto celebratetheir birthday [of

eternallife' De Corona,3, in Disciplinary andMoral Works.Cyprian (1984),1.2, speaksof sacrifices
being celebratedfor the reposeof the brethren.
6Dix comments:`WhenOrigen in Egypt cameto write the first Christian technicaltreatiseOn Prayer
c. A. D. 231, he could take it for granted,rather than argue,that the angelsand saintspray for us in
heaven,and that it is lawful and usual for Christians to pray to the saints and to thank them for
benefitsreceivedthroughtheir intercession(de Oratione xi; xiv)' Dix (1945),346.
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Persecution and martyrdom were facts of life from the earliest days of the Church. The
Book of Acts records the death of the first martyr, Stephen, noting that `Godly men
buried Stephen and mourned for him'(Acts 8:2). By the time of the martydom of
Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna in AD 155, it seems that the Jews were aware that the
relics of executed Christians were liable to become a focus for popular devotion. The
Martyrdom of St Polycarp hints at the theological confusion and devotional tensions to
which the natural reverence felt for the martyrs would give rise. The Jews requestedthe
Governor not to release Polycarp's body lest the Christians should `abandon the
crucified one and begin to worship this man,' a suggestion indignantly refuted by those
who compiled the Martyrdom:

They did not know that we can never abandonthe innocent Christ who suffered
behalf
on
of sinners for the salvation of those in this world who have been
saved, and we cannot worship any other. For we worship Him as the Son of
God, while we love the martyrs as disciples and imitators of the Lord.

(Ch. 17)7

Clearly this distinction was not immediatelyapparentto outsidersand the possibility
that Christiansthemselvesmight fall into the trap of worshippingthe martyrsremained
a matter of concern during succeedingcenturies. Polycarp's friends eventually
succeededin obtaininghis remains.
We took up his bones,more valuablethan preciousstonesand finer than gold,
andput themin a properplace.Thereasfar aswe are able,the Lord will permit
his
joy
birthday
in
to
together
to
the
of
and celebrate
us
meet
gladnessand
martyrdom,both in memoryof thosewho fought the fight and for the training
andpreparationof thosewho will fight.

(Ch. 18)

In TheApostolic Fathers.
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The ongoing inspiration provided by a martyr such
as Polycarp was ensured by the
annual celebration of his `birthday' and the physical focus provided by his burial place.
Recording such `birthdays' became a matter of importance. A
century later (c 250) St
Cyprian wrote, `Mark the days on which they depart, that
we may celebrate their
memories.'8 From this practice developed the observance of saints' days and the
offering of votive massesin their honour. By AD 400 the most important saints had
won a regular place in the eucharistic prayers of the church. During the age of the
martyrs, canonisation was `a spontaneousact of the local community'9 but as time went
on some form of regulation became necessary.The Fifth Council of Carthage held in
401 stipulated that proper authentication must be forthcoming or the altars dedicated to
saints would be destroyed. Bishops and councils took an increasingly important role in
the process of canonisation, although the first papal canonisation did not take place
until 993.10

After the conversion of Constantine and the resultant decrease in martyrdoms, new
concepts of sainthood flourished. From the second century onwards it had been
suggestedthat confessors(that is those who were willing to die but had not in fact been
called upon to shed their blood) need not be classedas inferior to the martyrs and as
martydoms became rare, honour was also paid to outstanding ascetics, bishops,
missionaries and defenders of the faith. Works such as the Life of St Anthony by St
Athanasius and the Life of St Martin (bishop of Tours 371-97) by Sulpicius Severus,
"
influence
hagiography
for
which would
centuries to come, showed their subjects as
not only holy but able to work miracles for those who sought their help. Thus the
supply of saints continued to grow apace and their role as intercessors became more

8 Cyprian, Letters, 12.2.
9 Kemp (1948), 7.

10Kemp (1948)
outlinesthe developmentof the processof canonisation.
it Including the
writings of Bede and Felix's Life of Guthlac. See Chapter V.
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clearly defined. As friends of God while on earth, they could logically be expected to
have particular influence with Him in heaven. Cyril
of Jerusalem'slectures on the
Eucharist state: `Then we commemorate also those who have fallen asleep before
us,
first Patriarchs, Prophets, Apostles, Martyrs, that
at their prayers and intercessions
God would receive our petition [my italics]. 02

2. THE DEVELOPMENT

OF SHRINES

St John Chrysostom (d. 407), in a series of baptismal instructions, also written shortly
before the end of the fourth century, shows how high the expectations of those who
visited the martyrs' tombs had risen, in terms of both spiritual and material benefits:

God has given us the relics of the holy martyrs, althoughhe has taken their
soulsto Himself...But evento this day he has left us their bodiesto give us the
exhortationandencouragement
we need...
Beloved,when you standbesidethesetombsand your mind considersthat this
whole throng hastenswith such speedto gather here that they may clasp the
dust and reap the blessingwhich comesfrom thesetombs,how will your mind
fail to be lifted aloft
...
Since we realise how free [the martyrs] are to speak, let us always have
recourse to them and accept the help which they will give. Men who have the
freedom to speak to an earthly king can win many great benefits to help those
who have recourse to them. Because of their sufferings, these blessed martyrs
who have won the freedom to addressthe king of heaven will be all the more
able to win for us the greatest blessings,if only we do our fair share...

Let us have continuousrecourseto themas to physiciansof the spirit. It was
for this reasonthat the good Master hasleft their bodieswith us, that we might
standbesidetheir tombs and clasp them with the whole strengthof our soul,

12Catechetical Lectures V. 9 in Cyril
of Jerusalem, Works.
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and in this way get from them the greatest healing for our illnessesof soul and
body. For if we stand beside them with faith, whether our sickness be of the

body or of the soul, we will not leave their tombswithout the healing of which
13
[my
italics].
in
we stood need
The tombs of the saints representedthe point at which heavenand earth intersected: the
saints being capable of simultaneously enjoying life in heaven and being present in their
relics14for the benefit of the faithful. Thus an inscription from the tomb of Martin of
Tours reads: `Here lies Martin the bishop, of holy memory, whose soul is in the hand of
God; but he is fully here, present and made plain in miracles of every kind. '" Such cults
were initially of only local importance but during the fourth century the practices of
translation and invention led to rapid expansion. Since Constantinople, the `new Rome'
built by Constantine, had no martyrs comparable with those of Rome, the bodies of St
Timothy and St Luke were moved there in 356-7. In the West, the force of Roman law
but
bodies
Christian
dismemberment
both
teaching
the
translation
of
and
opposed
and
St
In
386,
demands
by
the
such objections were often outweighed
of popular piety.
Ambrose, prompted by the people of Milan, instituted a searchfor suitable relics for the
dedication of his new basilica16and the bodies of two hitherto obscure martyrs, St
Gervasius and St Protasius, were `discovered' and duly installed under the altar. Relics
had
in
been
in
form
these
two
the
contact with
saints,
of
of objects such as cloth which
the bodies, were widely distributed among the churches of Gaul. In 396, Ambrose
dispatched an even greater gift to the Gallic city of Rouen: the relics of thirteen saints.
13BaptismalInstructions
(1963).
VII: 1,3,4,5in Chrysostom
14Brown (1981), 88, comments`The
focused
heady
was the
enthusiasm
such
on
which
praesentia
St
Lawrence...
flocked
invisible
Rome
devotees
The
to
to
the
shrine
of
presenceof an
who
person.
dominum
to
to
ad
they
to
a
a place meet person were not merely going
were going
a place;
Laurentium.'
'5 Les inscriptions

chretiennes de la Gaule 1:240, cited Brown (1981), 4.

16The practice incorporating
in
become
into
and
the
to
commonplace
altars of churcheswas
of
relics
787 AD the SecondCouncil of Niceamadeit mandatoryfor the dedicationof new churches.
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The ecstatic welcome accorded these relics in a sermon-treatiseby Bishop Victricius,
demonstrateshow deeply the cult of the saints had touched the emotions. He stresses
the bond forged by the presence of the saints between believers living in a more
peaceful age and the Church's heroic past:

We are taught, beloved brethren, by the present increase of spiritual benefits,
that we belong to the mercy of God and the omnipotence of the Savior. We
have seen no executioners, we have not known swords drawn against us and
yet we set up altars of Divinity. No bloody enemy assailsus today yet we are
by
has
No
Passion
Saints.
the
torturer
the
stretched us on the rack
enriched
of
yet we bear the Martyrs' trophies. No blood is shed now; no persecution
filled
joy
the
pursuesus yet we are
of those that triumph...
with

Stretchedout on the ground, and wateringthe earthwith our tears,let us call
Holy
forever
[the
Saints],
inhabit
the
who
out with one voice, so that you

Relics,may purgeour bodies...
Let no one, deceivedby vulgar error, think that the truth of the whole of their
bodily Passionis not containedin these fragmentsof the Just and in this
faith
there
that
We
authority,
and
all
our
apostolic consecration.
proclaim, with
is nothing in these Relics that is not complete... It is absolutely certain that our
Apostles and Martyrs have come to us with all their powers...

I touch remnantsbut I affirm that in theseRelics perfect grace and virtue are
Apostles
in
his
is
Relics.
lives
lives.
He
He
present
who
contained... who cures
andMartyrs cure andwashawaysin.
(De Laude Sanctorum, 1,6,9,11)17

17Hillgarth (1969),22-5.
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The fact that many relics were secondaryor fragmentaryin nature did not therefore
diminishtheir efficacyin the eyesof churchmensuchas Victricius.Kemp comments:
In effect in this treatise Victricius lays down the main lines on which the
theology of the cult of the saints and of relics was to develop. The saints are to
be veneratedfor their holiness which, through intimate union with the Godhead,
enablesthem to become channelsof grace to the faithful. Further, soul and body
his
body,
joined
together
that
the
are so closely
or
relics of a saint, particles of
have
it
been
become
in
him,
objects which
as were sacraments,
contact with
is
it
is
This
through
this
would seem the
material signs
grace conveyed.
which
''
theological explanation and defence of the cult of relics.

The logic was plain: where the relic was, there the saint was also; where the saint was,
heal.
help
to
to
the
and
themselves
of
saint'spower
men and women could come avail

Such developmentsdid not go unopposed either by those who objected on the grounds
Amongst
decency
those
theological
objections.
of custom and
or
who voiced strong
19
"
Julian
`deep
the
the
the
anger.
cult of relics provoked a
religious
pagans
rise of
Apostate (Emperor 361-3) complained, `You keep adding many corpses newly dead to
the corpse of long ago. You have filled the whole world with tombs and sepulchres.220
The repugnance felt by pagans at the breaking down of the barrier between the living
in
Julian's
is
dead
law
had
Roman
the
evidenced
maintained
carefully
which
and
in
Christian
the
relics
procession:
carrying
of
of
criticism
practice

The carryingof the corpsesof the deadthrough a great assemblyof people,in
the midst of densecrowds, stainingthe eyesightof all with ill-omenedsightsof

18Kemp (1948), 5.
19Brown (1981), 6.

20Contra Galilaeos,335C. Cited Brown (1981),7.
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the dead. What day so touched with death could be lucky? How, after being
present at such ceremonies, could anyone approach the gods and their
Z'
temples?

Ironically the objections voiced by Vigilantius, a Christian cleric from Gaul, included
the charge of pagan practice and sub-Christian teaching. His views, which appear to
have won some support, were fiercely refuted by Jerome whose treatise Contra
Vigilantium was written in 406. According to Jerome, Vigilantius denied `that religious
kiss
do
is
be
'
`Why
to
to
the
tombs
the
and adore
you
reverence
paid
martyrs, asked
of
bit
in
a
of powder wrapped up a cloth?' and complained:
Under the cloak of religion we see what is all but a heathen ceremony
introduced into the churches: while the sun is still shining, heaps of tapers are
lighted, and everwhere a paltry bit of powder, wrapped up in a costly cloth, is
kissed and worshipped. Great honour do men of this sort pay to the blessed
by
be
trumpery tapers, when the
they
think,
to
are
made glorious
martyrs, who,
Lamb who is in the midst of the throne, with all the brightness of His majesty,
light.
them
gives

(Against Vigilantius,4)22

Vigilantius also apparently argued that `the souls of the Apostles and martyrs have their
abode either in the bosom of Abraham, or in the place of refreshment, or under the altar
'
be
they
leave
God,
tombs
will.
their own
present where
and
and that they cannot
of
Jerome, writing with all the venom at his command, rejects the accusation that the
in
the
`Madman,
being
demanding:
the
adored
ever
world
who
martyrs are
worshipped,
23
distinction
by
(but
'
He
no meansuniversally observed)
martyrs?
makes the traditional

21Epistulae Leges. Cited Brown (1981), 7.
et
22Jerome, Letters.

23Jerome,Letters.
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betweenlatria (worship) which was due to God alone and dulia (veneration)which
may properly be accordedto the saints.He also arguesthat their influencecannotbe
restricted:
Will you put the Apostles into chains? So that to the day of judgement they are
to be kept in confinement, and are not with the Lord, although it is written
concerning them, `They follow the Lamb, whithersoever he goeth.' If the Lamb
is present everywhere, the samemust be believed respecting those who are with
the Lamb. And while the devil and the demons wander through the whole
world, and with only too great speed present them everywhere; are martyrs,
from
in
blood
be
kept
the
their
to
a
coffin,
shedding
after
of
out of sight shut up
whence they cannot escape?You say, in your pamphlet, that so long as we are
for
for
die,
but
the
alive we can pray
prayer of no person
one another;
once we
another can be heard... If Apostles and martyrs while still in the body can pray
for others, when they ought still to be anxious for themselves,how much more
do
they
so when once they have won their crowns, overcome and
must
triumphed?
(Against Vigilantius, 6)

Significantly it is Jerome's defence of the cult, rather than the attack mounted by
Vigilantius, which has survived. The cult of the saints was clearly meeting a need,
bridge
between
tangible
a
a visible, troubled world and an unseen powerful
offering
God. The saint frequently asssumedthe role of protector towards individuals and
in
in
There
had
(a
deities
times).
was,
occupied earlier
communities role which pagan
Peter Brown's phrase, `even something cozy about the cult of the martyrs,'24especially
in
fellow
`locals':
citizens on earth as well as
when the patron saints or saints were
heaven.A bishop of Turin declared

24Brown (1981),61.
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Though we should celebrate, brothers, the anniversariesof all the martyrs with
great devotion, yet we ought to put our whole veneration into observing the
festivals especially of those who poured out their blood in our own home town
[domiciliis]. Though all the saints are everywhere present and aid every one,
those who suffered for us intervene for us especially. For when a martyr suffers,
he suffers not only for himself, but for his fellow-citizens... So all the martyrs
should be most devoutly honoured, yet specially those whose relics we possess
here. For the former assist us with their prayer, but the latter also with their
suffering. With thesewe have a sort of familiarity: they are always with us, they
live among us [my italics].
(Maximus Taurin, Serino 12.1-2)25

Even St Augustine moved from caution to enthusiasmand the account which he gives
in the The City of God (Book XXII)

of miracles wrought through relics provides

Augustine
for
The
the
the
are
of
spreadand acceptanceof
cult.
views
valuable evidence
influence
his
lasting
because
to
this
on the church
of particular significance
study
of
Augustine
be
founded
by
his
Anglo-Saxons
of
the
namesake,
which would
among
Canterbury. Augustine indicates the existence of localised cults such as that of the
Twenty Martyrs `whose memory is cherishedin our part of the world' (NMI: 8) and of
the miracle-working relics of Protasius and Gervasius, the otherwise unknown figures
Augustine
In
dream
St
Ambrose.
hiding
in
to
addition,
place was revealed a
whose
refers to the translation of the relics of St Stephen, the power of which was not only
demonstrated to those present at the shrine (interrupting Augustine himself in midsermon) but was capable of transference to garments placed upon the shrine which
(Book
8).
XXII:
in
healings
elsewhere
were subsequently used

There is also an

intriguing account of the actions of a former tribune called Hesperius, who was in
he
from
Jerusalem
used to ward off the attacks of evil spirits.
which
possessionof earth

25Cited Markus (1990), 143.
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His problem solved, he offered the earth which Augustine describes significantly as
`sacred earth taken from Jerusalem, where Christ was buried and rose again on the
third day, ' to be buried on the site of a new place of worship. This place is now
described by Augustine as a `sacred spot' and a miracle of healing promptly occurs
there. Augustine has accepted the possibility of transferring spiritual power via objects
from one place, made sacred by its associations, to another many miles away.
Augustine favours the recording and proclamation of such events and notes in passing
that, `At Hippo we have started the practice of reading to the people the accounts of
those who receive such blessings(Book XXII: 8). ' He is saddenedthat such stories are
Augustine
have
deserve.
Such
to
the
contends
they
miracles,
unlikely
wider currency
however,
is
He
in
to
temples.
anxious,
are superior anything allegedly performed pagan
to define the place of the martyrs in the worship of the church:
We Christians construct, in honour of our martyrs, not temples, as if to gods,
but memorial shrines, as to men who are dead, but whose spirits are living with
God. We do not in those shrines raise altars on which to sacrifice to the
God
but
is
God,
to
the
the
and ours; and at this
one
martyrs'
martyrs,
who
in
in
the appointed order,
the
their
and
own place
martyrs are named,
sacrifice
his
in
have
God
the
name.
confession of
as men of
who
overcome the world

(Book =1:

10)

Augustine was speaking as a theologian and choosing his terms with care; it is doubtful
whether all those who flocked to the shrines of the saints appreciated such subtleties.
Whether worshipped or venerated, however, the martyrs held a unique place in the life
the
heroes
Church.
They
posta
past
the
which
the
a
glorious
past;
of
of
were
Constantinian Church neededto keep in mind. It was the affection in which they were
held and the inspiration which their example provided which opened the way for the
holy
to
develop
spread
the
the
places
of
to
network
resultant
and
saints
cult of
holy
but
in
be
holy
themselves,
Places
throughout the Christian world.
might not
people, could, it seems,make them so.
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It would be hard to over-estimate the importance of the cult of the saints
its
and
subsequentinfluence on Christian spirituality and worship, not least in the church which
was to be planted among the English. It is noteworthy that among the essentials of
church life, dispatched, according to Bede, by Gregory the Great (Pope 590-604) to St
Augustine of Canterbury, were `relics of the holy Apostles and martyrs'26 presumably
for use in dedicating churches. Gregory is also said to have advisedthat

the templesof the idols amongthe peopleshouldon no accountbe destroyed
The idols are to be destroyed, but the temples themselves are to be aspersed
27
holy
in
with
water, altars set up them, and relics depositedthere.
Whether this approach achieved enhancedspiritual understanding or merely resulted in
degree
a
of syncretism is difficult to assess.Some scholars feel that the cult of the
saints, with its emphasison prayer for material benefits, such as healing and protection,
has always owed much to pre-Christian practice. Certainly in medieval England the
passionate and frequently uncritical devotion offered to the saints opened the door to
all manner of abuses and, since possession of relics meant profit for those whose
community they graced, there were substantial temptations to indulge in fraud and
exploitation. Holiness did not always beget holiness.

3. CONCLUSION:

THE MEANINGS OF PILGRIMAGE

In this section I have sought to demonstratethat the views of pilgrimage which
eventuallyformed part of the inheritanceof the medievalchurchin Englandwere not
26Bede, Ecclesiastical History, I. 29.
27 Bede, Ecclesiastical History, I. 30. The
shrines of Christian saints were often deliberately
established in places where pagan gods had been worshipped. Wilson cites the example of St Babylas,
whose cult was introduced at Daphne in the mid-fourth century `in order to oust the oracle of Apollo
which indeed fell silent as a result' Wilson (1983), 2.
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only complex but also contained inherent tensions and even contradictions. Christian
concepts of pilgrimage did not develop in a vacuum. Instead, they emerged partly in
accordance with, and partly in reaction to the Jewish heritage of the Early Church.
Christians were also influenced, despite themselves,by pagan traditions of pilgrimage,
particularly those associatedwith healing shrines,which inevitably came into the church
with Gentile converts, the most prominent of whom was the Emperor Constantine
himself

It has also become apparent that from the Old Testament onwards there have been
multiple interpretations of the concept of pilgrimage and an ongoing series of shifts of
emphasisbetween one model and another. The Jewish practice of pilgrimage essentially
moved from the idea of wildernessjourneying to focus on a fixed holy place.
Christianity initially reversed this shift and the New Testament view of pilgrimage as a
heavenly
for
in
Christian's
journey
the
to
the
this
through
world
exile
metaphor
homeland offered a clear-cut and powerful perspective on human life. It was frequently
in
hands
by
fruitful
image
Fathers
the
the
of medieval writers.
and proved a
re-iterated
It was, however, vulnerable to amendment precisely because it set forth such a high
ideal of continuous obedience and because it was essentially a concept to be
be
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than
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Similarly visitors to the mushrooming shrines of the saints looked for encouragement
from the example of the heroes of the faith and aid in heaven from those whose lives on
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be
them
to
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28`The pilgrimage,along a particular route to a particular destination,was the reducedimageand the
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be; and his arrival a foretasteof the final end of thatjourney.' Markus (1990), 151-2.
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Yet it did not prove so easy to reconcile long-term and short-term pilgrimage in
practice, except perhaps for those who were truly saintly themselves.The rise in placeorientated pilgrimage and the growth of the cult of the saints which took place from the
fourth century onwards were both part of a subtle change of emphasis which
was
taking place within Christian spirituality. Wilken notes that a

new tactile piety that attached itself to things, to bones and relics, to places and
shrines, to sacred books, even to liturgical implements like chalices and veils,
was evident all over the Christian world. In a letter to Theophilus, pope
(patriarch) of Alexandria, Jerome urged that all who minister at the altars in the
church show proper reverence for the `accessories'used in the liturgy. These
things, he writes, are not `lifeless and senselessthings devoid of holiness; from
their association with the body and blood of the Lord they are to be venerated
29
body
with the sameawe as the
and blood themselves.'

Thus Paulinus of Nola wrote of Holy Land pilgrimage:

No other sentimentdrawsmento Jerusalembut the desireto seeandtouch the
placeswhereChristwas physicallypresent,andto be ableto sayfrom their very
own experience:We have gone into His tabernacle,and have adored in the
30
feet
His
placeswhere
stood.
The relics of the saintswere seennot only as repositoriesbut as channelsof holiness:
`Whenonetouchesthe bonesof a martyr, one sharesin the holinesswhich is presentin

29Wilken (1992), 115.
30Paulinusof Nola, Letters,49.14.
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the grace inhering in the body. '31 The desire to see and touch was so strong that it
overcamethe traditional aversion to the bodies of the dead, a reversal noted in his own
32
by
experience Gregory of Nyssa. A religion built on the understanding that God was
invisibly present with and in his people wherever in the world they might be, was
reverting to an orientation to place which inevitably brought with it conflicting ideas
and practices. What had been purely spiritual began to contain a strong material
element.

In addition the twin developments of place-orientated pilgrimage and the increasing
importance of the saints posed a potential threat to the scale on which the Christian life
holy
God
between
be
lived.
intermediaries
The
to
and
a
was
rising profile of saints as
sinful human beings was paralleled by a danger that pilgrimage to an earthly goal could
heavenly
Jerusalem.
longer-term
the
the
obscure or even undermine
goal of reaching
Both trends may have reflected genuine piety but they also offered the possibility of a
kind of spiritual reductionism as the demandsof a direct relationship with God and the
requirement to make the whole of life a continual pilgrimage were gradually scaled
down to something a little more manageable.The invisible becamevisible, tangible; the
benefits sought were as often material as spiritual; the distance travelled could be
from
is
to
time
in
It
in
that
than
wonder
small
measured miles rather
personal growth.
It
was,
tensions
that
persisted.
time these newer standards were questioned and
however, the very complexity and multi-faceted nature of the pilgrimage motif which
made it such a rich resource for medieval authors. In the next two sections of this study
I will examine some of the ways in which the idea of pilgrimage is used in Old and
Middle English texts.

31From a pseudonymous
homily found amongthe writings of Basil (Homily on Psalm 115.4). Cited
Wilken (1992), 115.

32P.
G. 46.740B. Encomiumon St Theodore.
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PART II

THE EXILE AND THE HEAVENLY HOME:
PILGRIMAGE

IN OLD ENGLISH LITERATURE

Forpon cnyssadnu
heortan gepohtas, pastis hean streamas,
sealtypagelac sylf cunige;

monaömodeslust ma!la gehwylce
ferd toferan, ßceticfeor heonan
elßeodigra eardgesece.
(Seafarer, 33b-38)1

Introduction: The Importance of Pilgrimage in Old English Literature
The lengthy critical debate which has surrounded the Old English poem known as the
Seafarer provides striking evidence of the need to clarify the various meanings of
inherited
pilgrimage
and experiencedby the Anglo-Saxon Church. All interpretations of
the poem with a claim to completenessmust seek to explain the lines cited above and
2
many such explanations have indeed been advanced during the last century. Yet
it
divided
journey:
Seafarer's
the
true
the
was a
scholars are still
about
significance of
3
lands,
literal voyage across the sea to other
an image of the Christian's passage
'
life4
both
through
or even
at the sametime?

1My italics. All quotationstakenfrom Anglo-SaxonPoeticRecordsunlessotherwisestated.
2 SeeOld English Elegies,Introduction.
3 SeeWhitelock (1950).
4 See,for example,Ehrismann(1909)and Smithers(1957).
5Pope(1974);Old English Elegies,Introduction.
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Such questions cannot be answered satisfactorily without a wide-ranging
examination
of the multi-faceted view of pilgrimage inherited by the Anglo-Saxon Church and of the
6
by
Anglo-Saxon
the
use made of
pilgrimage motif
other
poets. The need for such a
survey is, however, far greater than the requirement to elucidate a single poem. All too
frequently the presenceof this image has been overlooked or taken for granted and its
breadth and richness have gone unrecognised. So fundamental is it to contemporary
Christian thought and so ubiquitous its use in Old English literature that it can fairly be
described as the key under-girding image of Christian poetry and prose in the period
from the Conversion to the Norman Conquest.

The importance of the concept of the pilgrimage of life, for theologians and poets, was
two-fold. It explained the general history of mankind? from the expulsion of Adam
from Eden to the final Judgement; and it contextualised the individual histories of men
and women seeking to turn involuntary exile on earth into a purposeful spiritual
journey. " As I shall demonstrate, the concept of pilgrimage as mankind's journey
through life to the heavenly home was in fact so deeply embedded in the minds and
imaginations of those who produced Old English poetry and prose that it was possible
for it to be widely used without explanation or amplification. Thus in the Old English
Exodus, the poet assumesthat his audience will understand the parallels to be drawn
between the Israelites' journey through the desert and the spiritual journey made by the
Christian to the heavenly homeland, whereas in contrast the author of the Middle High
GermanExolied does feel the need to provide such an explanation.9

6 As far as I am
7 For

aware,no previoussurveycoversall this ground

exampleAugustineof Hippo, City of God,Bk XV, Ch 1.

8 Thus Vercelli Homily

XVI: Ac utan we gemunanhu ure yldran, pa wrestanmen, purh hwylc ping

hie 6a eadelicanlife forworhtonon neorxnawange,da dryhtenhie arrestwt fIymöe in gesette 7 nu se
...
man se be xvt benceö,bat he of pyssegehrorenlicanworuldeDoneheofonlicanrice begite,he bonne
sccall callinga obern weg gefaran7 oörum dedum don ... bonnesceolanwe poneweg eft gefaranto
heofonarice 7 to bam heofonlicanham. Vercelli Homilies, 273/177-9,184-6,196-7.
9 SeeGreen(1966).1

for
drawing
Peter
Lucas
indebted
Prof.
to
my attentionto this point.
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Central to this survey is the fact, apparent from the examination of Biblical
and early
Christian writings in Chapters I and II, that within Christian theology the idea of
pilgrimage is inextricably entwined with the related concepts of mankind's present exile
on earth, prospective citizenship of the heavenly homeland, the transience of earthly
pleasuresand the eternal joys of the Heavenly City of Jerusalem.Pilgrimage therefore
should not be viewed as a single image, based on one type of human activity, but as a
group of tightly-knit images which make a number of profound statements about the
human condition. The essential interdependenceof this cluster10of images is a crucial
factor in assessingthe extent of the use of the life pilgrimage motif in Old English
literature. Each element in the cluster only makes senseif the others are accepted and
the use of one in a poem or prose work frequently signals the presence, whether
implicit or explicit, of the others." In order to become a pilgrim in the New Testament
sense, an individual must first have recognised that mankind is in a state of spiritual
exile and accepted that earth can only be a temporary resting-place; only then is it
logical to respond with a commitment to live as one seeking a different goal. 12To
embark upon life pilgrimage is necessarilyto adopt the view that earthly pleasuresand
achievement are transitory and to learn to reflect on human experience in the light of
the coming Judgement.I hope to show some of the ways in which the close theological
connections between these concepts can be seento inform modes of poetic expression
in a number of Old English poems. Many critical studies have tended to concentrate on
13
patristic writings, with only occasional examplescited from Old English texts. I shall
therefore seek to demonstrate from works produced during the Anglo-Saxon period

'o I have borrowed
and expandeda term used by Gardiner in discussionof medievalpilgrim plays
Gardiner(1971). SeeChapterI above.
11Unfortunately the text
of the Ruin, which deals with the theme of transience, is incomplete, but it is
possible that it too might have contained references to eternal security and the heavenly home as do
the Wanderer and the Seafarer.

12As in Hebrews11.
13For exampleSmithers(1957)
and Smithers(1959).
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the extent to which the pilgrimagemotif and its associatedimageswere actuallyused
by Anglo-Saxonwriters.
It is, moreover, the case that in the context of Old English poetry the theme of exile
had a particular resonance and a number of poems reflect the harsh reality of
14
separation, whether caused by strife, loss of a lord or the punishment of crime. In
loss
feared
be
the
terms,
this
to
of relationship
secular
and mourned, since
was a state
and community signified the loss of security and significance. Whilst it did not reject
the importance of relationships and community, Christianity offered a perspective
which transcended earthly gain or loss and offered comfort to all exiles whether
"
Anglo-Saxon
A
the
poems,
of
victims of circumstances.
number
voluntary or
therefore, can be seen to make creative use of the tensions and paradoxes involved in
joy
hope
loss
the
and
to
of eternal
seeking
reconcile present
and renunciation with
definition
by
Christians
The
the
through
was
world
spiritual pilgrimage of
security.
in
therefore,
the
them
constant need of rewas,
perspective which sustained
arduous;
in
be
The
clearly seen the poetry and prose
affirmation and re-articulation.
results can
of Anglo-Saxon England.

In this sectionI intend firstly to establishthe widespreadacceptanceof the idea of life
for
Angloin
the
to
pilgrimage the extantpoetry andprose;secondly examine evidence
Saxonpracticeof placepilgrimage;andfinally to considerhow thesefindingsmay shed
freshlight on the Seafarerandthe Wandererin particular.

14For example, the Wanderer, Resignation, the Husband's Message, the Wife's Lament. Anne Klinck
Old English Elegies, 225, sees`the senseof separation' as the `essential element of elegy.'

is As in the Wanderer.SeeChapterVII.
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CHAPTER V

FROM EXILE TO ETERNAL HOME: THE PILGRIMAGE
MOTIF IN OLD ENGLISH POETRY AND PROSE

He us onlysde and us lif forgeaf

heofonlicheham.
(Dream of the Rood, 147-8)

1. OLD ENGLISH POETRY
Any attempt to survey the use of particular themes in Old English poetry is inevitably
beset by problems of dating. I therefore propose to group the poems to be examinedby
category, rather than by date, in order to demonstrate the presence of the idea of life
pilgrimage as an underlying theme in a number of different types of poem.

A. Scriptural poetry

i. Exiles and wanderers16
17
Christian
In
thought, there are two chief categories of exile. The first is involuntary
is
is
for
disobedience.
The
exile, which
a punishment
second voluntary exile, which
signals a desire to achieve spiritual restoration through total commitment to the will of
18
God. To be in exile, therefore, may signal either great culpability or great sanctity.
The former condition is associated chiefly with three prototypical Biblical figures of

16Magennis (1996), 149,
notes that the narrativesof the Old English biblical poemsall concern
themselvesin some way with the theme of dislocation, which finds its archetypalform in the
banishmentof Adam and Eve from paradiseat the beginningof humanhistory.'
" Seeentry on 'Exile' in Jeffrey(1992).
1$Thus Grendel
See
isolation
in
for
different
both
dwell
Guthlac
fens
but
the
the
reasons.
of
and
very
below.
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exile: Satan,Adam and Cain, all three of whom are consideredin the Old English poem
known as GenesisA. 19

Satan
In his highly-influential Moralia in Job, Gregory the Great described Satan
as alienus,
the stranger'20and the Old English poet is similarly concerned to emphasisenot only
the presumption which caused Satan's downfall but the state of exile which forms the

major element of that downfall. Satan's rebellion against God is punished by
banishmentfrom the realmof heaven,expulsionfrom his erstwhilehomeland:
Sceop barn werlogan
wrceclicne ham weorce to leave,

helleheafas,heardeniöas...
bescyrede
cedele

his wiÖerbrecanwuldor gestealdum.
(Genesis, 36-8,63-4)

The repeated play on ham and edel in the early part of the poem underlines the
significance of home and homeland in the mind of the poet and in the theological substructure of the story. There is an implicit irony in the fact that Satan's quest for a ham
and heahsetl in the heavenly kingdom has resulted in the loss of the home which he
already enjoyed by God's grace. Dissatisfaction has bred disobedienceand the outcome
is that contradiction in terms, a wra cliche ham (37). Satan is henceforth literally a `lost
soul,'21 expelled from his native land like any rebellious Anglo-Saxon thane, his sense
of loss and the hopelessnessof regaining the longed-for home feeding a desire for

19DoaneassignsGenesisAto the
eighth century(GenesisA, 36-7).
20Gregorythe Great(1845), 12.36.41.
21For the
contributionof exile to the characterisationof SatanseeSectionB ii. The fact of his exile is
alsousedagainstSatanby the saints(e.g. Andreas 1380-2).
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22
revenge. The exile, banishedwithout hope of return, is a dangerous creature, a point
made also by the Beowulf-poet in his depiction of Grendel (Beowulf, 86-9).

Adam and Eve
Once the rebellious angels have departed, the peace of the heavenly homeland, the
wuldres edel (83) is restored. The pattern of ambition, disobedienceand dispossession
(a sequenceall too familiar in Anglo-Saxon society) is, however, repeatedin the
caseof
Adam and Eve. Succumbing to the desire to be `as gods' (Genesis 3:4), they also
receive a sentenceof exile, a state which they will bequeathto all their descendants:23
Pu scealt oderne edel secean,24
wynleasranwic, and on wrcechweorfan
nacod niedwaedla, neorxnawanges
dugeöum bedxled
(Genesis, 927-30)

Gesxton pa after synne sorgfulre land,
eard and edyl unspedigran

fremenagehwilcre bonnesefrumstolwws
pe hie after daedeof adrifenwurdon
(Genesis, 961-64)

22The point is
madealsoin Genesis,356-7: Is saeswngastyde ungelic swiöel bam odrum ham be
we a;r cubon/heanon heofonrice.
23CompareVercelli Homily XI: `For x
vs wrestanmannessynnum,Adam[ejs,we wurdon aworpeneof
neorxnawanges eöle 7 on ka wraecworuld sende, 7 we swa synon on pyssum middangearde swa we her
na:nig eoel ne habbaö.' Vercelli Homilies, 223/46-8.

24CompareBlickling Homily II: `we
synd on pisseworlde vIpeodige,& swawaeronsippon se Vresta
ealdor 1)issesmenniscancynnesGodesbeboduabra;c; & forron gylte we wxron on pysnewra=c-sib
sende,& nu eft sceolonoperneekel secan.' Blickling Homilies, 23.

Pilgrims were they all? 110

This new home is a bleak and frightening place,' but as exiles Adam and Eve are in a
different category from Satan. His sentence is irrevocable whereas their banishment,
though long and dreary, yet contains, (as a Christian audiencewould have been aware),
the hope of ultimate redemption. With the Harrowing of Hell, an event which features
26
in
Old
English
strongly
poetry and prose, the process of exile would be reversed and
Adam and Eve be admitted to the heavenly homeland. It is noteworthy that in Genesis
B Adam is provided with a speechwhich at once articulates a desire to make amends
27
hints
idea
and
at the
of voluntary exile, perhaps even a penitential pilgrimage, as part
of the process of restoration:

Gif is waldendeswillan curie,
hwxt is his to hearmsceare habbansceolde,
ne gesawepu no sniomor, peah me on smwadan
bete heofones god heonone nu pa,
on flod faran, nacrehe firnum bms deop,

merestreampmsmicel, pasthis o min mod getweode,
ac is to damgrundegenge, gif is godesmeahte
willan gewyrcean.
(Genesis, 828-35)

Cain
28
is
The third negative example of exile Cain: like Adam a human being; like Satan,
death
but
is
for
destructive.
The
envious, rebellious, and
not
murder
punishment
banishment; the sentencepassedon Cain is, in effect, exile within exile, alienation not
only from God but from human society as well:
u Magennis(1996), 148-9,highlights the
mannerin which the poet contraststhe secureenvironment
of Paradisewith the new landscapeand unsettledclimate of the placeof exile.
26Seefor examplethe ExeterBook Descentinto Hell, Christ III, Christ
and Satan,Blickling Homily
VII and the Old English versionof the GospelofNicodemus.
27On
penance and peregrinatio see Chapter VI: 2 below.
28See Chapter I: IC
above.
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DuPaescwealmesscealt
wite winnan and on wrxc hweorfan,
awyrgedto widan aldre...
Du seealtgeomorhweorfan,
arleasof eardepinum, swabu Abel wurde
to forhbanan; forkon Pu flema scealt
widlast wrecan, winemagum W.
(Genesis, 1013-5,1018-21)

According to the Vulgate text, Cain is not to become a peregrinus but a vagus et
profugus (Genesis 4: 14), a wanderer without purpose or direction. The horror of this
sentenceis made clear in the speechwhich the Old English poet suppliesto Cain:

Du to dxge pissum

ademestme fram duguoe andadrifestfrom
eardeminum.
(Genesis, 1031-3)

Cain departs, `wineleaswrecca' (1051): an exile without hope of return, bereft of
homeland,kinsmenand spiritualhope.29
The figure of Cain cast a dark shadow over Old English literature: to understand the
theological and sociological significance of his `double exile' is also to recognise the
implications of the lineage attributed to Grendel in BeOWU00

2' This modelof

exile as punishmentwas an important elementin the administrationof penance.The

Irish Penitentialof Columban(c. 600) statesthat a murdererwho after ten yearsin exile fails to make
reparationto the parentsof his victim, 'shall never be admittedto his own country but shall be like
Cain a vagabondand a fugitive on the earth.' McNeill and Gamer(1965),252.
30Whitelock (1951), 13
points out that in Felix's Life of Guthlac, the saint addressesthe devils who
tormenthim as the seedof Cain.
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wonsaeliwer weardode hwile,
sipoan him scyppend forscrifan hxfde
in Caines cynne. Done cwealm gewrccc
ece drihten, paesPe he Abel slog;
ne gefeah he pare fxhoe, ac he hine feor forwra c,
metod for py mane, mancynnefram.

Ianon untydras ealleonwocon,
eotenasand ylfe and orcneas.
(Beowulf, 104-12)

Grendel is placed here in a long line of exiles, human and supernatural,whose sentence
offers no prospect of reprieve. By linking Grendel with Cain, the poet not only endows
his monster with cosmic stature as a player in the age-long dramatic conflict between
good and evil, but also clothes him with the bitter characteristics of the outcast, the
31
hope
exile without
of restoration. By suggesting not only human but demonic32
attributes the poet also evokes the brooding envy which characterises Satan and his
followers elsewhere in Old English poetry.33Grendel's attack on Heorot is motivated
by anger and resentment and it is significant that Hrothgar's scop is portrayed singing
the story of the Creation of mankind and of the perfect world which Adam and Eve
were to lose. Grendel, we may infer, hates Heorot because it represents the home
which he will never have and becausethere is heard the song of that earlier home which
all have lost. Moreover the dwelling place34given to Grendel may well have more

31Andy Orchard
comments:'Of all the monsters,it is Grendelwho is most consistentlydepictedin
human terms, particularly in the constantevocationof exile imagery to describehis plight' Orchard
(1995),30.
32On the
use of aglaeca(monster, demon, fiend) of Grendel seeOrchard (1995), 33.
33See Section B. ii
on Christ and Satan.

34'[Grendel's] dwelling-placeis describedby bewildering
a
number of terms (mearc, moras,fen,
fleesten, and fifelcynnes eard) which have as their common feature their remotenessfrom human
habitation.' Orchard (1995), 59. Hugh Magennis comments:' The wildernessis a dimly made-out
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Christian elements than have been recognised, for it seemsto have much in common
with the monster-haunted wilderness places of Jewish tradition and the battle-grounds
35
Christian
of
ascetics. The unknown wastelands where Grendel prowls are the same
fenlands in which Guthlac fights the fiends36and they stand in the samerelationship to
normal human habitations as the fallen world does to the lost delights of Eden.
Andy Orchard, in his discussion of the monsters of the Beowulf-manuscript, sets
Grendel in the broader context of patristic commentary on the fate of Cain:
Grendel is a true heir of Cain, who, as the Beowulf-poet tells us (lines 109-10),
was exiled for his crime `far from mankind' (feor ... mancynnefram), and both
Stanley Greenfield and JosephBaird have stressedthe importance of such exile
imagery in the poet's depiction of Grendel. Such a view was fully sanctionedby
patristic commentary: according to the Septuagint (Genesis IV. 16) Cain was
driven from the face of God into the land of Nod (Nail), where the Vulgate
simply makes him an `exile' (Profugus). In his interpretation of the passage
Bede addresses both readings, and reconciles them through the traditional
Hebrew etymology of Naid, enshrinedby Jerome, as `movement or fluctuation'
(motus sluefluctuatio)37 Bede goes on to conclude, following Isidore, that Cain
be
for
(Cain
instabilis
to
was
ever unstable and wandering of uncertain abode'
38
semper etfluctuans atque incetarum sedium essetfucturus).

From the standpointof patristic exegesis,Cain and his descendantsalso introduce
build
into
homeland:
they
the
anotherstrand
complexpattern of exile, pilgrimageand

placeof threatand exile: it wasto the wildernessthat Cain wasconsigned- `westenwarode'- and the
dragonwhich afflicts Beowulfs peoplelives `on paerewestenne'Magennis(1996), 130.
35SeeChapter I: 1.E
and Chapter II: 2.
36See Section 3
on Guthlac.

37SeeNewton(1993), 142-4,
on similarities.
38Orchard(1995),61.
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an earthlycity (1057).For St Augustinethis was an actionchargedwith significance:
Now Cain was the first son born to those two parents of mankind, and he
belonged to the city of man; the later son, Abel, belonged to the City of God...
When those two cities started on their course through the successionof birth
and death, the first to be born was a citizen of this world, and later appeared
one who was a pilgrim and stranger to the world, belonging as he did to the
City of God... by grace a pilgrim below, and by grace a citizen above...
Scripture tells us that Cain founded a city, whereas Abel, as a pilgrim, did not
found one [my italics].

(City of God,Bk. XV, Ch 1)
Cain and his line, therefore, also represent those unspiritual men and women who

refuseto live as pilgrimsin the world andchooseinsteadto investin earthlysecurity.

ii. Strangers and pilgrims
Noah and Abraham
In the later part of Genesis, the poet focuses on two outstanding examplesof positive
exile, Noah and Abraham, whose lives model both the obedience and the ultimate
in
leaves
Each
home
God's
the
the
reward of
pilgrim.
command
apparent security of
at
order to reach a place of greater blessing.Noah heededthe warning that his community
lay under judgement and entered the Ark (later adopted as a symbol of the Church),"
leaving the seeming safety of dry land to embark on a hazardousjourney which would
40
bring
homeland:
him
to rest in a restored
eventually

39See1 Peter3:20-21.St Augustinecommented:`Without doubtthis is a symbolof the City of God on
pilgrimagein this world' Augustineof Hippo, City of God,Bk XV, Ch 26.
40Jarvis (1993), 63,
its
Cain's
image
is
to
the
`Noah's
positive
of
exile;
mirror
exile
a
comments:
for
God-given
is
isolated
Noah's
Cain's
is
bleak,
a
and
exile
and sinful;
negative.
unending,
exile
significant

purpose. '
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Deis eöelstol eft gerymed,
lisse on lande, lagosi6a rest

ffger on foldan. Gewit on frebo gangan
ut of earce, and on eorÖanbearm
Pam
hean
hofe hiwanlaedPu
of
and eallepa wocre be is waegprea
on
Me nerede bendenlago hxfde
Prymmegepeahtneßriddan edyl
(Genesis, 1485-92)

The phrase `ßriddan edyl' has proved difficult to interpret. In his edition of the poem
Doane comments:

ßridda edyl is the big problem, since what it might be referring to is unknown.
But grammatically, if it is nom., it must be appositive to lago and refer to the
sea; however this leaves no object for hafde, implying the necessity of
emendingßrymme to acc. p1. It is simpler to accept Grein's ßriddan, making
edyl the object of hcefde. In this version, the `third home' must be the earth,
which the sea now covers, but why it is the third home is difficult to tell.
Holthausen suggesteda series, `heaven,earth and hell,' Kock, PPP 15, `heaven
(air), earth and ocean (water), ' but these are arbitrary. Marckwardt-Rosier call
attention to two quotations in B-T, p 1069: `Heofonwaru and eoröwaru,
helwaru pridde; ' `On nanum heolstrum heofenan, oppe eorpan, oppe sae
priddan.' if the reading ßridda edyl, `the sea' could be accepted, the problem
home
Adam,
be
first
Paradise
the second the
the
the
of
was
would
resolved:
Earth of Seth, the third the Sea that bore up Noe. In any case the poet had
ßridda(n)
in
it
is
dismiss
to
as
and
something quite specific
mind
wrong
4'
it
`meaningless'(Krapp) or attempt to amend away.

41GenesisA, 273-4.
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The broader theological perspective of life pilgrimage may, however, help to elucidate
this hitherto puzzling phrase. Viewed in this context, heaven is the first homeland from
42
Satan
Christian
(and
which
was expelled
pilgrims are exhorted to seek); the
which
second homeland is Paradise, from which Adam, Eve and their descendantshave been
excluded through sin; and the ßriddan edyl is earth, the oderne edel to which Adam
and Eve were despatchedin lines 927 and 962. Humankind may still aspire to heaven,
43
be
hell;
or
condemned to
meanwhile earth is their place of exile, a temporary
homeland which must be renounced if they are to reach the permanentjoys of heaven,
the homeland for which they have been intended since before the Fall.
Abraham, the prototype pilgrim described in Chapter I, " is also called to leave his
native land and travel in faith:

Gewit Du nu feran and pine fare lmdan,
ceapasto cnosle. Carran ofgif,

fader eöelstol. Far, swais be hate,
monnaleofost, andPuminumwel
larumhyre, andpactlandgesec
be is be xlgrene ywan wille,
bradefoldan.'
(Genesis, 1746-52)

The journey from Egypt to the Promised Land
Abraham and Noah both appear again in the Old English Exodus but here the main

42Seefor
example Vercelli Homilies, M. 55-7.
43Blickding Homily II
bysne
sceolon
nu
eft
`forpan
sende,
wrac-sip
on
wa~ron
$ylte
we
comments
oßerne edel secan' [my italics] Blickling Homilies, 23.

44ChapterI: LC
above.
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focus is on another positive example of exile: the people of Israel en route from Egypt
to the Promised Land. From the opening lines onwards the poet signals clearly that the
journey to be described is capable of more than one level of interpretation. The poem
opens with a confident statement about the reward to be enjoyed by the blessed in
heavenafter their bealuside (journey of sorrow):

Hwaet! we feor and neah gefrigen habao
ofer middangeard Moyses domas,
wrmclico wordriht, wera cneorissumin uprodor eadigra gehwam

rafterbealusiöebote fifes,
lifigendra gehwam langsumnera'd haeleöum
secgan.
(Exodus, 1-7)

Lucas,following Sedgefield,interpretsthis as
a doublereference(1) to the journey of the Israelitesthrough the wildernessto
the promisedland, and (2) to the journey of man through life to the heavenly
home."
46
This dual perspective is reinforced throughout the poem. The Israelites are exiles
47
(137b) and travellers, both literally and metaphorically. They are leaving the alien land

45Exodus(1994), 75°. Seealso Helder (1994), who also exploresthe typologicalconnectionsbetween
the PromisedLand of the Israelitesand the heavenlyhomelandof Christians.
46LucasExodus(1994), 92ncomparesthe use of lffweg in this poemwith the useof the sameterm,
in
16),
14:
the
Life'
(John
Way,
Truth
he
links
`I
Christ's
the
the
the
and
am
which
statement
with
Dream of the Rood, 88-9.
47On the useof sea-imageryto describethejourney seeChapterVII: 4.
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of the Egyptians, which in so much patristic teaching representedthe pagan world
'48
and setting out at God's command to seek their true homeland.49As William Helder

pointsout, the poet repeatedlyhighlightsthis theme:
When he adds that Moses was instrumental in restoring the sons of Abraham to
their homeland "onwist edles Abrahames sunum," 1.18), the author maintains
the typological perspective he has established (cf. Galatians 3: 7-29). He does
the same subsequently whenever he mentions Abraham or alludes to the
50
homeward
journey.
concept of the

Abraham too is characterised as an exile: He on wrwce 4fde (383), and the poet
subsequentlyextends the analogy to include his audience in a passageof commentary
which also incorporates the associatedelementsof earthly transience,future judgement
5'
joys
heaven:
and the eternal
of

Isisis lane dream
wommum awyrged, wreccum alyfed,
earmra anbid. Edellease

pysnegystselegihoumhealdaÖ
murnaöon mode...
411
Seefor example Augustine of Hippo, De Doctrina Christiana, II, Ch XV.
49 `The one
general allegory that would cover the events of the poem is the equation of the Israelites
journey from Egypt to the Promised Land with the journey from earthly exile to the heavenly home'

Crossand Tucker (1960), 123.
50Helder (1994), 195.
s1'The
audienceis encouragedto recall the transitorynatureof joys in the world, the superiorrewards
in heavento be grantedto the Christian faithful, and the accompanyingday of universaljudgement
...
In contrastto the material prosperitypromisedto (and attainedby) Israel at 564b, as Christianswe
wanderanxiously,mourning our spiritual exile in a world that is a lodging-housein misery.' Garde
(1991),48.
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Eftwyrd cymö,
mxgenprymmamast, ofer middangeard,
daegdwdumfah. Drihten sylfa
on bam meöelstede manegumdemed
bonne he soöfxstra sawla lydeö,
eadigegastas, on uprodor,
pxr bid leoht and lif, eac bon lissa blxd.
(Exodus, 532-6,540-6)

Abraham, Moses and the people of Israel en route for the Promised Land thus become
figures of encouragementand challenge for all Christian pilgrims who seek the way to
the eternal homeland.

iii. Temporary exile (penance)
Woven into the narrative of Daniel are two accounts of temporary involuntary exile,
each of which is interpreted as a punishment from God but not as permanent rejection.
The opening lines of the poem, which have no parallel in the Vulgate, make plain the
link between obedience to God and possessionof the Promised Land: as long as the
people maintain hiera fceder were (10) (presumably the covenant made with Abraham
in Genesis 15) then they will remain secure in God's affection and protection. The
audience are also reminded that it was God who guided these eldeodigum (38) to take
possessionof the city of Jerusalemand their edelland (39). Now apostasyleads to mass
deportations into exile in Babylon and aliens govern their erstwhile homeland, edne
edel (78). The poet does not labour the point at this stage; evidently he can assume
sufficient familiarity with these concepts for the audience to draw its own conclusions
about the spiritual connections between obedienceand homeland,apostasyand exile.

Later in the poem the Prayer of Azarias reiterates the connection between exile and

failure to follow a holy way of life. This, once more, is a connectionnot madein the
Vulgate:
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We Öxslifgende
worhton on worulde, eacöon wom dyde
useryldran; for oferhygdum
br econ bebedo burhsittende,
had oferhogedon halgan lifes.
Siendon we towrecene geond widne grund,
heapum tohworfene, hyldelease;
is user lif geond landa fela
fracoö and gefrxge folca manegum,
pa usic bewrxcon to pa's wyrrestan
eorocyninga a'hta gewealde,

haeft
heorugrimra, andwe nu haedenra
on
peownedboliaö. baesbe pancsie,
weredawuldorcyning, paßtpu us paswraceteodest.
(Daniel, 295-308)

Temporary exile, therefore, is viewed as a tool employed by God in order to bring his
recalcitrant people to their senses,a discipline for which Azarias is able to give thanks.

With the exile of Nebuchadnezzarwe seethe pattern repeated,this time in the life of an
individual suffering from overweening pride, strongly reminiscent of that shown by
Lucifer. Nebuchadnezzar's dream is, according to the interpretation offered by Daniel,
a warning that his sin will cause God to send him wineleasne on wrcec (568), a phrase
which the poet adds to the Vulgate account. Significantly it is the king's pride in the
city which he has created and which he views as his place of security which provokes
God's judgement. The Vulgate description of the city, quam ego aedificavi in domum
regni, becomes in the Old English poem Nebuchadnezzar's eard and edel, a phrase
from
is
for
Lucifer's
the
which
expulsion
ambitious plan responsible
reminiscent of
heaven. The punishment visited upon Nebuchadnezzar is insanity, a condition which
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doubly alienateshim from human society. For sevenyears he wanders in the wilderness,
the winburge cyning (621) reduced to the status of wundorlic wra cca (633). The word
susl, used three times (520,620,653) of the punishmentmeted out to Nebuchadnezzar,
can also carry the connotation of penanceS2and this would appear to be the light in
which the poet views the temporary states of exiles suffered by the nation of Israel and
the Babylonian king.

B. Devotional poetry
The poems in this section, though varying considerably in subject matter and style, are
designed
to enhancethe spiritual experience and responsivenessof their audience.
all
As with the scriptural poems examined in the previous section, there is an underlying
dependenceupon and frequent reference to the concept of life pilgrimage. Again and
again poets employ the cluster of associated ideas described at the beginning of this
heavenly
highlighting
the
to
the
chapter
move and motivate their audience,
glories of
home, underlining the bitter misery of spiritual exile and exhorting all who hear to
joy.
transient
to
the
abandon
earthly pleasuresand pursue
pathway eternal

i. Christ
The series of Exeter Book poems collectively known as Christ offer interesting
examplesof the manner in which the theological understanding of the world as a place
of exile and pilgrimage can be seento shapeboth poetic form and content. In a study of
Christ I, the Advent, Greenfield observesthat

Christian
the
tradition
the
theme
theme
through
poem,
a
reflecting
a minor
runs
bond
from
Eden,
Heaven,
life
the
natural
with
and
of man's
as a spiritual exile
his Creator. And it is this theme which harmonises the separate lyrics of the
for
bass
it
in
for
it
the
necessity
as were, a commentary on
poem;
provides, the

52SeeFrantzen(1983)
and ChapterVI: 2.
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Christ's incarnation.53

Greenfield suggeststhat the poem presentsa number of phasesof exile, each related to
a period of salvation history:

1) the expulsion of man from Paradise- man's initial exile from his heavenly and
for
home;
in
despair
Fall,
(2)
the
crying
earthly
a state of
after
mankind
salvation; 3) the exiles in Limbo awaiting the Harrowing of Hell; 4) the
(i.
flock
Crucifixion;
5)
the
the
scattering of
man's present e., eighthafter
54
century) state of spiritual exile.
The last of these images, expressing as it does the voices of the poet and his
contemporaries, demonstrates incontrovertibly that the doctrine of exile was not only
known to the Anglo-Saxon Church but had also become a matter of deep-rooted
spiritual experience:

Habbaö wracmxcgas wergan gaestas,
hetlen helsceapa, heardegenyrwad,
bot
bealorapum.
Is
gelong
gebunden
seo
Ball aetbe anum, ece dryhten.
Hreowcearigum help, pactpin hidercyme
bec
fxhbo
peah
feasceafte,
wiö
we
afrefre
burh firena lust gefremed hxbben.
Ara nu onbehtum and usse yrmýa gepenc,
hu we tealtrigad tydran mode,

hwearfiaoheanlice.
(Christ, 363-72)

53Greenfield(1989), 197.
54Greenfield(1989), 198.
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It is also noticeable that the poet carefully alternatesexpressionsof the
miseries of exile
with glimpses of hope in the form of referencesto the heavenly homeland. Thus, in his
elaboration of the second antiphon, he speaksof God as the one who opens the eadga
upwegas which lead to life, before turning to a description of the unhappinessof those
cut off from heaven:

gedousic paeswyrÖe, pe he to wuldre forlet,
pa we heanlice hweorfan sceoldan
to is enge lond, edle bescyrede.

(30-2)

The third antiphon provides a reminder of the joys to be experienced in `sancta
Hierusalem
Cristes burglond' (50-1). 55Later the poet returns to the plea of the
...
exiles:

Forpon we, nergend, pe

biddaögeornlice breostgehygdum
Ixet Pu hrmdlice helpe gefremme
(261-4)

wergumwreccan

Heaven is identified, in the account of Isaiah's vision, as ecan ham (305) and in the
subsequentsection as Christ's c4ielan ham (350). Such glimpses of glory make more
poignant the sufferings of those wandering heanlice (372). The poem concludes with
an exhortation to seek the reward which awaits the faithful, entranceat last

in jxamedle pwr he wr ne cwom
ss 'Ile

(436)

earthly city of Jerusalem,freed by Christ, is also a symbol of the heavenlyJerusalem,the

reward given to man by Christ. The longing of the patriarchs and prophetsfor the coming of the
Messiahis madeone with the longing of the Christianfor his homein heaven.' Raw (1991),233.
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The twin concepts of exile and heavenly homeland can be seen,therefore, to undergird
the structure of the first part of the Christ sequence.Even more striking, in my view, is
the fact that throughout the sequenceit is possible for the poet(s) to draw upon the
cluster of images associatedwith life-pilgrimage in order to explain key doctrines. This
is particularly apparent in Christ III (The Judgement). The lost Paradiseis described as
gcestaebel and mankind's present `home' as uncudne ears. Both the rationale and the
cost of Christ's Incarnation are explained in terms of an exchange of `homelands':
Christ has partaken of the suffering which prevails in mankind's homeland in order that
human beings should be able to sharethe joys of heaven:

Ic wxs on worulde wxdla paetpu wurde welig in heofunum,
earm is woeson edle binum poetDu wurde eadig on minum.
(Christ, 1496)

Christ hasdied upon the Cross
forpon Pe he wolde Ixet we wuldres eard
in ecnesse agan mosten.

(1202-3)

an explanationwhich is echoedin a later passage:
Ic onfeng pin sar pactPu moste gesaelig
mines epelrices eadig neotan

(1460-1)

The Judgementitself is presentedin terms of determiningthe eternalhome of those
differentiated:
devils
before
Angels
God.
are
and
who stand
ham
him
is
sceapen
swa

(897)

It is also emphasisedthat after death the spirits of humankindwill have to remain
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hamfcest, dwelling in their appointed homes, that is the places to which their actions

havedecreedthat they shouldbelong:
l; xt we magon eahtan and on an cwepan,
lifes wisdom, foloren hxbbe,
se be nu ne giemeö hwa;per his gaestsie
earm be eadig, jrwhe ece sceal
after hingonge hamfcestwesan

(1549-53)

Heaven is, quite simply, a homeland without end, without suffering or sorrow:

Dt

is se eßel Pe no geendadweorpeo,

paer
ac
symleford synnalease
dream weardiaö.....
Nis paerhungor ne kurst.

(1639-41,1660)

In both Christ 11(797-849) and Christ III (1555-1590) the themes of transience and
judgement are interwoven. In particular the eternal nature of the punishment meted out
to the sinner is contrasted sharply with the fact that the Holy Spirit has been lost to him
through sins committed on pas la?nan tid. (1558). This phrase is repeated in line 1588
where it is contrasted withßa halgan lid when the righteous will receive their reward.

ii. Christ and Satan
Although this is sometimes classedas a scriptural poem, I have chosen to highlight its
devotional intention, which relies heavily upon the twin images of home and homeland.
Indeed the poem could as well be entitled Heaven and Hell since Christ is essentially
heavenly
Satan
home
leads
the
to
as the
the
and
presented as
mankind
victor who
defeated rebel who condemns his followers to eternal exile. Christ and Satan contains
three passages designed to warn would-be spiritual pilgrims against the sins of
fallen
from
long,
bitter
first
the
The
tirade
presumption and rebellion.
consists of a

Pilgrims were they all? 126

Satan (36-50,81-188). These speechespresent Satan not primarily as the enemy of
56
but
mankind,
as an exile, a dreadful example of the fate of those whom God rejects.
Satan is portrayed lamenting lost status and pleasures:

Hwxr com engla 6rym,
be we on heofunum habban sceoldan?
Pis is oeostraeham.

(Christ and Satan,36-8)
and bewailing the glories of heavenfrom which he is forever excluded:

Eala drihtenes prym! Eala duguöa helm!

Ealameotudesmiht! Ealamiddaneard!
Eala dxg leohta! Eala dream godes! 57
(Christ and Satan, 163-5)

Viewed in the wider context of the exile/pilgrimage motif these passagescan be seento
bear a curious and complex relationship to the laments expressedin the Wanderer (3444; 92-109) and the Seafarer (80-102). All are exiles; all are deprived of former joys
and allegiances.In the two `elegies,' however, the speakersbewail both the comforts
56 Compare the characterisation
of the demons in Old English Saints' Lives. See Section 3. Johnson
(1994), 168-174, seesa `potential vagary' in the poet's description of Satan as at once bound in chains

and wanderingin exile. He attributesthe imagery of captivity to Christian teaching (e.g. Revelation
20:1-3) and the idea of Satanand his followers wanderingthe paths of exile to Germanictradition.
There is, however,as we have seen,a strong Christian tradition of demonswanderingthe desolate
placesof this world and assailingGod's People.It is also noteworthythat in the Book of Job 1:7 Satan
is presentedas `goinground aboutthe earth' and `walking through it. '
S' Commenting the 'hopelessexile' to which Lucifer and his followers are condemned,Hugh
on
Magennisnotesthe way in which the poemcontrasts'the desolationof Satan'shell with the perfection
by
is
It
kingdom
heaven.
in
Heaven
is
surrounded
of
a splendid city ... set a wide and pleasant
...
40.
(1996),
bright walls
Magennis
both
security'
and
splendour
suggesting
...
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which they have lost and the essential transience of those comforts. Satan's grief, in
contrast, is intensified by a partial inversion of the Ubi suet topos: the joys which he has
forfeited are not transient but eternal;58it is in fact not the joys
which are lost, it is
Satan himself. The poet constantly reinforces this perspective,
peppering the whole
section with referencesto home, homeland and exile:

Isis is deostra ham

(38)

me bcettranham
for oferhygdum aefrene wene

(49-50)

deos earmeheap
be is hebbe to helle ham geledde

(87-8)

Nu is eow hebbe to hceftum ham geffrde
(91-2)

alle of earde.
Is 6es atola ham
fyre onxled.

(95-6)

Is oarswalica ham wites afylled

(99)

is mostein oeossumatolan adele gebidan
hwxt me drihten god demanwille,

fagumon flora. Nu is ferancom
deofla menego to dissum diman ham.

(107-10)

Ne 6urfonwe Geswenan, pactus wuldorcyning
efre wille eard alefan,
a,del to ehte, swa he er dyde

(114-6)

Foroonis scealheanandearm hweorfanicywidor,
(119-120)

waadan wrceclastas

in
fram
leohte
poneladan ham.
alxded

(177)

58Frey (1963), 301,
comments: `The passionate regret here is not, like the wanderer's, for wine-cup or
warrior, but for the conditions of heaven. This, after all, is the essenceof Satan's exile condition: total
alienation from the sublimest spiritualities and constant recollection of them. '
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scealnu wreclastas
(187-8)

settan sorhgcearig, siÖaswide.

The point of this long catalogueof vain regretsandrecriminationbecomesclearin lines
193-223 when the poet exhorts his audience:

ceosanus Bard in wuldre mid ealra cyning cyninge,

seis Crist genemmed...
Deeris bradelond,
hyhtlicra ham in heofonrice,
Criste gecwemra. Uta cerran hider
pair he sylfa sit, sigora waldend,
drihten haelend, in Jam deoran ham.

(203-4,214-8)

This combination of exemplum and exhortation is repeated in lines 224-314. The fallen
angels review their doomed attempt to usurp God's kingdom and expresstheir longing
for the homeland they have lost. Significantly they comment that the fact of their exile
is known far and wide (256-7). As David Johnson observes:

This lament is brought to a close in an extremelyaffective (and potentially
unorthodox)way when Satanwonders:
Hweder us se Eca xfre wille
on heofona rice ham alefan

dyde?
he
to
eöel achte,swa aer

(277-9)s9

Onceagainthe audience,who know well that the fallen angelsare indeeddoomedto
60
eternalexile, areurgedto take a differentpath:
59Johnson(1994), 165.
60Raw (1991), 232, comments;`Before [man] lies a choice:
on the one hand the misery of hell,
presentedin terms of exile from the joys of God's court in heaven - an image with powerful
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gearwian us togenes grene straete
up to englum...

Tacebus setorhta trumlicneham
beorhte burhweallas.

(286-7,293-4)

A third example of exile through disobedience is provided by the souls rescued by
Christ in the Harrowing of Hell, an event defined by the poet as the restoration
of
humankind to their heavenly homeland:

Hwearf pa to helle hxleoa bearnum,
meotod Purh mihte; wolde mannarim,
fela pusenda, ford gelaedan
61
up to edle.

(398-401)

Once againthe stressis on heavenas the longed-forhome(502-4), which Christ has
madeavailable(551-2) andfor which redeemedsoulseternallygive thanks(657-8).

iii. The Phoenix
A comparison of the Old English Phoenix with the Latin poem by Lactantius reveals
that the Anglo-Saxon poet significantly develops the idea of the return of the Phoenix
to his homeland, making it a key element in the allegorical interpretation of the original
legend. A single use of patria in the Latin poem is expandedto provide a network of
referencesto edel, eard and edellond.

associationsfor a societyof which the centrewas the lord's hall - on the other, the bright city of God
with its royal throne (285-97). Again and again the reader is remindedthat he should learn from
Satan'sfate (193-208)and that he should thank Christ for freeing him from prison and leading him
backto his true home(549-54).'
61This
phraseis repeated(551-2).
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oppetfyrngesetu62
(263-4)

agenneBard, eft gesece6
Donne afysed biö

(274-5)

agenneBard eft to secan.
sece6on wynnum,

(278-9

eadig epellond.
Donne dugu6a wyn
of pisse eorpan tyrf ekel seced.

(348-90)

That this pattern of imagery is not accidental is made clear by the interpretation of the
allegory which the poet himself supplies:

Swa xet ece lif eadigra gehwylc
after sarwrcece sylf geceoseö
purh deorcne deaö, b,Tt he dryhtnes mot
after geardagum geofona neotan
on sindreamum,and sij,pan a
wunian in wuldre weorca to leane.
Kissesfugles gecynd feal gelices
bi kam gecornum Cristes pegnum
beacnaßin burgum, hu hi beorhtne gefean
purh fader fultum on Dasfrecnan tid
healdapunder heofonum, and him heannebled
in Pam uplican edle gestrynaý.

(381-92)

As in Guthlac B, the loss of homelandwhich Adam and Eve endured(411-3) is set
62`The
he
home
his
from
in
interpretation
had
the
which
old
poet
allegorical
mind - man regaining
had been expelled at the time of Adam and Eve; e.g. ealdcydßu(435). The fyrngesetu are to be
contrastedwith the sorgfulrangesetu(417), the home of Adam and Eve in this world after they had
beenexpelledfrom paradise.' Phoenix(1964),75°.
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against the prospect of restoration made possible by Christ (417-23). As in Christ and
Satan the vision of the heavenly home is used as an inducement to men and women to
make the right choice and take up their pilgrimage. The righteous, becausethey have

chosenobedienceto God abovethejoys ofßis lceneslif (481) are assuredof aplace in
wuldres byrig (475):

Ius eadig eorl ecan dreames,

heofanahamesmid Heahcyning
earnaö on eine

(482-4)

Their use of the enforced period of exile, wrcechwile (527), on earth will ensure their
vindication on the Day of Judgement. Once again we see the elements of the
`pilgrimage cluster' being used as a devotional tool: the enforced exile of Adam and
Eve, the theme of earthly transience and the inevitability of the Day of Judgement are
set against the bright vision of the city on high where security and unfading joys await
the faithful traveller.

iv. Dream of the Rood
At first sight the Dream of the Rood may seem to have more in common with place
pilgrimage and the cult of relics than with the concept of life pilgrimage. Yet the focus
it
has
is
itself
but
Cross
the
the
made possible. The
ultimately not on
on
salvation which
climax of the poem makes it clear that the poet has the vision of the celestial homeland
3
lifes
(88)
is
in
the
to
to
that
the
the
weg
open
strongly mind and
cross
mankind
role of
which will lead them to heaven:

Fleming has suggested that lines 131-3 portray the dreamer as a `lordless man, a
traditional elegaic exile.'64Whether or not this is the case, the conclusion of the poem

63Compare Exodus (Section 1.A. ii. ).
"Fleming

(1960), 45.
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unmistakably moves the emotional focus from earth to heaven, from ßysson lcenan life
(138) to the joys of the heofonlicne ham (148)65
which Christ won for mankind on the
Cross and to which he led those rescued from Limbo (150-156). The
poem concludes
with the Son of God returning triumphant dicer his edel wxs (156). As Michael
Swanton comments in his introduction to the poem:
The theological structure is therefore brought to a rapid and triumphal
conclusion as Christ together with the visionary and the whole company of
66
heavenly
in
final
to
their
saints ascend
eöel a
eschatologicalconclusion.
Once again therefore the devotional intent of the poem can be seen to be undergirded
by the vision of the heavenly homeland and its inspirational strategy the
as
arousal of
the senseof spiritual exile on earth, the recognition of the transience of earthly life and
the willingness to embark upon the journey to heaven. As in each of the devotional

poemsexaminedhere,the message,implicit andexplicit, is clear:if menandwomenare
to avoid permanentexile from the presenceof God then they must chooseto become
citizensof heavenandfaithfully walk the pilgrim way to the celestialcity.

C. Saints' Lives
Old English Saints' Lives clearly demonstrate the adoption of the concept of life
pilgrimage into Anglo-Saxon Christian thought. The treatment of physical and spiritual
exile in these poems operates at several levels but the primary view of exile which they
present is not negative but positive, as individuals willingly renounce their earthly
homes and security as part of the process of journeying towards the heavenly
homeland.67Ranged against these imitators of Abraham68are spiritual opponents, who

65Huppe(1970), 112,
comments:`it is toward the vision of the native land of heaventhat the poem
has moved from the beginning. '

66[Dream theRood, 1987#58], 78.
of
67Jarvis(1993),87,
commentson this distinctive approachto exile in the genre,observingthat `those
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also function as negative exempla, such as the banished,rootless demons who torment
Guthlac and attempt to divert martyrs such as Andrew and Juliana from their
path to

heaven.

Of particular interest to this survey, since they deal with a local
saint and thus
demonstrate the way in which biblical and patristic ideas
integrated
into
Anglowere
Saxon Christian culture, are the two Old English poems which deal
with the life of the
Anglo-Saxon saint Guthlac (b. 673). These reveal an undergirding framework
of linked
pilgrimage-related elementswhich provide both the context and the motivation for the
saint's battle of faith. The saint is a voluntary exile, in the line of Abraham and Noah;
his fenland refuge is the Anglo-Saxon equivalent of the Judean wilderness69or the
Egyptian desert;70his demonic assailants" are involuntary exiles, homelesswanderers,
whose strategy focuses upon persuading him to return to his earthly home and thus to
lose the joys of heaven. Here we see a clear example of the need to recognise the
presence of the underlying cluster of pilgrimage-related images, since unless the
particular significance of home and homeland is acknowledged, the whole thrust of the
spiritual conflict will be missed.

The openingsectionof GuthlacA is constructedupon the essentialcontrastbetween
the abidingglories of the halgan ham (10), the heavenlyhomewherethe blessedsoul,
who devote their lives to God welcome their exile rather than lamenting it. '
68On Abraham
see Chapter 1. D.

69GuthlacA (333,356)
placesGuthlac `on Damanade(desert).'
70 In Felix's Life
of Guthlac the saint is said to have been inspired to seek the desert (eremus) by
reading of the early solitaries: `Cum enim proscorum monachor un solitariam vitam legebat, turn
inluminato cordis gremio avida cupidine heremum quaerere fervebat' (For when he read about the
solitary life of monks of former days, then his heart was enlightened and burned with an eager desire
to make his way to the desert) (XXIV) and demons attempting to deceive him cite the examples of the
Desert Fathers of Egypt: `famosi illi monachi habitantes Aegyptum (XXX) [Felix, 1985 #100]. See
Magennis (1996), Chapter 8.

71On the link betweenthe
wildernessand demonicmonstersseeChapter1. E.
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having experienced the final `journey' through death, will dwell in cities which never
decay, and the waning beautiesof a world moving steadily towards dissolution (37bl).
The poet sets the stage for Guthlac's own battle of faith by establishing the gulf
between those for whom earthly wealth is of paramount importance (62-3) and the
saints who choose to work towards citizenship of an eternal homeland, knowing that

1wt se e&e1ece bideö

des deoranham.
...
(Guthlac,67,69b)
In particularhe cites the exampleof thoseanbuendra(88), hermitsor anchorites,who
choose to live on westennum,in desolate places (81), braving the assaultsof evil spirits.
According to Felix's Latin prose Life of Guthlac, upon which both poems draw to
varying degrees, the former Mercian noble was converted through reflecting on the
deaths of his ancestors, first entering the monastery of Repton and subsequently
withdrawing to the wilderness of the Lincolnshire fens. The Guthlac A-poet presents
the saint's transition from secular life to monasticism as an entering into life pilgrimage
as earthly power is renounced in favour of a home in heaven:

hu Guölac his in godes willan
mod gerehte, man eall forseah,
eorölic #e1u, upp genrunde

hamin heofonum.Him wxs hyhtto ba,
lifes
inlyhte
hine
weg
sippan
seße
gxstum gearwaö.

(95-101a)

Guthlac's choice of the wilderness,togetherwith the accountsof his battleswith the
forces of evil, places him in the direct line of descent from the Desert Fathers and the
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account by Felix is evidently influenced by the Life of St Anthony. n Here again we see
the concept of `exile within exile.' The whole of the fallen world representsexile from
heaven but within the world are desolate places to
which outcasts are expelled or to
which saints choose to go in order to do battle with the forces of evil and pray for their
fellow men and women.73 The fens in which Guthlac and Grendel dwell
are to the

normal seats of human habitation what earth is to the lost Paradise:places of
banishmentanddeprivation.
It is noteworthy that, as in Christ and Satan,74the demons are repeatedly defined in
terms of their exiled state, which for them is a negative spiritual marker. They are
described as wracmcecgas (231,558) and Guthlac himself constantly
uses the fact of
their irreversible banishmentagainst them:75

Gefeoö in firenum, frofre ne wenaö,
Dot ge wrcecsida wyrpe gebiden.

(508-9)

Sindonge wwrlogan, swage in wrcecside
longe lifdon.

(6234)

The fenshavebeentheir temporaryresting-place,a refugewhich Guthlacis determined
to wrest from them:
72 `It is
certain that Felix knew the Life of St Anthony and there is no reason why Guthlac himself
is a remarkable instance of the absorption of
should not have known it... Felix's Life of Guthlac
...
Christianity into Anglo-Saxon society. It is created out of the worlds of Germanic heroes and East
Mediterranean hermits. Without either it is inconceivable. ' Mayr-Harting (1991), 239. On St Anthony

and the DesertFathersseeChapter11.2.above.
73Compare Blickling Homily 111,29
which argues that Christ himself voluntarily faced temptation in
the Judean wilderness in order to deliver Adam from exile: `forpon he wolde
Adam gefreolsian of
...

Damlanganwrxce'
74SeeSection 1. B. ii. Also Guthlac B
where they are described as those who wrwcsid wepan (1074).

7SAlso true
of spiritual battles in two other Old English Saints' Lives. SeeAndreas, 1380, and
Juliana, 260a,351a.
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Her scealmin wesan
eorÖlicepel, nalesBowerleng.

(260-1)

For their part the demons clearly recognise the spiritual journey represented by
Guthlac's move to the fens, ana fram eßele (277), and their attacks are focused on
hope that the desire for human love will make him renouncehis calling and return to his
earthly home (353-5). Guthlac's whole motivation however is based on a revelation of
the earth's transience (119-120) and a passionate commitment to seeking a ham in
heofonum (98), and it is this perspective which is seen to sustain him in times of
temptation:

to Pam betrar ham
leomum inlyhted to bam leofestan

par
is eßellond
ecanearde,
(Guthlac, 654-6)

Fittingly, the poemconcludeswith a descriptionof the joys which await faithful souls,
suchas Guthlac,when they reachthe heavenlyJerusalem,a passageclearlydesignedto
encouragethe audienceto follow the saint'sexample:
Him ixt ne hreoweö after hingonge,
öonne by hweorfaö in pa halgan burg,
gonga8 genunga to Hierusalem,

Pmrhi to worulde wynnummotum
76
bihaldan.
godes onsyne georne

(811-5)

76`The first
part of Guthlac, GuthlacA, endswith an image of the heavenlyJerusalemto which the
saint goesafter his eremiticlife on earth ... paradoxically,however,GuthlacA alsoemploysthe image
of the city in connectionwith Guthlac's fenland retreat ... Guthlac's dwelling place becomesa
reflectionof the heavenlyglory on which the saint's mind is fixed' Magennis(1996),41.
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Guthlac B, a poem largely concerned with the death of the saint, is structured around
the contrast between Adam's expulsion from Paradise (852-70), that leohtan ham
(834), which resulted in the exile of humankind, and Guthlac's journey towards the
glories of heaven:

on longne weg
to pam ffgran gefean forsiö minne,
on ecne eard
(Guthlac, 1180-2)

The final section of the extant poem offers an insight into the relationship between
Christian doctrine and human grief, which is of relevanceto both the Wanderer and the
Seafarer." Rosemary Woolf comments:

the final elegiac effect derives from the fact that the poem seemsto end, not
with the joyful description of Guthlac's body being borne to heaven by angels,
but with the lament of his servant, who speaks in the role of the bereaved
retainer ... Without Guthlac B we might well have assumedthat the AngloSaxon melancholy sensitivity to transience and the Christian confidence in the
Resurrection were at least poetically irreconcilable. But Guthlac B shows that,
on the contrary, the ideas did not need to be kept separate lest they should
obscure or diminish one another, but could be combined in such a way that each
78
served to make the other more poignant.

The Old English poetic accountsof Guthlacreveal an Anglo-Saxonsaint consciously
acting out in his life the transformationof exile into pilgrimage,a processwhich also
characterisedmanyothersof the period. The Latin Lives of Cuthbertand Columba,of

77On the Wanderer
and Guthlac B see Chapter VII: 3.
78Woolf (1966), 58
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Boniface, Willibald and others show how widespread were the convictions which
79
Guthlac
in
his
fenland
motivated
retreat. Moreover, although there are only
occasional references to exile or homeland in other Old English poetic versions of
saints' lives, there is an underlying perception linked with their status as pilgrims which
affects the dynamic of the dramas portrayed. In Andreas and Juliana, for example, the
saints concernedmay, through their poverty (Andreas) or their exposure to persecution
(Juliana) appear to the outside world as outcasts and strangers, deprived of the
protection of kin and all too vulnerable to attack. The underlying reality of which the
saints themselves are fully aware is that they are in fact the ones who enjoy true
security as children of God and citizens of an enduring homeland. From this position of
strength they are able to ward off the demonic adversarieswho would divert them from
their journey to the heavenly home which awaits them.

2. THE THEME OF LIFE PILGRIMAGE

IN ANGLO-SAXON

PROSE
Further evidence of the deep-rooted influence of the concept of life pilgrimage upon

Anglo-Saxon thought is to be found in both Anglo-Latin and Old English prose

writingsof theperiod.
A. Anglo-Latin
The Latin writings of Aldhelm (d. c. 709), Bede (d. 673-735) reveal how swiftly the
concept of life as a pilgrimage was adopted into the vocabulary and thought-patterns of
the English Church. Aidhelm, in a phrase which anticipates the theme of the Middle
English Pearl, addressedhis Latin treatise de Virginitate to `Pearls of Christ, jewels of
80
Paradise and participants in the celestial homeland and in a letter to the abbots of

79SeeChapterVI.
80Aldhelm, Prose Works,132.
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Wilfrid, condemned worldly men as `exiles from God's teaching.'8' The
writings of
Bede demonstrate the extent to which the idea of life
pilgrimage undergirded his
thinking. Not only does the idea of the heavenly homeland appear several times in
letters cited in his Ecclesiastical History82 but as Benedicta Ward

observes,his homilies

and biblical commentariesreveal a fundamentalreliance upon this concept:
When [Bede] wrote about Christian life it was always as a pilgrimage towards
the homeland of heaven.83

Bede's commentaries on the Bible are full of this perspective of life as a
84
homeland.
pilgrimage towards the real
In his Commentary on Ezra, Bede interprets the Temple which Solomon built in
Jerusalemas `a figure of the holy universal church a part of it is still in pilgrimage, a
..
part already free from the hardships of pilgrimage and reigning with him already in
heaven.'85Bede writes of believers struggling to achieve eternaljoys: `As long as they
are in their body they recognise that they are on a journey and [absent] from their
fatherland.'86 The first Epistle of Peter is seen as relevant to all those who, like the
Psalmist,87 can describe themselves as `dwellers on earth and travellers like our

81Aldhelm, ProseWorks,Later )(11
82 See for

example Gregory's letter to King Ethelbert Bede, Ecclesiastical History, i. 32; Honorius'

letter to King Edwin (ii. 17) and the letter attributed to Abbot Ceolfrith (v. 21).
83Ward (1990), 78.
84 Ward

(1990), 106.

85 Commentary

on Fzra and Nehemiah, 241-2. Cited Ward (1990), 73. Bede is drawing here on the

image of the church on pilgrimage as developed by Augustine of Hippo. SeeCity of God Book XV and
Chapter II: 3 above. Benedicta Ward comments that `The ideal of the two cities, inextricably linked
until the end of all things, the completing of the city of God, fill these treatises' Ward (1990), 74.
86Bede, Homilies
on the Gospels1, Homily II, 15.
87Psalm 38: 12
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fathers"'). Bede also draws the traditional parallel between the journey
of the Israelites
from Egypt to the Promised Land and the journey
of Christians to `the dwelling-place
on high' (2: 9).

Latin Saints' Lives similarly reveal a profound understanding of life
as pilgrimage and,
in
as Bede's Death Song, death is frequently presented as the final journey which leads
to the longed-for homeland.89Thus Alcuin wrote of St Willibrord passing `from this
place of pilgrimage to the eternal country, '90 a phrase echoed by Adomnan in his
account of the death of St Columba: `crossing over to the heavenly country from this
weary pilgrimage.'9' Similarly, Willibald's Life of St Boniface depicts the martyr, `his
pilgrimage accomplishedwith mighty effort, sitting `in the heavenlyJerusalem.'92

B. Old English
Extant Old English Homilies, dating from later93in the Anglo-Saxon period, also draw
freely on the cluster of images associated with the theme of life pilgrimage. Blickling

Homily II warns: `we habbao nedpearfe pxt we ongyton pa blindnesseure
'94 adding a reminder of the traditional explanationfor mankind's
aelpeodignesse,
presentstate:
we sendon pisseworlde xlpeodignesse;we syndon pysseworlde mlpeodige,
& swa wxron siýpon se aerestaealdorpissesmenniscancynnesGodesbebodu

88Bede, Commentary
on the Seven Catholic Epistles, 69.
89`Fore thaem
nedifaerae naenig uuiurthit, ' Bede's Death Song, 1.
90Anglo-Saxon Misqonaries, 18.
91Adomnan's Life
of Columba, 528.

92Anglo-SaxonMissionaries, 148. The
actual journeys made by these saints are addressedin the
following section.
93Both the Blickling
and Vercelli collectionsof homiliesare usuallyassignedto the tenth century.
94Blickling Homilies, 23.
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abrxc; & forpon gylte we wxron on pysnewrxcsip sende,& nu eft sceolon
operneeoelsecan.
Homily V emphasises
the contrastbetweenthe transitory pleasuresof life on earth95
andthe eternaljoys of heaven:
we witon Ixet wlc wlite & xlc fxgemes to ende efstep & onettep Pise weorlde
lifes.
Cuplice past wuldor pysses middangeardes is sceort & gewitende; Drihtnes
96
ponne,
his
&
purhwunap
wuldor
rice
on ecnesse.
Vercelli Homily XI is based on a sermon by Caesariusof Arles (c. 470-542).9' It is,
however, noteworthy that the Anglo-Saxon writer omits the military imagery which
Caesariususes in the middle of this passage,choosing to highlight only the pilgrimage
motif. The homily offers a concise summary of the pilgrimage topos, encompassingthe
98
for
reasons
mankind's exile, the life of pilgrimage, the vision of the eternal homeland

andthe heavenlycity of Jerusalem:
For pays wrestan mannes synnum, Adam[e]s, we wurdon aworpene of
neorxnawangesedle 7 on jias wrcecworuld sende, 7 we swa syndon on pyssum
middangeardeswa we her ncenigedel habbad. Be öon Paulus se apostol cwxö:
`Dum sumus in corpore peregrinamu[r] a domino'. He cw e' sanctus Paulus:
,
`Fended we bioÖ on lichoman, we biod [eljpiodige fram Gode'. We magon
heonon us geearnianBone ecan edel 7 pone sooan gefean. Ne magon we pa'ra

95See
also Blickling Homily X.
96Blickling Homilies, 57,65.

9' Serino
ccxv. SeeChapterII above.
98A
similar accountappearsin Vercelli Homily XIV, where the homilist continues:`Hwet [is BJis
deadlicelif elcor nymöehit is sewegpc we sculon[on] fa[ra]n swato [ecumlife 7 to ccum gefean,
...
swato ecumdeaöeto ecreforw[yrde]' VercelliHomilies, XN. 26-7,29-30.
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is
pat
pare
her
toweardan
us
on worulde agan, ac we sculdon on
gesittan
.Tgöer
becuman
pact
forÖ
paßt
Utan
Lilian
we
on edle gehealdan...
we geearnian
we nu
moton geseeligliceto Pam ecan 7 to Pam ealdorlican edle... ber ure bidab ure
ka
pan,
Hierusalem...
For
ßcer
is
men
ceasterliode...
sio wundorlice ceaster
leofestan, pa hwile be we her lifigende [sien], utan we us biddan Godes
9
lif.
bonne
Pis
lufienßone
bmt
andwearde
ecan
edel
mildheortnesse...
we ma
This passage,coupling as it does an evocation of the lasting joys of heaven with the
exhortation `Utan we nu forth tilian' bears a marked resemblanceto the concluding
lines of the Seafarer:100

Uton we hycgan hwmr we ham agen,
and ponne gepencan hu we rider cumen,
and we ponne eac tilien, paßtwe to moten
in pa ecan eadignesse,

bxr is lif gelong in lufan dryhtnes,
hyht in heofonum.
(Seafarer, 117-122)

Like the Buckling Homilies, those contained in the Vercelli manuscript contain
frequent allusions to the transienceof life: Homily X contains a version of the Ubi sent
includes
11101
Synnonyma,
Book
Seville's
from
a promise
Isidore
and
topos adapted
of

99VercelliHomilies, M. 46-54,55-7,59-60,82-5.
100Comparealso the exhortation of Gregory the Great translated in King Alfred's rendering of
eoel, & hior[a] mod
Gregory'sPastoral Care: `oylas hie lufigen daselöiodignesseofer hiora aegenne
Chapter
L.
West-Saxon
Version,
fred's
KingA
bib'
him
her
öe
ba;
gela;ned
cal.ahonon t
101Seealso the exhortationin Vercelli Homily XXI: `uton gan burh Godeswegas.Iat synt soölice
Godeswegas:riht geleafa forhogung hwilwendyswuldres 7 gelustfullungDaesheofonlicanebles'
...
VercelliHomilies,XXI. 48-9,53-4.
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by Christ to reveal the heofonlicne weg102and provide eternal rewards to those who

turn to him:
For kam iorölicum is sylle pa heofonlican,for pyssum[h]wilendlicumpa ecan,
for pyssumlmnanlife pxt unlxne, for ýyssumuncorenanlife paetgecorene,for
pyssumearmlicanlife paßteadige.103

102Vercelli Homilies, X. 253.

103VercelliHomilies,X. 245-246.
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CHAPTER VI

THE DEVELOPMENT OF PLACE PILGRIMAGE
IN THE ANGLO-SAXON CHURCH

889. In this year no journey was made to Rome.
(Anglo-Saxon Chronicle)'

Introduction
In addition to a strong emphasison life as pilgrimage, the Anglo-Saxon Church also
inherited a complex set of attitudes towards geographical or place pilgrimage. The
Celtic and Roman traditions to which Anglo-Saxon Christianity was indebted had
3
in
but
differed
in
much common
also
considerably their organisation and practice.
Both revered the relics of saints and counted certain places holy on the grounds of
their associations with people and events; both used geographical pilgrimage as a
form of penance. The Celtic Church, however, stressedthe value of exile for its own
sake, emphasising the spiritual significance of leaving home and homeland and
journeying with God into the unknown; while the Roman Church placed greater
emphasison journeying to specific destinations for specific reasons: to learn, to visit
the shrines of saints, to do penance or to evangelise.4 These twin strands, gradually
into
the life of the emerging Anglo-Saxon Church, resulted in attitudes and
woven
' Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.
2 SeeHughes (1987).

3 `Monasticismdid

not cometo the British from Rome.On presentevidence,it seemsmostlikely

that it reachedthe Celtic world from the easternMediterraneanvia Gaul' Evans(1985),79. On
hermitsin Anglo-SaxonEnglandseeClayton(1996).
4ThusBoniface(d. 754),

who becameArchbishopto the Germans,describedhimself asan exile in

Germany(ezulumGermanicum)and gavetimor Christi and amorperegrinationisasthe motivations
for his missionBoniface,Letters 30 and 94.
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practice which would significantly influence the spirituality and literature of
succeedingcenturies.

1. STRANGERS: PEREGRINATIO PRO AMORE DEI
In both Roman and Celtic Christianity the monastic life was
viewed as a form of
3
pilgrimage, involving as it did the leaving of home, kindred and earthly possessions.
In the Roman Church it was, however, usually a `stationary'
pilgrimage, in which the
monk, nun or anchorite, once having left their home, essentially remained fixed in
their chosen community or hermitage in order to focus upon their interior spiritual
journey. 6 The Rule of St Benedict of Nursia,
which was addressedto those `who
would hasten to the heavenly country' (ad patria festinans) (Ch 73), stressed the
value of stability and condemned the Gyrovagues, monks who `spend their whole
lives wandering from province to province' (Ch. 1). The form of monasticism which
Irish missionaries brought to England was, in contrast, less structured and more
7
in
Strongly
influenced
by
mobile character.
the example of the Desert Fathers, Irish
monks sought out desolate places in which to pray and do battle against the forces of
evil. Ireland denied them the deserts to which the hermits of Egypt and Palestine had
retreated, so they launched forth in small boats to seek `deserts in the ocean.'8 The
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records that in 891:

Three Irishmen came to King Alfred in a boat without any oars, from Ireland
whence they had stolen away becausethey wished for the love of God to be
on pilgrimage (hi woldon for Godes lufan on elßiodignessebeon), they cared
not where. The boat in which they set out was made of two and a half hides,
s SeeChapter 11:2.

6 SeeChapterX

on stationaryor interior pilgrimagein later medievalspirituality.

7 SeeMayr-Harting (1991),78-93
8 `Heriniumin

and Hughes(1959),321.

ocianolaboriosequaesivit'Adomnan'sLife of Columba,1.6.The beehivehuts in

which they lived and prayedcan still be seenclinging to the rocky islands,suchas Skellig Michael,
which lie off the westcoastof Ireland.
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and they had taken with them provisions for a week.

(Anglo-SaxonChronicle,891).
This was `perfect pilgrimage' as explained by a tenth-century Irish writer, departure
9
hope
following
without
the example of Abraham:
of return,

The Lord Himself gave this friendly counsel
he
Abraham
that
unto
...
...
that he should go for his pilgrimage into
should leave his own country
and
...
the land which God would show him, to wit, the Land of Promise... Now the
good counsel which God enjoined here on the father of the faithful is
incumbent

the faithful; that is to leave their country and their land,
on
all
...
their wealth and their worldly delight for the sake of the Lord of the Elements,
'o
into
him.
in
imitation
and to go
perfect pilgrimage
of

Early Irish monasticismwas characterisedby this mobility, a characteristicwhich
Dorothy Whitelock" sawasthe driving force behindthe Seafarer'sstatement:

gielleö anfloga,

hweteöon hwaelweghreperunwearnum
ofer holmagelagu. Forponme hatransind
drytnesdreamasDonnepis deadelif,
line on londe.
(Seafarer, 62-66a)

Kathleen Hughes also writes of the `typical restlessnessof the early Irish saint,
here
he
had
himself
from
that
to
no
constantly moving
place
place, reminding

9 SeeChapterI.
10Old Irish Life St Columba.Cited Henry (1966),30.
of
11Whitelock(1950).
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02
[my
italics].
Irish pilgrims were to be found scattered throughout
continuing city
Europe, many such as Columbanus exercising a considerable
evangelistic influence in
13
the process. Given the widespread influence of Irish Christianity in the seventh14
century and early eighth-century, it is not surprising that a considerablenumber of
Anglo-Saxon Christians seemto have followed their example. Bede records a number
of English converts who lived lives of literal exile and it is noteworthy that the
motivating force was the leaving of home in search of salvation; their subsequent
choice of occupation, whether as hermit, traveller to a shrine or missionary, was a
'5
secondary matter. This is evident in Bede's account of Egbert, an Englishman who
had taken a vow `that he would live in exile (peregrinus uiuere) and never return to
his native island, Britain. '16While living as an exile in Ireland `so that he might reach
his heavenly fatherland (pro adipiscenda in caelis patria retulimus'), 17 Egbert
considered whether he should preach the Gospel to unreached areas of Germany or
journey to Rome `there to visit and worship at the shrinesof the blessedapostles and

martyrsof Christ.' In the eventdivine interventioncausedhim to stayin Irelandbut it
is clear that once the principle of exile had beenadopted,the actual place of exile
could be varied.
Ironically Bede's expressionsof approval were being offered at a time when
wanderingIrish peregrini were already becomingless welcome abroad. Kathleen
Hughes suggeststhat the English may in fact `have had an important influencein

12Hughes (1960), 143.

13 Seefor exampleBede's
accountof the two Hcwalds,EcclesiasticalHistory, v. 10.
146It is
England Ireland was the land of
apparentfrom Bede,H.E. III, 27, that for seventh-century
instruction and spiritual guidance the two nations formed a kind of religious and cultural
...
commonwealth'Henry (1966),37.
is `Their
objectin leaving their own countryhad not beento be missionariesbut pilgrims.' Leclercq,
Vandenbrouke,and Bouyer(1968),35.
16Bede, Ecclesiastical History, iii. 27.
17Bede, Ecclesiastical History,
v. 9.

Pilgrims were they all? 148

changing the continental attitude to Irish pilgrims, '18 particularly as Boniface and
others sought increasingly to apply Roman methods of diocesan organisation both in
England and on the Continent. As Church authorities sought to
check the activities of
these self-determining wanderers, the force of Irish monasticism gradually flowed into
different channels.By the ninth century:

the nature and consequencesof pilgrimage had altered. The perpetual pilgrim
to the continent was now usually the ambitious scholar with a definite object
in view
The old-style religious, ascetic conception of pilgrimage finds its
...
clearest historic expression during this period in the hermit poetry: 'All alone
in my cell', sings a ninth-century poet, 'such a pilgrimage would be dear to my
heart'. The motive of pilgrimage overseas had always been the complete
abandonmentof earthly ties in pursuit of heaven, and when this ascetic ideal
becamedifficult to realise abroad, men turned to a life of religion at home It
...
is the anchorites who are, in fact, the spiritual heirs of the seventh-century
19
pilgrims.

In the history of Irish and English practice of peregrinatio pro amore Dei we see a
particularly close interchange between the concepts of life and place pilgrimage. For
the Celtic Church total commitment to a life-long pilgrimage to heaven was, as we
have seen, frequently equated with a literal life of exile, modelled on the anchoritic
experience of the Desert Fathers who left home and community to contemplate
eternity in their tiny cells. At its most disciplined, this peripatetic life possesseda
certain quality of constant commitment, which Jean Leclercq has described as
`stabilitas in peregrinatione. '20 When physical travel became more difficult, Celtic
monks retained the essenceof the pilgrimage ideal: detachment from this world in
order to pursue an inner spiritual journey. It was this latter expression of pilgrimage
18Hughes(1960),145.
19Hughes(1960), 148.
20Leclercq(1961),51.
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which was to characterisethe monasticism of the later Middle Ages and which Dom
JeanLeclercq characterisesin its turn as `peregrinatio in stabilitate. '21

2. EXILES: THE PRACTICE OF PENANCE
Although in a broad senseall expressionsof Celtic
peregrinatio can be said to have
had a general penitential connotation, as responses to the
sinfulness which
characterised the descendantsof Adam, some voyages and journeys into exile were
22Adomnan's
Life of Columba notes the example
undertaken specifically as penance.
of a homicide and oath-breaker who visited the saint and declared that he had made
the long journey in order to expiate his sins in pilgrimage, ad delenda in
peregrination peccamina Longofatigatum where. 23 Tradition holds that the saint
himself left Ireland for the journey which took him to Iona, on the orders of his
24
following
battle.
The Celtic system of private confession and
confessor
an unseemly
penancewas highly-developed.

For the use of the priest-confessors,handbooks were compiled which
prescribedthe appropriatepenancefor every conceivablesin. The most usual
penaltieswere fasting,vigils, prayers,tearsand almsgiving,all of which could
be performedin private, though for the graver sins, especiallyhomicide,the
25
involve
from
in
the community- effect,exile.
penaltywould
exclusion
The Penitential of Cummean (c. 650) orders that

21Leclercq(1961),51.
22`Irish lives
of saints and popular tales make numerous referencesto penitential pilgrimages ... The
Penitential of Columban in prescribing perpetual pilgrimage likens the penitent to Cain who became
a "vagabond and a fugitive upon the earth."' McNeill and Gamer (1965), 34.
23Adomnan's Life
of Columba, 420.

24Henry (1961,32-3).
25Hopkins(1990),41.
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5. He who commits murder through nursing hatred in his mind, shall give up

his armsuntil his death,anddeadunto the world, shalllive unto God.
6. But if it is after taking vows of perfection, he shall die unto the world with
26
perpetual pilgrimage.

A set of Irish Canonsfrom a WorcesterCollection(c. 1000)condemnsthe murderer
of anyone attached to a bishop:

to go on perpetual pilgrimage, or, more mildly, on a pilgrimage of thirty years;
he shall live without flesh and wife and horse, on dry bread, and with meagre
in
house
in
for
the
two nights
save only
clothing and shall not stay
one
27
principal festivals or if sicknesslays hold of him.

Here indeed is the mark of Cain, the homicide, perpetual outcast and wanderer. Irish
it
is
highly
influential
Church28
in
English
the
evident
and
penitential practice was
from the manner in which Old English literature interpreted the stories of Satan,
Adam, Cain and Nebuchadnezzar, how firmly establishedwas the link between sin
and exile. English law codes, such as those of Aethelred and Cnut also use exile as a
punishment for serious crimes:

Gyf hwa weofodpenafylle, sy he utlah [outlaw] wiö God 7 wiö men,butan he
kurh wrresio Pe deppor gebete.

(Lawsof Cnut)'
One significant effect of the decreasein the practice of literal exile, describedby

26McNeill and Gamer(1965), 107.
27McNeill and Gamer(1965),426.
28 SeeMayr-Harting (1991),257-60.
29Councils
and Synods, 491.
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Kathleen Hughes,3° appears to have been that the penitential
aspect of exile came to
supercedethe ascetic motivation which had characterisedthe early Celtic peregrini.
Literal exile, for the later medieval church, therefore, tended to
carry more negative
31
connotations.

3. PILGRIMS:

THE CULT OF THE SAINTS

A letter written by St Jerome, urging friends to visit the `holy' land of Palestine,
asserts: `The Briton `sunderedfrom our world, ' no sooner makes progress in religion
than he leaves the setting sun in quest of a spot of which he knows only through
Scripture and common report. '32 However adventurous the journeyings of Christian
Britons may have been, (and there is only fragmentary evidence on this point), it is
undeniablethat, through the work of St Augustine of Canterbury, Theodore of Tarsus
and other missionariessent from Rome, the Anglo-Saxon Church developed a strong
senseof belonging to the wider Christian world. Moreover, Anglo-Saxon Christians
demonstrated a remarkable commitment to visiting the holy places of Christendom.33
They travelled in order to learn, to do penance,to visit the shrines of the saints and
often to die in their sacred neighbourhood. These geographical pilgrimages and the
convictions which inspired them exercised a considerableinfluence upon Old English
poetry and prose.

Firstly, pilgrims travelling to Rome and other places on the Continent acted as a
34
for
learning.
Eddius Stephanius'Life of Wilfrid
crucial conduit
classical culture and
30Hughes(1960), 148.
31 SeeJotischky(1995).
32Jerome,Letters,XLVI.
33Illustratedby the
entry in the Anglo-SaxonChronicle for 889 which recordsthe (clearly unusual)
circumstancethat `in this year no journey was madeto Rome.' For examplesof the many pilgrims
who madetheir way to RomeseeMoore (1937),Colgrave(1969)and 0 Carragäin(1994).
34 'The Anglo-Saxon
pilgrimages to Rome undoubtedlyexerciseda potent influence upon the
cultural developmentof Britain ... Bede was able to quote from such classicalauthorsas Virgil,
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provides an interesting example of the range of benefits which were to be derived
from such journeys. The `youthful Wilfrid, ' associated the time
Celtic
the
at
with
monastery at Lindisfarne, is said to have been inspired to visit the See of St Peter
`believing that he would wash away every trace of sin thereby
and receive a great
blessing.35On his journey to Rome, Wilfrid refused an invitation to
in
remain Lyons,
leaving, like Abraham, my kinsfolk and
stating: `I have made my vows to the Lord
...
my father's house to visit the Apostolic See, there to learn the laws of ecclesiastical
discipline so that our nation may grow in the service of God' (Ch 4). Once in Rome,
Wilfrid `passedmany months in visits to the shrinesof the saints, 36acquired a teacher
in the person of Boniface the Archdeacon, and eventually
returned to England laden
with `the holy relics he had collected in Rome' (Ch 5).
Benedict Biscop, founder of the monasteries of Wearmouth-Jarrow where Bede
would develop his remarkable life of scholarship, made no fewer than five visits to
Rome and Bede, in his Lives of the Abbots, relates that Biscop effected a remarkable
transfer of knowledge and skills to his homeland. The `spiritual treasures' with which
he returned included `a great massof books of every sort' and `an abundant supply of
the relics of the blessedapostlesand Christian martyrs'37(Ch 6), the chief cantor of St
Peter's, who `taught the monks at first hand how things were done in Rome' (Ch 6),
`many holy pictures of the saints' (Ch 6), and `a set of pictures to show how the
...
Old Testament foreshadowed the New' (Ch 9).
Wilfrid and Benedict Biscop were only two of many English pilgrims who made their

Ovid, Pliny the Younger and Horace,thanks to the many pilgrimagesof the indefatigableBenedict
Biscop.' Moore (1937),84-5.
33[Age Bede, 1983#431,Life Wulfrid,Ch 3.
of
of
36 Colgrave (1969), 160, identifies two
mid-seventh century pilgrim itineraries which outline the
route Wilfrid would probably have taken.

370 Carragäin(1994),5,
notesthat `therelics themselves,at this period,would not havebeenactual
partsof bodiesbut clothsor other objectswhich had touchedthe shrinesof the saints,or oil from the
lampsbeforethe shrines.'
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way to the city whosestreetswere `madesacredby the presenceof St Peter'sbody.'38
The Anglo-SaxonChronicle relatesthat a number of Anglo-Saxonkings left their
thronesandwent to Rometo die there:
688. In this year king Caedwalla went to Rome and received baptism at the
hands of Sergius the pope
Ine succeededto the kingdom of Wessex after
....
him, and reigned twenty-seven years: afterwards he went to Rome and
remained there until the day of his death.

702. In this year Coenredsucceeded
to the Merciankingdom.
709. Coenred went to Rome and Offa with him: Coenred was there until his
life's end.
726. In this year Ine went to Rome.
Bede comments that Ine travelled:

limina
beatorumapostolorum cupiensin uicinia sanctorumlocorum ad
ad
...
tempuperegrinariin terns, quo familiarisa sanctisrecipi mereturin caelis.
to the thresholdof the blessedapostles desiringto spendsomeof his time
...
upon earth in the neighbourhoodof the holy places,so that he might be
39
from
in
heaven.
thoughtworthy to receivea greaterwelcome
the saints
a statementwhich demonstrateshis own conviction of the sanctity which the presence
40
of the saints conferred on particular places, even though David Rollason has

38Lives the Abbots, Ch 2 in Age Bede.
of
of
39Bede, Ecclesiastical History, 7.
v.

40Bede

also uses the phrase loca sancta in his description of pilgrimages for example in his

EcclesiasticalHistory, iv. 5; v. 19 and in De Locis SanctisLibellus, wherehe describesthejourney of
Arculph, Bishop of Gaul, who `from a desireto seethe holy places,left his native country,and went
to the Land of Promise' (desiderio locorum sanctorumpatriam deferens,terram repromissionis
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questioned the pious motives of the kings involved, suggesting that their abdications
41
in
fact
have
been
imposed
by
may
political enemies. Bede's comment that `at this
time many Englishmen, nobles and commons, layfolk and clergy, men and women,
were eager to do the samething'42 indicates the popular enthusiasmwhich led to the
establishment of the Schola Saxonum43a place where pilgrims could live a life of
perpetual exile near the tombs of the saints, which was sufficiently important to give
its name to the area where it was situated.
Some of the many pilgrims to Rome also ventured even further afield. In an account
of the life of St Willibald, written by Huneberc, an Anglo-Saxon nun of Heidenheim,
the saint is said to have persuaded his father to `abandon his native country and to
accompany him as a pilgrim to foreign parts.'' Willibald's motive was to detach his
father `from the pleasuresof the world, from the delights of earth and from the false
prosperity of wealth. ' After a year in Rome, Willibald desired to go on pilgrimage `to
a more remote and less well-known place.'4' The detailed account which he appears
to have dictated to Huneberc is the only extant eighth-century narrative of a
pilgrimage to the Holy Land, packed with geographical, historical and devotional
information. The introduction stressesthat Willibald saw the `very spot where the
holy cross of our Lord was found' (165) and the `very hill whence our Lord ascended
into heaven' (167).

Not only did the English adopt with enthusiasm the cults of foreign saints, visiting
their shrines and acquiring their relics; they also lost little time in establishing saints

adiit) Bede,CompleteWorksIV. 442.
41Rollason(1989), 124-5.Moore (1937), 46, notesthat Wilfrid had also hopedto end his days in
Rome.
42Bede, Ecclesiastical History, 7.
v.
43Documented by Moore (1937). Mentioned twice in the AngloSaxon Chronicle.
44Anglo-Saxon Missionaries, 157.

45Anglo-Saxon
Missionaries,159.
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46
and martyrs of their own. The tomb of St Alban, a British martyr of the Roman
period, was venerated in the time of Bede and the cult of Oswald, a prototypical
Anglo-Saxon saint and hero, developed rapidly with healings
reported from places
47
by
him.
Healings were expected of saints, both before
sanctified
association with
and after their deaths: healings from sickness and release from the penalties of sin.
Columba is said to have brought healing to a man who touched the hem of his cloak48
Bede's Life of Cuthbert relates a number of healings brought about through contact
with the saint's relics (Chs 43-6) and Alcuin's Life of Willibrord tells how penitents'
49
broken
chains were
at the saint's tomb. As part of the propagation of such cults,
saints' Lives were produced both in poetry and prose.S° The Cult of the Cross,
stimulated by Arculfs De Locis Santis, by the `discovery' of a fragment of the true
5'
in
Rome
in
701
by
later
cross
and
gifts of relics to Alfred and Aelthelstan, was
influential in the creation of Elene and the Dream of the Rood. Vercelli Homily XII
urges its audience:

we sculon beran usse reliquias ymb ure land, pa medeman Cristes rodetacen
pe we Cristes mael nemnab Eac we sculon beran odre halige reliquias, It
...
52
haligra
lafe,
dxl
hrxgles.
hyra feaxes We hyra lices
We
syndon
manna

Homily
XX encourages
and
visits to shrines.

46SeeRollason (1989). For
examples of collections of relics seethe Athelstan and Leofric Donations
[Anglo-Saxon Prose, 1979 #101], 14-21.
47Bede, Ecclesiastical History, iii. 9-13.
48Adomnan's Life
of Columba, 314.
49AngloS'axonMissionaries, 19.

50Colgrave(1969), 55,
suggeststhat Felix's Life of Guthlac formedpart of an attemptto make his
shrineinto a placeof pilgrimage.
51SeeDream
of the Rood, 42-52.

52VercelliHomilies, XII. 16-17,28-30.
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Not all relics, however, were accepted at face value. The
correspondenceof Boniface
includes a letter
he
Pope,
him
to
the
to the character of a
wrote
alerting
-which
purveyor of `relics of extraordinary but rather suspect holiness.1,53Nor were
pilgrimages always considered wise or profitable, especially those which involved
long and dangerousjourneys. Although Boniface himself
encouraged Abbess Bugga
to consider the time for contemplation which a pilgrimage to Rome (83-4) would
bring, 54he also wrote to Cuthbert, Archbishop
of Canterbury advising the English

Churchauthorities
to forbid matrons and nuns to make their frequent journeys back and forth to
Rome. A great part of them perish and few keep their virtue. There are many
towns in Lombardy and Gaul where there is not a courtesan or a harlot but is
ss
English
is
It
disgrace
Church.
of
to your whole
stock.
a scandaland
Pilgrimage had always held considerable physical dangers for men and womenS6but
the moral dangers outlined here were a particular threat to those religious who had
renounced the world. Similar questions about the propriety of pilgrimages had
surfaced in the fourth century" and would surface again in the fourteenth. Alongside
such practical objections there were also well-worn spiritual questions which required
consideration. Did geographical pilgrimage necessarily confer spiritual benefits and
were the potential benefits worth the possible risks entailed?A ninth-century marginal
33Anglo-Saxon Missionaries, 109.

54Boniface's reasoning
recalls the flight from the world expressedin the movementto the desert
which beganin the fourth century: `It would seemto me better,if you can in no wise havefreedom
and a quiet mind at home on account of worldly men that you should obtain freedom of
contemplation by means of a pilgrimage. ' Boniface, Letters, XIX.
55Anglo-SaronMissionaries, 133.

m Seethe Life

of Boniface in Anglo-SaxonMissionaries,38 and the Hodoeporiconof St Ifrllibald

which speaksof the `grievousperils of the seaand the manifold difficulties of travel in a foreign
land' Anglo-SaxonMissionaries,158.
57SeeChapterII.
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note on an Irish manuscriptsummarised
the dilemmasuccinctly:
To go to Rome

Is muchtrouble,little profit;
The King [of heaven]whom thou seekestthere,
Unlessthou bring Him with thee,thou wilt not find.SB
How could members of monastic orders, in particular, reconcile journeying to Rome
with the stabilitas required by their calling? Eamonn 0 Carragain suggeststhat one of
the functions of the Ruthwell Cross59(on which was inscribed lines from the Dream
of the Rood) may have been to serve as a kind of substitute for the Rome-pilgrimage
and the knowledge of the wider church which it conferred on those who undertook
it. 60Bede himself, living in a period when journeys to Rome
were not uncommon,
takes, in 0 Carragäin's opinion,

a balancedview of Romepilgrimage.He thoughtthat journeysto Romewere
necessaryfor someso that otherscould stay at homein peaceandget on with
the life of contemplation that foretasteof heavencelebratedin the Canon
...
61
of the Mass.
Bede, then, seemsto have consideredthat pilgrimageto holy places,while valuable
58W. Stokes
and J. Strachan, ThesaurusPaleohibernicus II, 296. Cited Hughes (1959), 316.
59Which he dates to the
second quarter of the eighth century 0 Carragi in (1994), 31.

60`So that
membersof a small isolatedmonasterywould alwaysbe reminded,as long as they lived
that the bestpreparationfor
under its protectingshadow,that physicalpilgrimage was unnecessary,
the last pilgrimage [death]was to soldier on faithful to their vow of stabilitas. 0 Carragäin(1994),
38.
610 Carragäin
cites Bede's commentson the laboursof BenedictBiscop: he travelled to so many
placesbeyondthe sea,so that we, feastingon the all riches of saving knowledge,can remain quiet
within the enclosureof the monasteryand can serveChrist in confidentfreedom(Homilies on the
Gospelsi. 132)0 Carragäin(1994),39.
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for the knowledge which it could contribute, was essentiallysecondaryto the interior
pilgrimage to which he and other monks were committed. The survey of Old English
poetry and prose which I have presented indicates that the extant literature embodies
a similar set of priorities, valuing pilgrimage to holy places but above all
communicating the importance of the concept of life pilgrimage to the heavenlyhome.
The idea of life as a pilgrimage had been absorbed deep into the spiritual
consciousnessof the English: how that pilgrimage was to be expressedin terms of
time and space would prove fruitful matter for preachers and poets to debate for
centuries to come.
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CHAPTER VII
THE WANDERER AND SEAFARER RECONSIDERED

The theme of exile has long been recognised as an important component of a number
"
the
Old
`elegies.
English
of
What has become clear,
poems usually classed as
however, from the survey above, is the extraordinary extent to which the concepts of
exile and homeland rapidly becameassociatedin Anglo-Saxon thought with Christian
concepts of spiritual exile and the life of pilgrimage, and the profound spiritual
resonance which words such as exile, stranger, home, homeland, city and journey
would have therefore contained for a contemporary audience. Setting individual
poems against the usage of the pilgrimage motif, which can be observed in other
writing of the period brings into focus aspects of their intention and construction
which may otherwise remain obscure. In the Wanderer and the Seafarer in particular,
it is possible to observe the creative interaction between secular and spiritual

understandings
of exile, the natureof security,and the priorities which humanbeings
shouldobserveasthey maketheir way throughthe trials of this world.

1. THE WANDERER AND THE SEAFARER: SIMILARITIES
AND DIFFERENCES
The Wanderer and the Seafarer are similar in terms of situation, in so far as both are
presented as personal accounts of lonely exile, and in terms of resolution, in that both
ultimately point to the security of the heavenly homeland as the proper goal for
humankind:

Wel W PamPehim are seceö,

1 SeeFrey (1963), Goldman (1979), Old English Elegies, Introduction; Morgan (1990).
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frofre to feder on heofonum, Baerus eal seo ffstnung stondeß.
(Wanderer, 114-5)

Uton we hycgan hwxr we hamagen,

andjonnegepencanhu we eidercumen,
andwe ponneeactilien, pxt we to moten
in pa ecaneadignesse,
paeris lif gelong in lufan dryhtnes,
hyht in heofonum.
(Seafarer, 117-122)

Both poems, therefore can be seento tap into the essentialunderstanding of earth as
exile, life as pilgrimage, and heaven as mankind's true home. Viewed against the rich
complexity of the pilgrimage motif, however, the chief difference in the orientation
and purpose of the two poems becomes clear the Wanderer is an involuntary exile
whose story offers a perspective on life to those enduring the enforced vicissitudes of
human experience,whereas the Seafarerprovides encouragementfor those who have
already chosen God's path of self-sacrifice, but are finding the going tough.

2. THE WANDERER AND LIFE-PILGRIMAGE
The Wanderer is presented as a man who has lost both his lord and his place within
the community and whose wanderings are caused by what are essentially human
factors: bereavementand the desire to seek a new human relationship to replace that
which has been lost. This could be described as purely horizontal exile as the
Wanderer moves across the face of the earth in search of human society (23-7).
Although his exile is involuntary, it does not appear to have any particular overtones
of penance;his experienceis a reflection of that of Adam, forced to endure the harsh
tribulations of a post-Paradisal world, rather than that of Cain the outcast, whose
descendantshate the community they have forfeited.
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The poem lays great emphasison the value of wisdom and the importance of a man
containing his griefs until he has discovered a remedy. This is not simply an example
of a secular stoical approach to life but an establishedtheme in Christian teaching.
The apostle James suggested that Christians should be slow to speak in anger or
his
(James
1:
9)
Psalmist
to
the
complaint
anger at the unfairness
refused express
and
of life until he had reached an understanding of God's purposes (Psalm 72). The clear
implication therefore, of the revelation of suffering embodied in the first part of the
is
is
human
has
that
the
the
suffering and thus able
poem,
speaker
problem of
resolved
to communicate both his own predicament and the spiritual perspective which now
dual
him
founded
it.
is
That
the
to
perception of the
enables
endure
upon
perspective
transience of life (a key element of the pilgrimage cluster) contained in lines 89-109
and the contrasting security to be found

on heofonum,paerus eatseoffstnung stondeö.
(Seafarer, 115)

The clear implication of the Ubi suet passageand the lines:

Her bio feoh line, her biOfreondlaene,
Her biOmon laene,her biOmaegline,
idel
pis
weorpeö!
eal
eorpan gesteal

(108-10)

is that the objectsof his horizontal quest,a generouslord, the joys of the hall, the
history
light
in
kinsmen,
the
as tragicallyvulnerable
of
are all seen
companionshipof
in
his
if
he
things
Even
beyond
forces
to
such
search,
to
succeed
were
man's control.
his
All
lasting
transient
and
security. earthlycomfortsare
could not in reality offer any
is
is
but
truth
the
that
steadily
the
world
whole
greater
experience
one exampleof
declining.His gazethereforeshiftsfrom the horizontalto the verticalplane.If thereis
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no security, no lasting home on earth, there is however the prospect of comfort laid
in
up heaven. There, as the homilies and other poems make clear, human beings who
turn their hearts to God will find all the comforts which they have learned to value on
earth: a senseof belonging as citizens of heaven, a home which is eternally secure,
fellow-citizens with whom to share promised joys, and a lord who will never forsake
them. The wanderer, therefore, has faced the spiritual challengewhich Adam and Eve,
those first human exiles, have bequeathedto all their descendants:like Abraham he
has converted involuntary exile into a purposeful pilgrimage towards heaven.2

3. THE WANDERER AND GUTHLAC B
As has already been observed,3 there are strong similarities between the Wanderer

lord:
lost
his
laments
final
Guthlac
in
B,
the
the
servant
sectionof
and
which
Ellen bib selast Dambe oftost sceal
dreogan dryhtenbealu, deope behycgan
kroht beodengedal, Donneseo Prag cymeö,
wefen wyrdstafum. It

wat se be sceal

aswxman sarigferö, wat his sincgiefan
holdne biheledne. He scealhean ponan
bio
hweorfan.
Dam
gomeneswana
geomor
Öepa earfeöa oftost dreogeö
on sargum sefan.
(Guthlac, 1348-1356)

The saint's servantis, so to speak,a Wandererin the making, whose final speech
(thoughthe text is incompleteat this point) hints at a life of desolationduring which

2 SeeChapterI: D.
3 SeeChapterV: 3.
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he will haveto go through the processdemonstratedby the Wandererif he is last
at
to join his earthlylord in the heavenlyhomewhich Guthlachas entered.In this brief
episodewe see that it is possiblefor humangrief and knowledgeof Christianlifeperspectivesto co-existin the samepoem.4 Guthlac'sservantis well instructedin the
concept of life pilgrimage (1076-1093) and the heavenly hope to which his master has
attained; yet his grief, at least initially, dominates his life alone. It is, therefore,
perfectly consistent for the speaker in the Wanderer to have embarked upon his
enforced lonely exile with such mixed feelings and to have come to a resolution of his
situation through reflection on the world and the truths revealedby its Creator.

4. LAND AND SEA IN THE PILGRIM

LIFE: THE SEAFARER

AND THE OLD ENGLISH EXODUY
Scholars who argue for an allegorical interpretation of the Seafarer frequently cite
patristic and homiletic references to the sea in order to support their case. The fact
that the conclusions which they draw from such allusions vary considerably6is hardly
surprising, given the vast elemental character of the image concerned and the fertile
exegetical imaginations of the Fathers and subsequentpreachers. More important for
the study of the Seafarer is the fact that none of the parallels adduced corresponds
'
closely to the poem, since they all equate the sea with the world in general, often
focusing on the necessity of being safe within the ship of the Church, and identifying
waves and storms with the temptations and uncertainties which beset the Christian.
These interpretations cannot fit the context of the Seafarer where there is no
particular emphasisupon the vessel in which the Seafarervoyages and the contrast is

4 Woolf (1966),58.
s This

sectionappearedin EnglishLanguageNotes,XXXV, 2, December1997:1-9.

6 Seefor

exampleSmithers(1957), Smithers(1959);Osborn(1978);Vickrey (1982);Holton (1982).

This point is recognisedby Anne Klinck in the introduction to her edition of the elegies,Old
English Elegies,38.
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not between safety within the ship and perils without, but between a supposedly
carefree existenceon land and a far from comfortable life of sea-travel. The `world' in
the Seafarer is made up of both land and sea and the clearest statementof motivation
in the poem implies a profound contrast between the two states of spiritual being
which they represent:

gielleö anfloga,
hweteö on hwaelweg hreper unwearnum
ofer holma gelagu. Forpon me hatran sind
dryhtnes dreamas ponne is deadelif,
lane on londe.
(Seafarer, 62-66a)

Here the paradoxical phrase deade lif recalls the reminder given by St Paul to the
church at Ephesus:

et vos cum essetismortui delictiset peccatisvestris
in quibusaliquandoambulastissecundumsaeculummundihuius
And you, whenyou were deadin your offencesandsins
Whereinin time pastyou walked accordingto the courseof this world
(Ephesians2: 1-2)
Why, however, should spiritual death and transience be associatedwith the land in
indicate
land
to
A
spiritual
and sea
particular? striking parallel to this apparent use of
in
his
Lucas
Exodus.
As
Peter
in
English
is
be
found
Old
observes
the
status to
8
landmenn
God,
to
Egyptians,
the enemiesof
are referred as
edition of the poem, the
(179) whereas the Israelites, on their way through the desert to the Promised Land
8 Exodus(1994), 104.SeealsoCrossand Tucker (1960), 125.
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are called saemen(105). Indeed the central section of the poem is dominated by what
Irving calls an `extraordinary extended metaphor,'9
which portrays the Israelites
`sailing' across the desert. A key to the interpretation
of this unlikely image is
provided by the parallel use of ingefolc (142) to describe the Egyptians and
wraecmon (137) and eäellease (139), for the people of Israel. The Egyptians remain
in their native land; the Israelites become
wanderers. The contrast, comments Lucas,
`implies that the Egyptians will never embark on the
voyage to the heavenlyhome but
will be confined in hell. '10This implication is certainly borne out by events. In the first
part of the poem the Egyptian landmenn are apparently more powerful and secure
than the Israelite saemenwho are on the move, facing unknown perils in obedienceto
the call of God. The moment of judgement, however, (in this case the crossing of the
Red Sea), reveals who is approved by God and who will perish. Thus the story of the
Exodus is placed firmly in the context of the pilgrim calling of the people of God by
the Anglo-Saxon poet. Exile from Eden" and alienation from God was the common
punishment for sin visited upon Adam, Eve and all their descendants;pilgrimage, that
is a voluntary leaving of one's home, was the response subsequently required of
Abraham12 and his descendants13if a new relationship with God were to be
established. As we have see, the imagery and vocabulary of exile and pilgrimage
14
by
New Testament writers, became a commonplace in
subsequently adopted
'5
homiletic
patristic and
material, and was one of the dominant imagesof the Christian

9 TheOld English Exodus,74.
'o Exodus,104.
'1 Genesis3:23-4
12Genesis12:1: `And the Lord
said to Abram: Go forth out of thy country,and from thy kinsmen,
and out of thy father'shouse,and comeinto the land which I shall showthee.'
13The
apostlePaul regardsChristiansas spiritual descendants
of Abraham.SeeRomans9:6-8.
14 For
example I Peter 2: 11: 'I beseechyou, as strangersand pilgrims (Vulgate: advenas et
peregrinos),to refrain yourselvesfrom carnal desireswhich war againstthe soul,' which links the
pilgrimageof life with moral obedience.Also Hebrews11: 8-16.
15As in Cyprian, On Mortality, Ch 26: `We
should reflect constantlythat we have renouncedthe
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life used within the Anglo-Saxon church.16Of particular interest to
students of the
Seafarer, however, is the apparently eccentric use of sea-imagery to describe the
progress of the Israelite exiles across the desert. The fact that the people of Israel are
here identified not merely as wraecmen but as saemen, argues a strong link in the
mind of the Exodus-poet between the concept of being God's obedient people on the
move and seatravel. As far as I am aware, no clear patristic source for this particular
"
has
been
identified.
Its use, both in Exodus and the Seafarer could,
equation
however, be a logical development of the broader concept of pilgrimage expressedin
the Letter to the Hebrews, in which the patriarchs are described as dwelling in tents,
symbols of impermanence,in order that they may eventually dwell in an eternal city
`whose builder and maker is God. ' 18St John Chrysostom saw in Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob models of detachmentfrom the present world:
Prima est virtus, atque adeo universa virtus, esse in hoc mundo hospitem et
peregrinum, et cum its quae hic sunt rebus et negotiis nihil habere commune,
sed ab eis penderetamquam ab externs

The first virtue, yea the whole of virtue is to be a stranger to this world, and a
sojourner, and to have nothing in common with things here but to hang loose
from them, as from things strangeto us.19

Those who have given their allegianceto this world dwell in cities, symbols of earthly
security, and enjoy all that earth has to offer; those who follow God live in tents,
'
Cyprian,
here
for
foreigners
(hospites
a
while.
world and as strangersand
et peregrinos)we sojourn
Treatises.
16Seefor
example Bede, Ecclesiastical History, v. 21; Buckling Homilies, XXIII; Vercelli Homilies,
XIV.

17SeeOld English Exodus,74.
18Hebrews11:8-10. SeeChapterI: 2. C.
19Chrysostom, Homilies
on Hebrews, 473-4. See Chapter I: 2.C.
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symbols of impermanence,and suffer deprivation. It is possible that this
understandinginformsthe descriptionof the land-dwellerin the Seafarer28-9:
se Pe ah lifes wyn
20
burgum,
bealosipahwon,
gebiden in
wlonc and wingal
The other two allusions in the Seafarer to those who live
on land are also concerned
with easeand comfort:

It

se mon ne wat

pe him on foldan fxgrost limpeö,
hu is earmcearig iscealdnesw
winter wunade wrxccan lastum
(Seafarer, 12-15)

Ixet se beorn ne wat,

esteadigsecg, hwxt ka sumedreogaö
PeJa wrxclastas widost lecgao.
(Seafarer,55-7)
On each occasion the point of the reference is that the land-dweller does not
comprehendthe life of the seafarer. Scholars have often been reluctant to assumethat
these allusions to life on land contain an element of criticism21yet the comparisons
with Exodus would suggest that this is in fact the case. The land and the city,

20burg (city, fortress)is
usedto translatecivitas in the proseversionsof the psalmsin the Paris
Psalter.
21Thus Campbell (1973), 239,
comments: `There is nothing pejorative in the picture of the man on
land' Seealso The Seafarer, 37°.
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therefore, can be seen to represent worldly security, comfort and enjoyment; the sea,
that most unpredictable of elements, symbolises commitment to travel and
abandonmentto the will of God. This contrast is further reinforced in the Seafarer by
the description of the land-dweller as wlonc and wingal (29). Anne Klinck, in her
edition of The Old English Elegies, points out that

the word wingal, "flushed with wine", occurs also in Daniel 116 (ßa ornvoc
wu/heort [Nebuchadnezzar], se ax wingal swcef), where it is clearly
pejorative... The second element,gal, "wanton, lascivious" certainly has a bad
connotation. Cf symbelgal (Judgement Day 179), medugal (Daniel 702 and
Judith 26), meodugal,
(Fortunes
Men
In
52
57).
these
of
all
and
-gales
examples the -gal words indicate wanton self-indulgence In Seafarer, the
...
22
heedless
delight
in
word wingal suggestsa
earthly pleasures.
Such `heedlessdelight in earthly pleasures' would precisely describe the human being
concerned only with the present transient world and hence deaf to the call to follow
the pilgrim route to the heavenly city. The use of wlonc, `proud, splendid,' also
23
probably carries negative connotations, since pride has never been considered a
Christian virtue. Lines 106-7 carry twin concepts, their messagereinforced by the
parallelism of form, which summarisethe contrast between believer and unbeliever.

Dol bik se ýe him his dryhten ne ondrwdep; cymeö him se deaö unpinged.
Eadig biö se pe eapmod leofap; cymeö him seo ar of heofonum
(Seafarer, 106-7)

22Old English Elegies,131. See
also Woolf (1975),204.
23As in these
versesfrom the Magnificat: `[God] hath scatteredthe proud in the conceit of their
heart. He hath put down the mighty from their seat,and hath exaltedthe humble.' Luke 1:51,52.
Also relevantis James4:6: `Godresisteththe proud and giveth graceto the humble.'
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Grace is for the humble and true humility grows from a recognition of the truth about
God and oneself. If `the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom' (Psalm 110.10),
then lack of spiritual understanding is not only unfortunate but dangerous. Viewed
from the perspective of the Scriptures and the teachings of the Fathers, the landdweller, in his comfortable ignorance, is not a neutral figure, but one who risks eternal
condemnation.

The choices representedby the seafarerand the land-dweller form part of the tradition
inherited by the Anglo-Saxon Church, which can be traced from the Letter to the
Hebrews, through the writings of St Augustine, Caesariusof Arles and Gregory the
24
Great and which saw the Christian, like the Israelite before him, as the viator, the
St
Augustine
has
in
Thus
this
one who
no continuing city, no obvious security
world.
wrote:
Scriptum est itaque de Cain, quod condiderit civitatem (Gen. iv. 17): Abel
25
autem tanquam peregrinus non condidit.
Scripture tells us that Cain founded a city, whereas Abel, as a pilgrim, did not

found one.
(City of God,Book XV: 1)
16
The messagewas reiteratedby Caesariusof Arles:
Peregrini ese debemus in hoc saeculo, ut cives esse mereamur in caelo. Qui
in
hoc
in
habet
in
caelo;
mundo, partem non
amat mundum, et civis essevult
26
desideramus.
patriam
enim probamus, quod peregrini sumus,si

24SeeLadner (1967), 233-9.
25P. L., 41,437-38.
26Sermones SeeChapter II: 3.
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We ought to be pilgrims in this world, in order that we may deserveto be
citizensin heaven.He who loves the world and wishesto be a citizen in the
world has no place in heaven; for by this we prove that we are pilgrims, if we
long for our homeland.27

Gregory the Great, whose writings profoundly influencedthe Anglo-SaxonChurch
wrote:
Quis autem in hoc mundo peregrinatur populus, nisi qui ad sortem electorum
illic
habere
in
tanto
sperat
currens,
magis se
se patriam novit
coelestibus; et
invenire propria, quanto hic cuncta quae praeterunt essea se deputat aliena?28

But what People is `on travel' in this world, but that which hastening to the
inheritance of the Elect knows well that it has its native country in the
heavenly world, and expects that it will there find its own the more, in
be
here
it
to
that
things
unconnectedwith
pass away
proportion as
reckons all
itself?"

This is the view of life held by the speakerin the Seafarer. He is aware of the delights

for
him
Signs
but
become
distractions.
knows
are
that
they
of
spring
of creation
can
dissolution:
final
the
towards
also signsof
world's progress
Bearwas blostmum nima8, byrig fxgriaÖ,
wongas wlitigiaö, woruld onetteö.
(Seafarer, 48-9)

27Cacsarius Arles, Sermons.
of
29P. L. 76,577.

29Gregorythe Great,Morals in Job, Book 18.
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He must renounce the transient joys of life on land in
order to seek the eternaljoys of

heaven:

Uton we hycgan hwwr we hamagen,

andponnegepencanhu we eidercumen.
(Seafarer, 117-8)

In both the Old English Exodus and the Seafarer, therefore, land and sea can be seen
to be imbued with considerable spiritual significance, the former representingworldly
joys and security, the latter signifying abandonment to the
will of God. Such,
according to the Fathers, was the choice facing all who would follow the way of
Christ.30 In allegorical terms it seems that the Christian viator became in AngloSaxon thought a Christian seafarer. Such an allegorical interpretation does not
exclude the possibility that this particular pilgrim through life may also have been a
literal peregrinus in the Irish tradition, 31 who chose to live out the metaphor by

himself
literally at the disposalof God andthe currentsof the sea.
placing

5. 'TO BE A PILGRIM':

THE SEAFARER AND THE PSALMIST

Most recent scholarshiphas concludedthat the Old English poem known as the
Seafarer describesthe experienceof a pilgrim, though opinions remain divided on the
32
33
question of whether that pilgrimage is to be understood literally, figuratively, or on

30For
example,Caesariusof Arles: 'If a man seekshappinessin the world he will not possessit in
heaven.' Sermons,151.
31 Thus the Irish
for
891, who came to
in
Chronicle
described
Anglo-Saxon
the
entry
peregrini,
King Alfred in a boat without any oars: `forßon ße hi woldon for Godes lufan on elpiodignesse
beon, hi ne rohton hwcer (they wished for the love of God to be on pilgrimage, they cared not where)'
Two Saxon Chronicles Parallel.

32Whitelock (1950).
33Ehrismann(1909); Arngart (Anderson)(1937); Smithers(1957),Smithers(1959).
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both levels at once.34 This consensus,however, still leaves a number of the poem's
difficulties unresolved, particularly those of its structure, genre and tone. Is the
structure of the Seafarer that of a homily, with exemplum followed by exhortation?
Do the apparently sudden shifts in mood reflect different speakers, as was once
35
suggested, or a single speaker reflecting on past emotions? Can the expressionsof
misery and of apparent envy of those whose life is less arduous, really be consistent
with the life of a Christian pilgrim committed to serving God? Or is the speaker
perhaps a reluctant traveller, a penitent sentenced to compulsory exile as a
36
consequenceof committing a particular sin?

Various attempts have been made to fit the Seafarer into a genre which would make
its
senseof
apparent inconsistencies.Thus, for example two editors of the poem, Ida
Gordon37and Anne L. Klinck, 38regard it as an elegy; Rosemary Woolf argues that it
40
9
belongs to the genre ofplanctus and John C. Shields considersit a meditatio. Yet,
although they may have contributed to the content of the poem, none of these forms
is,
however,
There
the
tone
entirely solves
outlined above.
problems of structure and
another possible source, curiously neglected in Seafarer scholarship, which would at
in
described
for
the poem and
the
once supply a model
pattern of experience
demonstrate how such varied emotions could be consistent with the life of one living
as a spiritual pilgrim in the world. That source is the Book of Psalms, that most
familiar and pervasive of influences in the life of the medieval Christian, used
by
in
in
anyone
constantly worship and almost certainly memorised part or as a whole
in
Deeply
demonstrated
instruction
degree
Christian
this
the
poem.
possessedof
of
34Pope(1974).
35Suggestedamongothersby Pope(1965)who later withdrew the theoryPope(1974).
36Vickrey (1982).
37TheSeafarer.
38TheOld English Elegies.
39Woolf (1975).
40Shields(1980).
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woven into Anglo-Saxon spirituality, the Psalms not only offer a model more
fundamental and accessible than some of those suggested
elsewhere, but contain
patterns of spiritual and emotional expression markedly similar to that found in the
Seafarer. It is to the Psalms, I would therefore suggest, that the Seafarer owes much
of its structure, tone and content and it is in the Psalms that answers to some of its
problems may be found.

The Psalms have long been associated in Christian tradition with both literal and
41
metaphorical pilgrimage. The Psalms of Ascent (119-133) were originally designed
to provide comfort and inspiration for Jewish pilgrims bound for Jerusalem,and the
whole Psalter was adopted as a channel of expression for the Christian believer bent
on seeking heaven.Thus the words of Psalm 119:
heu me quod incolatus meus prolongus est
habitaui cum habitantibus Caedar

multumincolafuit animamea
Woe is me, that my sojourning is prolonged!
I have dwelt with the inhabitants of Cedar.
my soul long hath been a sojourner.

(Psalm119:5,6)42

41 It is interesting to
note that the First Epistle of Peter, another book of the Bible particularly
associatedwith the concept of life as a pilgrimage, also contains in its filth chapter a number of ideas
which appear in conjunction in the Seafarer: exhortation to resist the devil (v 9, Sea, 76) and
exercise humility (v6, Seafarer, 107); acknowledgement of the suffering required of Christians and
the promise that God will provide grace (v9-10 Sea, 107) and steadfastness(v 10, Sea, 108). Andrew
Galloway (1988) notes that this passage is found in two tenth-century English manuscripts of the
Rule of St Benedict but does not relate it to the referencesto these virtues in the Seafarer.

42The text usedin this sectionis that of the RomanPsalterPsalter(1953),that most likely to have
beenusedin Englandat the time in question.I am grateful to Dr RichardMarsdenfor adviceon this
point.
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interpreted
by St Jeromeas the cry of the metaphoricalpilgrim, ready to turn
were
from earthly pleasuresin searchof God:

`Woe is me that my sojournis prolonged!' This is the plaint of the lover of
Christ who wants nothing of the body, who is detached from the world and
longs for heaven.43

The Psalter, therefore, was a book eminently suited to pilgrims. It is noteworthy that
Bede's account of the conversion of Egbert44to a life of literal exile couples his
commitment to peregrinatio pro amore Dei with a second vow to recite the entire
Psalter every day. If the Psalms were an essentialtool for the literal exile, they were
also an indispensableguide for the Christian committed to a life of spiritual pilgrimage
life
in
daily
interpret
tribulations
a
the
of
and thus constantly seeking to
and endure
fallen world.
During the early centuries of the Church the Psalms came to hold a unique place in
individual and corporate devotion,45 an emphasis handed on to the Anglo-Saxon
Church by both Roman and Celtic missionaries.Around the end of the fourth century
Chrysostom had testified to the pre-eminent role of the Psalmsin Christian education:
`0 marvellous wonder! Many who have made but little progress in literature, many
by
heart.
'46
The
have
its
first
have
the
early
psalter
principles,
who
scarcely mastered
the
had
Egypt
upon
meditation
and
of
monks of
practised constant repetition
Psalms,47 a custom imitated by Celtic Christianity and demonstrated, according to

43Jerome,Homilies, Vol. II.
44Bede, Ecclesiastical History, iii. 27.
45SeeLamb (1962).
De Poenit. Hom. vi. Cited Lamb (1962), 30.

47Chitty (1966), 73, cites the exhortationof the Palestinianmonk Epiphanius(367-403):`The true
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Bede, in the lives of both Aidan48 and Cuthbert 49 Bede also notes the priority
.
accorded to the use of the Psalter by Augustine of Canterbury and Gregory the
GreatS°and Benedicta Ward comments that for Bede himself `the knowledge of the
Psalter by heart was natural, one psalm learned and repeated after another: in this he
and Ceolfrith were typical rather than exceptional.'sI The Psalter was, moreover, not
only a devotional but also an educational tool; memorising the psalms was one of the
52
for
in
Anglo-Saxon
early tasks set
pupils
monastic schools. The Christian Latin
poems with which the Seafarer and other Old English elegies are compared could
have been accessedonly by using a knowledge of Latin gained by first memorising the
Psalms.

It is also noteworthy that the Psalmshave transferredsuccessfullyfrom culture to
culture precisely becausethey not only express praise to God but give a voice to the
individual believer oppressed by trouble, doubt, fear and frustration. In his
Enarrationes in psalmos, a commentary known by Bede,53 St Augustine of Hippo

feeling:
encouragedhis audienceto enterinto suchexpressions
of
si orat Psalmus, orate; et si gemit, gemite; et si gratulature, gaudete; et si

sperat, sperate;et si timet, timete. Omnia enim quae hic conscripta sunt,
54
speculumnostrasunt.
If the Psalm prays, you pray; and if it laments, you lament; if it rejoices, you
monk shouldhaveprayerand psalmodyin his heartwithout ceasing.'
48Bede,EcclesiasticalHistory, iii. 5.
49Life
of Cuthbert, Chapters 5,16 in Age of Bede.
50Bede, Ecclesiastical History, i. 26,27.

s' Ward (1991),5).
52SeeLapidge(1986),5-6.
53Laistner(1935,237-66).
54P L., XXXVI. Ennaratio in Psalmum

,

Sermo III.
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rejoice, and if it hopes, you hope; if it fears, you fear. For all things written
here are our mirror. "

Bede respondedto this approach to the Psalmsin
a commentary of his own:
If any oppressive sorrow has come upon you, either by
an injury brought on
by others or by an overwhelming domestic loss,
if
for
or
grieve
you
any
...
reason at all... pray with psalms to the Lord lest the sadnessof the world
56
is
death
which
swallow you up.
Bede not only used the words of the psalms himself in this intensely
personal way but
also encouragedothers to do the same:
he popularised their use by composing a new kind of prayer from them in his
abbreviated psalter... he selectedverses from each psalm which could be used
as direct prayer or praise, as food for meditation, pleas for mercy, protest,
contrition, or adoration and exultation.

57

A similar senseof personalidentificationwith the experiencesdescribedin the psalms
is reflected in the introductionsto the Old English prose translationsof the Paris
Psalter-5'

Dysne priddan sealmDauid sang pa he fleah Absalon his sunu, and seofode pa

yrmöeto Drihtne.Swadepw1cpwramannaDeAisnesealmsingö;his sylfes
ssDiscourse
on Psalm 30. Augustine of Hippo (1961), Vol. 2,44.
56Bede, Commentary
on the Seven Catholic Epistles, 60-1.
S' Ward (1991), 10.

58Theseintroductions based In PsalmorumLibrum Exegesis,
are
on
a work mistakenlyattributedto
Bedewhich maybe a productof seventh-century
Ireland. SeeBright and Ramsay(1912)
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59
lichaman,
he
Drihtne.
earfoöu,aegöerge modesge
seofaöto
David sang this third psalm when he was lamenting Absalom his son, and he
bewailed his misery to the Lord. Everyone who sings this psalm does likewise:
he laments his tribulations, of either mind or body, to the Lord [my italics]. 60
Not only in patristic writings therefore, but also in Anglo-Saxon England, the Psalms
were viewed as offering a forthright, and often dramatic channel for the expressionof
intensely-personalexperienceof the kind presentedin the Seafarer.
The Anglo-Saxon Church can thus be seen to have inherited and practised an
approach to the Psalms which made familiarity with their content and identification
with their perspectives extremely likely for anyone with the degree of Christian
understanding revealed in the Seafarer. Moreover many Psalms reveal a common
sequence of thought which is of particular relevance to the poem. Modern form
criticism has identified a group of Psalms, comprising a substantial proportion of the
whole, which have been designated `Psalms of Individual Lament.'61 Klaus Seybold
describesthe characteristicsof this group thus:

Among the components of these prayers are the invocation, the representation
of self (depiction of misery), requests, combined with expressions of
confidence, arguments to motivate God's intervention, declarations and vows
of thanks and praise ... the oracle of salvation, or affirmation of answered
prayer causing the worshipper's sudden change of mood in the middle of the
psalm prayer. The number of possible combinations of these elements is
inevitably large, since in the majority of cases it is not a question of

S9Liber Psalmorum.
60Alfred the Great, 54.

61Gunkel(1967);Mowinckel (1992); Westermann(1981).
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stereotyped prayer formulae, but of biographical
62
testimonies [my italics].

(i. e. contemporary)

As Seybold indicates, not every psalm in this category follows an identical pattern but
the common elements are clear and the resemblance to the Seafarer striking,
particularly since it too is presented in the form of a biographical testimony: Mceg is
be me syfum sodgied wrecan. It is useful, therefore, to compare the structure of the
Seafarer, with that of the considerablenumber of these psalms63in which the speaker
fear
do
God
his
fact
(often
that
those
the
not
outlines
suffering
who
commenting on
appear to be prospering), reminds himself of God's goodness, and comes to the point
of reaffirming a spiritual perspective which he then encourageshimself and others to
follow. This sequencecan be observed in Psalm 72:

Quam bonus deus Israhel his qui recto sunt corde

mei autempaenemoti suntpedespaeneeffusi suntgressusmei
quia zelauisumin peccatoribuspacempeccatorumuidens
quia non est declinatiomorti eorumnecfirmamentumin plagaeorum
in laboribushominumnon sunt et cum hominibusnon flagellabuntur...
et dixi ergo sinecausaiustificauicor meum
die...
fui
flagellatus
laui
inter
innocentes
tota
et
manusmeaset
hoc labor est anteme
existimabamut cognoscerem
donec intrem in sanctuariumDei et intellegam in nouissima eorum...
in uoluntate tua deduxisti me et cum gloria adsumpsistime

quid enimmihi restatin caeloet a to quid uolui superterram.
SurelyGod is good to Israel,to thosewho arepure in heart.
62Scybold (1990), 116.

63Seefor examplePsalms3,5,6,21,24,27,30,31,37,38,41,42,50,54,55,58,60,63,68,69,
70,72,76,101,129,142.
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But asfor me my feet hadalmoststumbled,my stepshadalmostslipped.
For I was enviousof the unrighteous,whenI sawthe tranquillity
of the ungodly,for they do not considertheir death...
They do not share the distress of men nor will they be scourged like other
men...
Therefore in vain have I cleansed my heart and washed my hands in
innocence and have been chastised all the day...

I havethought to understandthis but it was hard in my eyesuntil I went into
the sanctuaryof God, then I understoodtheir end...
You lead me in your counselsand afterwards receive me in glory...

Whom haveI in heavenbut you, andwith you I desirenothing[else]on earth.
(Psalm 72.1-5,13,16-17,24-25)

Here the Psalmist is addressingprecisely the questions which must inevitably trouble
invest
in
do
is
journey,
Why
those
who
any pilgrim: my
are my sacrificesworthwhile?
this world (such as the land-dweller in Seafarer 28-9 etc) appear to prosper, while
those who obey God endure suffering? The answer comes through adopting the
perspective of eternity and weighing earthly trials against the prospect of eternal
security. Similarly, Psalm 101 opens with a dramatic first-person account of suffering
in
God:
found
be
to
the
and ends with a confident assertion of
security

defecerunt sicut fumus dies mei et ossamea sicut in frixorio confrixa sunt
similis factus sum pelicano in solitudine factus sum sicut nocticorax

in domicilio
diesmei sicutumbradeclinaueruntet ego sicut faenumarui
in
in
tuum
Domine
saeculumsaculi
tu autem
aeternum permaneset memoriale
initio terram tu fundasti Domine et opera manuum tuarum sunt caeli
ipsi peribunt tu autem permaneset omnia sicut uestimentumueterescent
et sicut opertorium mutabis ea et mutabuntur

Pilgrims Were they all? 180

tu autemidem ipseeset annitui non deficient
filii seruorum tuorum inhabitabunt ibi et semeneorum in saeculumsaeculi
diregetur.

My days are vanished like smoke: and my bones are grown dry like fuel
for the fire...
I am become like to a pelican of the wilderness: I am like a nightraven in the house...
My days have declined like a shadow, and I am withered like grass.
But thou, 0 Lord, endurest for ever: and thy memorial to all
generations...
In the beginning, 0 Lord, thou foundedst the earth: and the heavens
are the works of thy hands.
They shall perish but thou remainest: and all of them shall grow old
like a garment...
But thou art always the self-same,and thy years shall not fail.
The children of thy servantsshall continue to dwell here:

andtheir seedshallbe directedfor ever.
(Psalm 101.4,7,12,13,26,27,28,29)

This progression from suffering to reflection on God's eternal attributes to
Seafarer.
in
The
faith
is
the
to
that
seen
reaffirmation of
also markedly similar
long
have
perplexed modem
apparent contradictions and sudden shifts of mood which
readers of the poem may, therefore, be explicable as the reworking of a pattern of
in
Psalms
familiar
the
worship,
through
constant repetition of
spiritual reflection made
Psalms,
like
is,
Seafarer
the
I
of
that
the
many
public or private. would suggest
composed not of two but of three sections: the statement of a problem, a relight
in
dilemma
the
the
of certain spiritual perspectives,and
examination of
speaker's
(lines
1-33a)
Seafarer
his
internal
Thus
with a vivid
the
opens
a resolution of
conflict.
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account of the afflictions suffered by the speaker (the cost of a life of obedience to
God), including a sideways glance at those on land who do not share his plight. He
then (lines 33b-102) voices his desire to go on journeying and examinesthe factors
which make the prospect both fearsome and desirable, observing the essential
transience of the world, the weaknessof man, and the powerlessnessof riches to help
the soul. Finally (lines 103-24) he assertsthe greatnessof the Creator and exhorts his
audienceto join him in seekingthe heavenly home.
In addition to providing a possible model for the Seafarer, the Psalms may also help
to explain the tone of the poem. John Vickrey comments that in lines 1-33 the
Seafarer `implies unmistakably that he was weary not only in body but also in spirit'
and argues that if the speakerwas a pilgrim `he might be expected to think not of his
miseries but of his joys of the spirit. '64This, however, is to ignore the evidence of the
Psalms. Like those who produced the Psalms,the Seafareris committed to following
God but, like them and many a believer since, he has moments when the path of
obedience seems unbearably painful and the apparent prosperity of the spirituallyheedless hard to bear. These inevitable fluctuations in spiritual confidence help to
account for the tone of the poem without necessarily calling into question the
underlying commitment of the speaker.

In the Psalms, the overall context in which the doubts and fears of the speaker are
voiced is one of faith and commitment. Within this framework it is permissible to
question God's actions and rail against present suffering and apparent injustice. The
object of the exercise is to examine problems and to work towards a resolution of
internal spiritual conflict in the light of God's goodnessand long-term purposes. If the
Seafarer is in fact the expression of a spiritual crisis resolved, following the model of
the Psalms, then the apparently sudden and contradictory changes of mood become
more intelligible. No one could guess from the early verses of Psalms 3,6 or 21 that
64Vickrey (1982), 60.
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the speaker will conclude with wholehearted expressions of confidence in God, but
such is their outcome. Nor are expressionsof sorrow and pain confined to the seven
Penitential Psalms.65Suffering in the life of the servant God
of
can be a consequence
of obedience as well as a punishment for sin since 'many are the afflictions of the
righteous' (Psalm 33: 19). It is not therefore necessaryto conclude with Vickrey that
the Seafarermust be `a sinner not a pilgrim. '66
Thus the Psalms have a claim to be considered as a
influence
major
on the otherwise
problematical sequencesof thought, 67swift mood changesand emotional intensity of
the Seafarer. They can also, I believe, be shown to underlie much of the content of
the poem. Following Kenneth Sisam,68 Psalm 48: 7-8 is usually cited in order to
explain lines 97-102 but there are many other possible echoes which, through the
constant repetition of the Psalter in Christian worship, could have become part of the
thought patterns of the poet. As has already been indicated, a considerablenumber of
psalms contain intensely personal expressions of anxiety, hardship and complaint
similar to those voiced in the opening section of the Seafarer. Thus the Psalmist
states:

alienusfactussumfratribusmeiset peregrinusfiliis matrismeae
I am becomea strangerto my brethren:andan aliento the sonsof my mother.
(Psalm 68:9)

65Psalms6,31,37,50,101,129,143.
66Vickrey (1982),59.
67In
view of the attentiondevotedto the useof the connectiveforpon in the Seafarer,it is interesting
to note its frequent use in the prose and verse paraphrases of the Psalms contained in the Paris
Psalter (Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records, Vol V). Seefor example Psalms 72 and 101.

" Sisam(1945).
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while the Seafarer portrays himself as winemcegen bidroren (16a) and ne cenig
hleomcega(25b). The Psalmist describesthe pride and prosperity of those who ignore
God (Ps. 72:3-12; Ps. 9: 4-6); the Seafarercomments:

him gelyfeö lyt, se Je ah lifes wyn
gebiden in burgum, bealosipahwon,
wlonc and wingal, hu is werig oft
in brimlade bidan sceolde.
(Seafarer, 27-29)

If the desire expressedin lines 33b-38:

Forpon cnyssaönu
heortan gepohtas, paetis hean streamas,
sealtypagelac sylf cunnige;
monao modes lust mmla gehwylce
ferö to feran, paßtis feor heonan
elpeodigra eard gesece.
(Seafarer, 33b-38)

line
God's
47
his
then
to
the
will,
represents speaker'sreaffirmationof
commitment
ac a hafaö longunge69 se pe on lagu funda6

Those
description
be
than
who undertake
of spiritualmotivation.
may nothingmore
a
by
be
bring,
it
the
tribulations
a profound
possessed
must
sucha voyage,awareof
will
yearningfor God of the kind voicedin Psalm83:3

69SeeSwanton(Dream the Rood, 136,note 126)on the spiritual significanceof longunge.
of
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concupiuit et defecit anima mea in atria Domini

cor meumet caro meaexultaueruntin Deumuiuum
my soul longethandfaintethfor the courtsof the Lord
my heartandmy fleshhaverejoicedin the living God
A similar expression of desire for God may be implicit in lines 58-62a and F.N. M.
Diekstra cites Psalm 54:7 in his discussionof this passage:70

quis dabit mihi pinnas sicut columbae et uolabo et requiescam
Who will give me the wings like a dove, and I will fly away and rest.
The Psalms contain numerous reflections on the transience of life and the limitations
of earthly wealth, cautionary statements which the Psalmists use to reinforce their

commitmentto God. Suchstatementsasthesemaywell undergirdSeafarer67-71:
ne aemulatusfueris eum qui prosperatur in uia sua...

pusillumadhucet non erit peccator
Envy not the manwho prosperethin his way...
For yet a little while, and the wicked shall not be.
(Psalm 36:7,10)

quis est homo qui uiuet et non uidebit mortem
Who is the manthat shalllive, andnot seedeath?
(Psalm 88:49)

70Diekstra(1971).
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In additionto the versesfrom Psalm48 cited by Sisamin elucidationof the Seafarer
97-102, there are further verses from the same psalm, reflections on the inevitability

death
behind
for
lie
lines80-96:
the
of
even
greatandpowerful,which may
uiderit sapientesmorientes simul insipiens et stultus peribunt
et relinquent aliens diuitias suas

et sepulchraeorumdomuseorumin aeternum
tabernaculaeorum in generatione et progenie inuocabunt nomina eorum
in terns ipsorum

he shall seethe wise dying: the senselessand the fool shall perish together.
And they shall leave their riches to strangers
And their sepulchresshall be their housesforever.

Their dwellingplacesto all generations:they havecalledtheir lands
by their names.
(Psalm 48: 11,12)

Significantly, a number of ideas appear in similar combination in both the Psalms and
the Seafarer. Thus meditation on suffering in Psalm 76 drives the speaker to reflect
former
days,
in
on
much as the Seafarer 80ff. Again, in Psalm 145 the warning not to
in
is
followed
(v
by this assertion:
3)
trust
put one's
princes

BeatuscuiusDeusJacobadiutor eius
ipsius
in
Domino
Deo
speseius
in
fecit
terram
mareet omniaquae eis sunt
caelumet
qui
Blessedis he who haththe God of Jacobfor his helper
his
God,
in
is
hope
Lord
the
whose
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who madeheavenandearthandall that thingsthat are in them.
(Psalm 145: 5,6)

Similarlyin the Seafarerthe statement
eorpan indryhto ealdaö and searaö,

swanu monnagehwylc geondmiddangeard.
(Seafarer, 89-90)

is succeededby the confident declaration

Micel bib se meotudes egsa, forbon hi seo molde oncyrred;
se gestapelade stije grundas,

eorpansceatasand uprodor.
(Seafarer, 103-5)

Condemnationin line 106 of the folly of the man who doesnot fear God (compare
Psalm 52:1: Dixit insipiensin corde suo non est Deus - The fool said in his heart
`Thereis no God') is succeeded71
by a sectionwhich makesreferenceto a numberof
Christianvirtues including humility, steadfastness,
faith, self-control,faithfulnessto
vows andpurity:
Dol bip seýe him his dryhtenne ondrxdep; cymeöhim seoeao

unpinged.
Eadigbiö sebe eapmodleofab; cymeöhim seoar of heofonum;
in
his
forpon
he
him
paßt
meahtegelyfeo.
meotod
mod gestapelaö,
Stieranmon scealstrongummode, and paston stabelumhealdan,
71The
parallelismof form in lines 106and 107is stronglyreminiscentof that usedin the Psalms.
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and gewis werum wisum cline.
(Seafarer, 106-110)

Theseare all qualitiesheldup for emulationin the Psalms:
cor mundum crea in me Deus et spiritum rectum innoua in uisceribus meis
create a clean heart in me, 0 God and renew a steadfastspirit within me
(Psalm 50: 12)

and commendedto those who would seek God's presence:

quis ascendit in montem Domini
auf quis stabit in loco sancto eius
innocens manibus et mundo corde
qui non accepit in uano animam suam
nec iurauit in dolo proximo suo

Lord;
the
the
of
mountain
who shallascendunto
in
holy
his
or who shallstand
place?
The innocent in handsand clean of heart;
who hath not taken his his soul in vain
nor sworn deceitfully to his neighbour.
(Psalm 23: 3-6)

Is it not possiblethat the presenceof thesemanyversesof different psalmscarefully
form
Seafarer
into
the
to
of the
abbreviated
the text of the
owes something
woven
Psalter,initiated by Bede which containeda selectionof versesdesignedto express
the needsof the humanheart?BenedictaWard in her discussionof Bede and the
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Psalter has noted that St Godric, the hermit of Finchale, used a copy of the
abbreviatedpsalter and that a note attached to a Durham copy of the psalter suggests

that it shouldalsobe usedby lay people
journeys,
long
in
lie
have
business,
sickness,who undertake
who
who
worldly
sail in ships or go to war; they sing this psalter assiduously and they gain
72
heavenly
kingdom.
thereby the

The Psalter, therefore, was a book eminently suited to pilgrims. Moreover, its
Anglo-Saxon
in
liturgy
its
in
the
the
the
of
spirituality
constant use
shaping
and
role
Church, make it not only an appropriate but also a credible source for the Seafarer.
Recognition of the evident influence of the Psalms upon the poem, both in shaping
in
supplying a model of spiritual
many aspects of vocabulary and content and
reflection and submission, makes possible the resolution of a number of the poem's
difficulties, particularly those of structure and tone. If the thought-patterns of the
Seafarer echo those of the Psalmist, then the integrity of the surviving text is
life
the
vindicated and the content of the poem establishedas entirely consistent with
is
literal,
Christian
metaphorical or
the
concerned
pilgrimage
of a
pilgrim, whether
both.

Conclusion
Throughout this survey of Old English poetry and prose I have sought to demonstrate
Celtic
its
from
inherited
Roman
Church
Anglo-Saxon
roots a rich and
and
that the
The
life
towards
understanding of
and place pilgrimage.
complex range of attitudes
life as pilgrimage, in particular, can be seento have exerciseda profound influence on
bonds
The
literature
with
the
practice of place pilgrimage strengthened
of the period.
Wilfrid,
Benedict
journeys
the
Christian
of
through
world and,
other areas of the

72Ward (1991), 14.
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Bishop and many others, greatly enriched the culture of Anglo-Saxon England.
Through their willingness to undertake exile as a literal interpretation of the idea of
life pilgrimage, Celtic monks and Anglo-Saxon missionaries spread the news of the
Christian faith. The cult of the saints grew substantially and English shrines began to
journey
longer
to
Sometimes
to
that
enhance
appear.
seen
was
place pilgrimage
heaven; sometimes it was condemned as dangerous and distracting. The tensions
which manifested themselvesin the Bible and in the Early Church can therefore also
be seen to have been transferred to the Anglo-Saxon Church; in due course, they
English
in
Middle
form
to
the
would
a vital element of
attitudes pilgrimage manifested
literature.
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PART III

`PARFIT PILGRYMAGE'
THE WEYE'? LITERAL

OR MERELY'WANDERYNG

AND METAPHORICAL

BY

PILGRIMAGE

IN MIDDLE ENGLISH LITERATURE. '

Introduction:

Continuity and Controversy

Pilgrymes and palmeres plighten hem togidere
To seken Seint Jame and seintesin Rome;
Wenten forth in hire wey with many wise tales,
And hadden leve to lyen al hire lif after.
(Piers Plowman, Prologue, 46-9)2

And Jhesu,for his grace,wit me sende
To sheweyow the wey, in this viage
Of thilke parfit glorious pilgrymage
That highteJerusalemcelestial.
(Canterbury Tales, Parson's Prologue, 48-51)

Unravelling the precise significance of pilgrimage in texts such as Piers Plowman
and the Canterbury Tales has long been a problem for readers of Middle English
literature. All attempts at interpretation have, moreover, been significantly impeded

1 Some

of the material included in the following chapters formed part of a paper read to the third

Congreso International de EstudiosJacobeos Santiago, Jerusalen, Roma, (Compostela, 1997) which
will be published in the proceedings of the conference.
2 All
quotations taken from William Langland: The Vision ofPiers Plowman. A Critical Edtion of the
B-text unless otherwise indicated.
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by the lack of any thorough-going analysis of the various
understandings of
pilgrimage transmitted to late medieval spirituality. My approach, therefore, has been
based upon the fundamental requirement to establish the concepts inherited by
medieval writers before attempting to assessthe way in which such writers chose to
use them. The preceding chapters have demonstrated that the attitudes towards
pilgrimage developed during the early centuries of the Church were subsequently
incorporated into Anglo-Saxon spirituality and exercised considerable influence on
the tone and content of Old English literature. These attitudes, more complex in
nature and more profoundly riven by inherent tensions than literary critics have
generally acknowledged, in turn formed a significant element in the spiritual
inheritance of the later Middle Ages. Although the Norman Conquest marked an
abrupt (if temporary) hiatus in the development of English as a literary language, it
did not materially alter the spirituality of the English Church. In the centuries
following the Conquest the practice of journeying to saints' shrines and to the Holy
Land, already so well-established in Anglo-Saxon England, grew steadily in
3
popularity, fuelled by the introduction of indulgences, the growing interest in the
humanity of Christ and a very human desire to see the world. 4 Indulgences,
introduced in 1095 by Pope Urban as an incentive to prospective crusaders,had, by
the late-fourteenth century, become an integral part of place pilgrimage. Pilgrim
narratives record the precise amount of remission from punishment offered in each
holy place, carefully noted by conscientious pilgrims such as Margery Kempe and
William Wey. 5 Saints' cults blossomed and relics multiplied, partly it would seem, in

3 See Grabois (1985)
interest
in
Anglo-Norman
Holy
Land
the
to
the
and
of
growith
on
pilgrimage
the Holy Land during the reign of Henry I. See also Hamilton (1994), who describes the growth and
influence of Western pilgrimage to the Holy Land in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Brooke
(1984) and Sumption (1975).
4 SeeZacher (1976).

5 See
Fabri,
Book
in
Rome
be
Solace
indulgences
Capgrave,
Ye
to
and
of
gained
also
ofPflgrimes, on
the Wanderings, on those available in Jerusalem.
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6
demand.
A desire to understand more of the Biblical narrative
to
response consumer
and to experience, even at the remove of centuries, the events of Christ's Nativity,
Passion and Resurrection, drew many to the Holy Land, despite the hazards of the
long and difficult journey. Felix Fabri cites the example of St Jerome and the
theological insights gained even by laymen who have visited Palestine, in explaining
his own `fever of longing' to visit the Holy Land:
If the great St. Jerome
thought it right that he should visit the holy places,
...
that he might better understandthe Holy Scriptures, what wonder is there if I
try by the same means to gain some little knowledge of the Holy
should
...
Scriptures
Since unlearned laymen return theologians from the holy
...
places, there can be no doubt that clerks in orders and men of some small
learning will return learned to no small degree.7
Popular commitment to place-pilgrimage reached new heights and remained a
Eamon
Reformation.
Christianity
the
the
central part of medieval
very eve of
until
Duffy notes that

Though the heyday of the great national shrine at Canterbury was perhaps
is
by
fifteenth
there
the
plenty of evidence that regional and
over
century ...
local shrines, as well as the classic pilgrimages to Rome, Jerusalem and
Compostela, remained the focus of devotion up to the very moment when
8
they were outlawed.

Yet questionsremainedabout the desirability, eventhe validity of this practice.The
Early
in
the
life,
the
of
writings
so clearly manifested
conceptof the pilgrimage of
6 See Geary (1978)

and Brooke (1984).

7 Fabri, Book
of the Wanderings, 2-3.

8 Duffy (1992), 191
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Church9 and the poetry and prose of Anglo-Saxon England, 10
surfaced in the later
Middle Ages with a new vigour and, I would suggest,
with a particular relevance.
The Christian practice of place pilgrimage, criticised from its
"
inception,
very
once
again became the subject of fierce debate. The English philosopher and theologian,
John Wyclif (c. 1330-84) wrote little directly on the subject
of pilgrimages and
veneration of saints' images12but his teaching was the foundation upon which the
Lollards rested their opposition to practices which they regarded as theologically
13
dangerous.
Firstly, there was no merit in so-called `holy
unsound and morally
places:

Alas what woodnes is is to boost of hooli placis, and we ouresilf to be suche
viciouse foolis. Lucifer was in heuene, and pat is moost hooli place but for
his synne he fel to helle; be place my3t nat holde him. '4
Secondly, travelling to such shrines was, Lollards alleged, a pretext for immoral
behaviour and a misuse of human energy and resources:

Fore men cannot haunt hore leccherieat home as pei wolden, for drede of
lordis, of maystris and fro clamour of ne3eboris,pei Castenmany dayes
byfore and gederenwhat pei may, sore pynyng hemsilf to spareit, to go out
9 SeeChapterIL
10SeeChapters V, VI, VII.
11See Chapter III.

12[Hudson,1985#178], 126,
n2, commentsthat `pilgrimagesandimagesare probablythe two topics
'
by Lollard suspects.
on which mostfrequentlyunorthodoxopinionswereexpressed
13 Aston (1984), 189 discusses
the popularisation of Wyclifs concerns. Anne Hudson notes that `the
Lollards went further than Wyclif, in their rejection of priestly office, for instance, or in their
'
found
be
in
Wyclif.
images
but
ideas
their
to
the
opposition
can always
and pilgrimages;
seed of
Selectionsfrom English Wycliffite Writings, 9.
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of be cuntry in pilgrimageto fer ymagis,andlyuen in pe goingein leccherye,
in glotenie, in drunkenesse and veynly spendenhore
leeuepe
and
good
...
15
trewe labourpat shuldendo at homein help of hemsilf andhorene3eboris.
Thirdly, and most importantly, in Lollard thought true pilgrimage
was a moral
journey of obedience, lived out day by day in the calling
assignedby God:
I clepe hem trewe pilgrymes trauelynge toward pe blis of heuene whiche, in
Pe staat degree or ordre at God clepip hem to, buisien hem feipfuli, for to
occupie alle her wittis, bodili and goostli, to know treweli and to kepe
feepfulli Pe heestis of God, hatynge euere and fleynge alle Pe seuene dedli
synnes .... Of Pesepilgrymes I seide whateuer good pou3t at Pei ony tyme
penken, what vertues worde pat Pei speken, and what fructuouse werk pat Pei
worchen, euery such pou3t, word and werk is a stap noumbrid of God toward
him into heuene.16

Here was a controversy which powerfully focused the spiritual concerns of a rapidlygrowing pious laity, intent not only on finding a sure route to heaven but also on
'7
in
God
Not only Wycliffite but also
the
this world.
experiencing
presence of
orthodox's voices raised doubts about the value of place pilgrimage when set against
a life of devotion to God in the place of one's calling. At issue here were the vexed
relationship between physical and spiritual journeying, the tenuous connection of the
tangible to the eternal and the elusive link between holy places and the holy person
14Selectionsfrom English Wycliffite
Writings, 117.
15 Selectionsfrom English Wycliffite
Writings, 86. Compare English Wyclijte Sermons, 355: `now

pilgrimageis menefor to do lecherye.'
16Two Wycliffite Texts,61-2.
17Seefor

example Hilton, AffixedLife. Seealso Zacher (1976), 53ff and Constable (1976).

18SeeOwst

(1961).
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19
God.
Monastic
of
orders, anchorites and mystics generally regarded stability, not
mobility, as the essential pre-requisite for spiritual progress; the relics which
(and travelled) throughout Christendom were often of doubtful
20
disputed
provenance and
spiritual value; and, most telling point of all, was not God
multiplied

equally available to those who sought him wherever they might be? These concerns
inform the writings and fuel the creativity of Middle English writers such as
Langland, Chaucer, Hilton and the Pearl-poet.
The aims of the chapters which follow are two-fold. Firstly, there is a need to
recognise that the tensions and contradictions apparent in the use of the pilgrimage
motif in Middle English literature are not primarily attributable to the idiosyncrasy,
heterodoxy or originality of individual writers but to factors which have always
2'
harmony
between
life
threatened the precarious
and place pilgrimage. Pilgrimage
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was not, as many commentators tend to
assume, a single universally-approved religious activity comprising the visiting of
holy places, but a series of inherited concepts, some complementary, some
It
lay
alike.
contradictory, with which preachers, pious
people and poets wrestled
by
diverse
heritage
informed
this
medieval
the
rich and
was
choices made
which
be
to
they
writers as
selected and shaped their material and which needs
hope
I
fully.
Secondly,
if
to
acknowledged we are to appreciate their work more
demonstrate that an understanding of these widely-varying

interpretations of

English
fresh
Middle
texts
perspectives on well-known
pilgrimage can not only offer
but also shed new light upon particular problems of interpretation, such as the
relevance of the Parson's Tale and the apparently contradictory approaches to
pilgrimage in Piers Plowman.

19 SeeConstable (1976).
20 See Geary (1978).

21 SeeChapterIII.
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CHAPTER VIII

PIERS PLOWMAN

Introduction
Most critics of Piers Plowman would agree that pilgrimage motifs play a significant
22
in
the
role
poem. There is, however, rather less agreement about the interpretation
of these motifs and about the manner in which the poet chooses to employ them.
Different modes of pilgrimage appear to sit uncomfortably together and Will's
apparently erratic pursuit of spiritual enlightenment can seem clumsily contrived and
fraught with contradictions. In Piers Plowman: the Field and the Tower, Priscilla
Martin comments that `the sequenceof pilgrimage, ploughing and pardon look less
like progression than a series of false starts.1-23Some readers have also found it
deeply unsatisfactory that the poem ends not with a resolution of the Church's woes
but with yet another pilgrimage. 24 Many of these difficulties, however, can be
reduced, if not totally resolved, if it is accepted that the whole poem is structured
25
life,
the
around
pilgrimage of
a concept to which Langland26demonstratesa deep
commitment. Within this framework, false starts, interruptions, distractions and
temptations can be seen, not as evidence of confused or ill-conceived literary

22 Salter (1969),
23 Martin

4, refers to the `many pilgrimages which we make throughout the poem.'

(1979), 5 1-52.

24SeeMuscatine(1972),Ch. 3
of the poem.
on criticismsof the structureandpurposefulness
25CompareWenzel(1973),
who maintainsthat only PassusV depictsthe pilgrimageof life. Simpson
recognisesthe biblical backgroundof imagessuchas the `tour on a toft (Pro!. 14) in which Truth lives
but focuseson socialaspectof its settingSimpson(1990),33.
261
acceptherethe usualidentificationof the poet.SeeKane(1965).
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strategies but as essential components of the metaphor of journeying. 27 Pilgrims
travelling to Rome, Compostela and Jerusalem during this period were conscious
that there would be many problems to be overcome before they reached their goal
and that they would in all probability take wrong turnings, experience attacks by
thieves, and grow weary and discouraged.28 Small wonder, then, if the lifelong
29
humankind
be
in
fashion.
pilgrimage of
Christian
were to
characterised similar
tradition has never depicted the pilgrimage of life as a straightforward movement
from Place A to Place B and we should not expect Langland to do
so either. His
reading, his observation and his own life-situation would all have taught him that it is
one thing to determine to journey to heaven, quite another to find the way day by
day. If Langland was indeed a cleric in minor orders, with a wife and family,
30
for
to
committed
the souls of others, then he would have daily lived out in
praying
his own experience the conflicting demands of the world and the spiritual realm.
Neither celibate, nor safely confined within a monastery or anchorite's cell, he would
nevertheless,if his claim in the C-text is to be taken seriously, have constantly spent
time on his knees face to face with eternity. Such a man would not have been
inclined to produce a facile, over-simplified allegory of humankind's journey
through a fallen world.

Moreover, Langland, like other medieval writers, had at his disposal a number of
theological interpretations of the pilgrimage of life, together with a series of images
in which those interpretations could be clothed. Since human exile on earth was the
product of disobedience, any desire to reach the heavenly homeland must involve not
27 `Suchform

as [the poem] has mirrors life most closely - wandering,searching,progressingand

then apparently retrogressing - the life of a man continuously in search of living as God would wish
him to live. ' Evans (1969), 246.

28SeeFabri, Casola
and WesternPilgrims.
29 As inAncrene
Wisseand de Deguileville's The Pilgrimage of the Lyfe of the Afanhode.

30This is
to adopta straightforwardreadingof the `autobiographical'passagein the C-text (V, 45-8).
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only dealing with sin but also a commitment to future obedience, worked out in the
31
place of one's calling. Life pilgrimage, therefore, could be expressed in terms of
playing one's ordained role in society as well as in moral living. In addition, human
sin not only caused physical exile from the Garden of Eden but also spiritual
separation from God. Journeying to heaven was, in essence,journeying back to God.
It was however also considered possible to achieve reconciliation to and (to a certain
extent) union with God while still on this earth. `Interior pilgrimage', journeying
inwards to encounter God within one's own heart and soul,
was also an objective of
the life pilgrim. 32 The pilgrimage of life, therefore, could manifest itself in moral
living, in faithfully discharging one's vocation and in internal spiritual growth. In
theory all these expressions of life pilgrimage could operate simultaneously as the
Christian sought to travel through time towards the heavenly kingdom in a state of
moral readiness for judgement and also to move closer to God within the sanctuary
of his or her own soul. In real life, however, the Christian pilgrim was still trapped in
a fallen world, confronted by sin, vulnerable to temptation33 and often unable to
clearly discern the voice of God. Progress therefore was frequently unsteady, even
erratic, plagued by lapses, misunderstanding and falls from grace - in fact much like
that demonstrated by Langland's Dreamer. The pilgrim's great enemies were the
sins34which threatened to divert him from his chosen pathway; his great hope the
grace of forgiveness, ministered in the Middle Ages through the sacrament of
Penance.Woven into Langland's narrative are constant reminders of these truths. His
Dreamer is an example of fallen human nature, who manifests genuine spiritual
longing, coupled with an innate human tendency to stray from the straight and
31As in Piers Plowman,VII 234-5
andXIX 224-50.
32SeeSalter(1969),85-90
on the connectionsbetweenmystical writings, especiallythoseof Walter
Hilton, and Piers Plowman.

33Even
anchoritesas the writer of theAncrene Wissepoints out AncreneWisse(editedTolkien), IV.
92/24-25:`Sebe hul is herresebe wind is marepron.'
34As in I Peter2. SeeSection3.
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narrow. He, like the poem's audience, is in constant need of restoration and
redirection. The world portrayed by Langland is one which by its very nature
obscuresspiritual reality; it is also one in which the goal of life pilgrimage can never
be completely realised. Inextricably entwined with the concept of life pilgrimage is
3S
live.
Will
the transience of human society and of the physical world in which we
Church
be
the
the
the
can
cannot
completely enlightened within
scope of
poem, nor
or society be totally restored, since these, according to the Biblical narrative are
matters which await the creation of a new heaven and a new earth. If Will's quest
in
he
be
it
is
because
it
this
remains
remains unfinished
cannot
otherwise while
imperfect world. Muddled Langland's poem may sometimes appear; theologically
incoherent it is not.

1. PILGRIMS AND WANDERERS
In a somer seson,whan softe was the sonne,
I shoop me into shroudesas Ia sheepwere,
In habite as an heremite unholy of werkes,
Wente wide in this world wondres to here...

I was wery [ofjwandredandwenteme to reste
Under a broodbankby a bournessyde;
And as I lay and lenede and loked on the watres,
I slombred into a slepyng, it sweyed so murye.
Thanne gan [me] to meten a merveillous sweveneThat I was in a wildernesse, wiste I neverewhere.
As I biheeld into the eest an heigh to the sonne,

I seigha tour on a toft trieliche ymaked,
A deepdale bynethe,a dongeontherinne,
With depedichesand derkeanddredfulleof sighte.
35SeeChaptersII
and III above.
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A fair feeld ful of folk fond I ther bitwene
Of alle manere of men, the meeneand the riche,
Werchynge and wandrynge as the world asketh.
(Prologue 1-4,7-20)

The last line of this familiar passagemakes an assumption
far
has
which
not, as
as I
am aware, aroused critical comment.36 Yet why should `the world' ask (require)37
men and women to wander?38The need to work hard to earn daily bread was part of
the punishment visited upon Adam, Eve and their descendantsfollowing the Fa1139
but why should wandering also be considered an
appropriate or necessaryactivity?
The reason, I suggest, is also linked to the Fall and to the
widely-accepted concept
(fundamental to the idea of life pilgrimage) of this present
world as a place of exile.
Wandering, in Langland's analysis of human society, appearsto function as a highly
significant spiritual indicator. The inhabitants of the `feeld ful of folk' are frequently
defined in terms of their stability or lack of it. 40`Ancres and heremites that holden
hem in hire selles' (29) are praiseworthy; those who `cairen aboute' (30) are
not.
Others characterised by mobility include deceitful, violent, gluttonous `bidderes and
beggeres' (40), lying `pilgrymes and palmeres' (46), wanton `heremytes' and `hire

wenches' (53-4), and negligent,avaricious`parisshepreestes'(83) and `bisshopes'
(87) who abandontheir appointed responsibilitiesfor more lucrative pursuits in
36 Jenkins (1969),

126, describesthe inhabitants of field as acting `with regard only do the laws of this

world' but does not explain why wandering should be a responseto those laws.

37Asken 7. Of
things:to requireasappropriateor necessary;
v.
require,demand,call for MED.
38 Definedin
the Oxford English Dictionaryas `to roam,ramble,go idly or restlesslyabout; to have
no fixed abode'OED.
39Genesis3.
40Two
versionsof the Wyclifite Bible cited in the Middle EnglishDictionarybring out the instability
of the wanderingsto which Cain is condemned:a1425(c1395)Wbiblc (2) Gen.4:14: Caynseideto
the Lord. `lo! to dai thou castistme out... and Y schalbe vnstableof dwellyng [WB(1): vagaunt]and
fleyngeaboutein erthe'MED.
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London. 41 Du Boulay interprets the poet's apparent preference for
stability as an
illustration of the medieval concern for social order42 but the tone
of Langland's
comments seemsrather to focus on the existence of an underlying spiritual malaise.43
Wandering is presented here both as a manifestation of mankind's lostness and as a
«
human
product of
sin. This becomes even more apparent if we examine the
introduction of the narrator in the opening lines of the Prologue,
in
the B-text
which
reads:

I shoop me into shroudesas 1a sheepwere,
In habite as an heremite unholy of werkes,
Wente wide in this world wondres to here.
(Piers Plowman, Pro!. 2-4)

A number of editors45 and commentators

have chosen to interpret `sheep' as

`shepherd', less on etymological grounds47than for the lack of a logical explanation
of this puzzling phrase. Malcolm Godden acknowledges that `some48manuscripts
41 Later in

the poemLanglandalso attacksmonkswho leavethe cloister. SeeLangland(1995a),X

295-315.
42,Langland's
mentalitycould only be happywith a societycomposedof ordereddegreesand fixed
numbers.' Du Boulay (1991),6.
43These
two explanationsarenot of coursemutuallyexclusive.
44 This

negative view of wandering anticipates the cancellation of the pilgrimage in PassusVI.

45 See The Vision

of William concerning Piers the Plowman, II, 2.

46Godden(1984), 129.Salter(1969), 14,
n4, acceptsthe shepherdreadingwithout comment.Seealso
Hill (1993),68.
47 Schmidt

chooses `sheep' not `shepherd', 'for which no lexical support exists' Langland: The Vision

of Piers Plowman,363. See also Bennett's comments (Langland Piers Plowman, 80, n 2). A further
argument for the rejection of the 'shepherd' interpretation is the fact that later in the poem Langland
speaksof `Shipmen and shepherdes,that with ship and sheepwenten' (XV 360).

48In fact
mostmanuscriptsreadsheep,shep,shepe.
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read scheep meaning sheep' but dismissesthis as `a less likely reading.'49 Referring
to `the poet's opening description of himself dressedas a shepherdand as a hermit'5°

he comments:
To dressas a shepherdis to take on the role of one of the world's workers
(and this is perhapseventrue if we take shepherdas a metaphorfor pastor,a
spiritual teacher of the flock); to take on the garb of a hermit is to reject the
51
in
favour
dedication.
isolation
world
of a spiritual
and

Will, however, is not a priest, nor a pastor nor an apostle52but, as we seein PassusI,
someone who at this point needs to learn the truths which Holy Church imparts.
Moreover he is not claiming the merits of a hermit life as described by Godden.
Rather he is equating his actions with those of a heremile unholy of werkes. If we
lack
Langland's
in
Prologue
that
their
the
examine
criticisms of such people
we see
of holiness consists of wandering away from the life of sanctified stability (53-4)
demonstratedby true anchorites and hermits (25-31).

Attempts to maintain the `shep (sheep) reading have been tentative and not
particularly satisfactorywithin the context of the poem. The most thoroughgoing
examinationof this textual conundrumhasbeenprovidedby David Mills:

49 Godden (1990), 25

n14.

50 The
narratoronly statesthat he is dressedas a sheepand as a hermit but a number of recent
articleshavetakenthe hermit identity literally. SeeJusticeand Kerby-Fulton(1997).
51 Godden (1990), 30.
52 Lawrence M. Clopper
followers
Christ
his
as
that
sent
out
apostle,
since
suggests
sheep signifies
`lambs among wolves' (Matt. 10:16), but also questions whether Will is `as false an apostle as he is a
hermit. ' Clapper (1997), 156-7. It is however inappropriate to see Will as any kind of apostle, false or

otherwise.
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The physical comparison, as Ia shepe were, is a grotesque and suggeststhe
uneasy awareness of the absurdity of his position, considered objectively,
which the Dreamer shows elsewhere ... But although the Dreamer may often
seem comic, there is a serious overtone in his absurdity. Here shepe suggests
a number of wider meanings:
OED 2a in allusions to

inoffensiveness,tendencyto stray
a) the sheep'stimidity, defencelessness,
and get lost.
b) the fabled assumption by a wolf (or other beast of prey) of the skin of a

slaughteredsheep.
c) the division into `sheep' and goats' at the Last Judgement.
OED 4. In biblical and religious language (as collective plural) to persons, in

implied
expressedor
correlationwith shepherd.
The obvious sense here, stressedby Robertson and Huppe, is the `wolf in sheep's
clothing' which is suggestedby the reference to dress and the outward similarity to a
hermit. Yet at the same time the idea of a `lost and straying sheep' is present in the
idea
it
that the Dreamer
to
the
reference
wandering, and perhaps against stands
is
God's
be
`sheep'
`goat',
to
to
chosen and
among
wishes
a
as opposed a
one who
53
be
saved.
will

In fact, in the context of Piers Plowman, the `obvious sense' proposed by Robertson
55
34
dangerously
is
it
is
On
Huppe,
the
misleading.
contrary
at
all.
and
not obvious
53Mills (1969), 185-6.

54See
also Carruthers(1973).
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The expression `wolf in sheep's clothing' derives from the
warning given by Jesusin
the Sermon on the Mount:

Adtenditea falsisprophetisqui veniunt ad vos in vestimentisovium.
Beware of false prophets who come to you in the clothing of sheep.
(Matthew 7: 15)
Similar warnings against false teachers who will attempt to destroy the Christian
flock are given in Acts 20.19 and I John 4.1. The expression
was used in the later
fourteenth and early fifteenth-centurieS56 but in no way can it be considered
applicable to the persona of the Dreamer as presented in the poem. We have already
established that the Dreamer is neither priest, nor pastor nor spiritual teacher.57 Still
less can he be categorised as a false teacher, one who deliberately and destructively
seeksto deceive and lead others astray, since his quest from PassusI onwards is to
grasp Truth. Surely it is more likely that sheep here simply58 signifies spiritual
lostness and lack of direction, a state highly appropriate to one who personifies sinful
humankind.

55Kirk (1972), 19,
acceptsthis view, taking it as evidencethat `the Dreamer'ssearchis undertaken
under a sign of contradictionand is associatedwith both good and evil by specifically religious
standards.TheDreameris by his own choiceboth pilgrim andpariah.'
56 The Middle English Dictionary
cites shep 6. (d) (c 1384) W. Bible(1) Mat. 7.15 `Flee fro fals
prophetis, the whiche cunnnen to Sou in clothingis of sheepis, bot wythynne thei ben rauyshynge
wolues' MED.

57SeeJustice
andKerby-Fulton(1997).
58 Bloomfield (1961), 25
and Justice (1993), 99 see Will as an example of the gyrovagus, the
wandering monks that Saint Benedict condemns for their failed obedience' Justice (1993), 99, but
this, once again, seems to be investing the persona of the Dreamer with an unduly narrow and
negative identity since he is not a monk deliberately rejecting his vow of stability but a representative
of lost humankind in general.
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Although Mills does make reference to the notion of a `lost and straying sheep,' he
fails to take account of the broad-based biblical justification for applying such an
interpretation to this passage. The identification of sinful, exiled humanity as lost
sheepis evident both in the Old and New Testaments.In Psalm 118:176 the Psalmist
declares `erravi sicut ovis quae periit' (I have gone astray like a sheep that is lost)
and Isaiah 53: 6 acknowledges:

omnes nos quasi oves eravimus unusquisque in viam suam declinavit
all we like sheep have gone astray, every one hath turned aside into his own
way.

In the New Testament the parables of the Good Shepherd (John 10) and the Lost
Sheep (Luke 15), together with Peter's reminder to his readers that `you were as
sheepgoing astray' (1 Peter 2:25) demonstratethe continuing strength of the image.
Why then should the narrator not be presenting himself at the beginning of the poem
as a lost sheep, wandering through the world and hence in need of rescue and
59
redirection? This alternative interpretation is supported by examples cited in the
Middle English Dictionary, in which the only reference to the possibility that shep
might in fact mean `shepherd' is cited in connection with this very passage:

5.7 A shepherd; ?a sheep,used fig.: one who wanders or goes astray.
In the context of Piers Plowman the suggestionthat sheepis indeed used figuratively
both
is
theologically and
self-evidently
of one who wanders or goes astray
structurally compatible with the world-view expressedthroughout the poem. Will's
59 It is interestingto
note that both Piersand Imaginatifquotefrom Psalm23, a psalmwhich
thesecurityof a sheepwhichis safein theshepherd's
expresses
care.
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goal when in `sheep mode' is to seek `wondres,'60 which may indicate that he is
suffering from curiositas, an attitude of mind which medieval spirituality regarded as
inherently sinful. 61 It is only when his
wanderings have wearied him (7) that he
sleeps, thus becoming stationary and receptive to divine revelation.62 He then
perceives the world as a spiritual wilderness,63in which others wander as he does,
and becomesaware of the two destinations to which life on earth may lead: the tower
of Truth and the dungeon. As the process of revelation begins, he manifests a
combination of spiritual eagernessand ignorance which is mirrored in the would-be
pilgrims of Passus V. 510-4. Significantly they in their turn will be described as
`wandering aimlessly'64 `like beestes' (V. 514), a line which recalls the sheep image
of the Prologue.

The descent of Holy Church from the tower of Truth and her comments to the

Dreamerunderlinethe poet's useof mankind'sspiritual exile on earthas the framing

60Cooper(1987), 77,
comments:`it is undirectedwandering,not yet a pilgrimage in any literal or
'
spiritual sense.
61SeeZacher(1976).
62 `Slepynge, hadde

y grace/ to wyte what Dowel is ac wakynge neuere!' Langland Piers Plowman: A

Parallel Edition, C-text XIII, 215-16. Salter (1969), 61, quotes Walter Hilton (Scale H. 40): The
more I sleep from outward things, the more wakeful I am in knowing of Jhesu and of inward things. I
make not wake to Jhesu,but if 1 sleep to the world. ' On inner spiritual journeying through dreams and
visions seeChapter X.
63 Bennett
comments: `wildernesse: lexically = wild, uncultivated land, in which a traveller might
lose his way
but allegorically the word early took on the scriptural overtones that are still present
...
in the opening sentenceof Pilgrim's Progress. The Old Testament archetype is the wilderness through
which the children of Israel journeyed to the promised land as the Christian pilgrim journeys through
the world. ' Langland Piers Plowman, 82 n 12:
64 Schmidt's
translation of blustreden in Langland: The Vision of Piers Plowman.

Pilgrims were they all? 207

device of the poem. Here we are given a brief glimpse
65
heavenly
Jerusalem,
of the
the ultimate goal of the pilgrimage of life, followed by an insight into an eternal
perspective to which human beings on their own cannot attain:

Sestowthis pepleHow bisie they ben aboute the maze?

The moostepartieof this peplethat passethon this erthe,
Hauethei worship in this world, thei wilne no bettre;
Of ootherhevenethan hereholdenthei no tale.
(Piers Plowman, 5-9)

The problem illustrated by the inhabitants of thefeeld is not their busynessas such,
since properly-directed hard work is commendable, but the fact that their energies
66
67
by
heaven,
totally
are
the maze. They are oblivious to the existence of
absorbed
mankind's true homeland and, totally preoccupied with the rewards which earth
offers, they fail to respond to the God who has in fact arranged for their needs to be
68
(I.
18,19).
Holy Church's explanation that mankind was created `to
supplied
worshipe hym therwith the while that ye ben here' signals the temporary nature of
human life of earth and recognition of the transience of earthly gain implies the need
for those engaged in the pilgrimage of life to use temporal goods properly. This is
why Mede will be portrayed as so dangerous,because she has the power to distract

65Described initially

as a tower on a hill (Prol. 14) and subsequentlyas a castle on a mountain (I. 1-4)

The tower is the dwelling place of Truth, the mountain is Zion upon which is built the city of God. On
the relationship of these passagesto the picture of the heavenly city in the Book of Revelation, see
Chapter 11: 3. A Seealso Davlin (1993).
66The Z-text Prol. 98, has `body
to plese' (William Langland: Piers Plowman. A Parallel Edition).

67The Z-text

reads`Theyan no ward to the hil that on hey stands'i.e. the hill on which standsthe

tower of Truth (William Langland:Piers Plowman.A Parallel Edition, Prol. 99).
68Du Boulay (1991),4, interprets
this asa commenton irreligion in society.
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human beings from the greater rewards
which await them in heaven. Augustine of
Hippo had warned explicitly against becoming
ensnared by material pleasures: `In
this mortal life we are like travellers away from our Lord: if we wish to return to the
homeland where we can be happy we must
use this world, not enjoy it. '69
Holy Church, here the eternal, perfected Christian community
rather than the flawed
pilgrim church, provides an outline of biblical history and offers a summary of the
way to salvation, a summary which anticipates both Piers' directions to Truth (VI.
560-608) and the contents of the pardon which Truth sendsto Piers (VII. 1-111):
Ac tho that werche wel as Holy Writ telleth,

And endenasI er seide,in truthe,that is the beste,
Mowe be siker that hire soule shut wende to hevene,

Ther Treutheis in Trinitee andtronethhemalle.
(Piers Plowman, I. 130-3)

This, in essence,is the conceptof the pilgrimage of life, a commitmentto obeying
the will of God in this world in order to win a place in heaven.This concept,I
suggest,is fundamentalto any interpretationof Piers Plowman.The poet haschosen
to set his poem within a context of wanderingand spiritual exile and to provide a
narrator who, sheep-like, is patently in need of help and guidance if he is to be
70
saved. The introduction of the theme of life pilgrimage at the very beginning of the
69Augustine Hippo, De Doctrina Christiana
1.9. Seealso ChapterII above.
of
70 Martin (1962)
states`In PiersPlowmanWil is obviouslycharacterised
as a wanderer'(543) and
and concludesthat 'Langland's satireis so violent and uncontrollablethat it overrunsand consumes
his form That is, though Langland usesthe mode of wanderingto dramatiseWil, the figure with
whom we are to identify ourselves,he neverthelessauthorially satirizeswanderersand wandering
throughoutthe poem.' (544).This failure to observethe significanceof Will's changefrom wanderer
to spiritual pilgrim leadsMartin to concludemistakenlythat Langland'soppositionto all forms of
wanderingrendersthepoemconfusedand causesit to fail, at leastin part.
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poem has three significant consequences.Firstly, it supplies a thread of spiritual
consistency71which runs through succeedingepisodes.The `anti-wandering' tenor of
the Prologue anticipates the re-direction of the pilgrimage in Passus V, the working
of the Half-acre in Passus VI and Truth's instructions to remain at home in Passus
VII. Moreover, the characteristics of the true spiritual
pilgrim are shown to be a
desire to return to God and a corresponding
willingness to learn obedience. However
confused and erratic the Dreamer's progress, these elements remain in some degree;
the theme of obedience in daily life serving to undergird and link together the
apparent changes of direction, disputations and encounters which form such a
substantial part of the poem. Not only does the idea of `life pilgrimage' form a
consistent thread in Langland's approach to spirituality, it also provides a framework
which offers a theological rationale for the state of the world as Will perceives and
experiences it. If life on earth represents spiritual exile and distance from God, then
it is only to be expected that human society should manifest corruption
and
confusion. Prey to the wiles of the devil and ill-equipped to discern right from
wrong, human beings are all too susceptible to the onslaughts of the Seven Deadly
Sins. Even the Church is vulnerable to attack and will often disappoint those in
search of truth. Finally, the changing nature of the Dreamer's quest - from a purely
human desire to seek `wondres' to a life-long search for salvation illustrates the
journey of every `life' pilgrim. Schmidt, in identifying Will's

quest as a key

structural principle of the poem, suggests that by the end of the narrative Will has
become identified with Conscience.72 If this is so then the Dreamer, like Abraham
and all true pilgrims before him, has succeededin transforming aimless wandering
into purposeful pilgrimage. 73
71 There is

an observablepatterning of experiencewhich can be seen in the ways in which the
experienceof the wider groupsof would-bepilgrims in PassusV echoesthat of Will. SeeSection2.
72 William Langland: The Vision Piers
Plowman,xxxi). Also Carruthers(1973), 10 and Simpson
of
(1990),242-3.
73 On

the focus on the person of Piers see Section 4.
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2. MODES OF PILGRIMAGE
Part of the fascination(and the frustration) of readingPiers Plowman derivesfrom
the complexpatternsof pilgrimage which are laid one over anotherlike a seriesof
transparencies. The poet is presenting the lifelong pilgrimage of a representative
individual, which itself has a number of manifestations such as the quest for spiritual
understanding, the ongoing struggle for moral reformation and the growth of inward
desire for God, all of which are set against the temporal device of a human lifetime.
Yet he is also outlining the journey through space and time of the Pilgrim Church.74
This too is expressedin multiple images, since the poem embracesnot only the linear
journey of the Pilgrim Church from the joy of its inception in the Book of Acts to the
onslaughts it is destined to suffer in the Last Days, but also the circular movement of
the life of the contemporary Church, charted in the passageof the liturgical calendar.
A particular problem arises in PassusV-VII where concepts of place pilgrimage and
life pilgrimage collide and a large measureof confusion has resulted, not only among

the charactersrepresentedin the narrativebut also amongcritics who havesoughtto
interpretthe poet's purpose.Therecan be no doubtingLangland'sfierce disapproval
of the majority" of those who journeyed to `holy places.'76 In the Prologue he
thosewho travel to Romeand Compostela(two77of the greatestshrines
characterises
of Christendom)as liars78andhypocrites:
74SeeAugustine Hippo, City God
of
and ChapterII above.
of
75 With

the possible exception of penitential or permanent pilgrimage. SeeIV. 127-133 where Reason

decressthat ` no mango to Galis (the shrineof St Jamesat Compostela)but if he go for evere'and to
allow the ` penauntfor his sins' to travel abroadunhindered.
76 'Langland,
to put it bluntly, though he believed in sermonsand confessions,did not believe in
pilgrimages'Burrow (1965a),252.
77Use
of the termpalmer may indicatethat he alsohadJerusalemin mind Certainlythe palmerof V.
515-531hadtravelledto the Holy Land.
78An
(XIII
178).
levelled
Patience
dressed
later
asa pilgrim
at
when
accusation
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Pilgrymes and palmeres plighten hem togidere
To seken Seint Jame and seintes in Rome;
Wenten forth in hire wey with many wise tales,
And hadden leve to lyen al hire lif after.

(Pro!. 46-9)
Reason's sermon contains an explicit condemnation of such vain practices:
And ye that seke Seynt Jamesand seyntesof Rome,
Seketh Seynt Truthe, for he may save yow alle.
(V. 56-7)

and the superficiality of Avarice's intention to go on pilgrimage to Walsingham is
unmasked as his lack of true repentancebecomesapparent. Those who are moved by
the sermon to join the general pilgrimage are portrayed as brute beasts, devoid of
wisdom, their impulse to travel in search of Truth only demonstrating their very
ignorance of his nature:

A thousandof mentho thrungentogideres,
Cride upwardto Crist andto his clenemoder
To have grace to go [to] Truthe - [God leve that they moten!]
Ac there was wight noon so wys, the wey thider kouthe,

But blustredenforth asbeestesover ba[ch]esandhilles.
(V. 510-14)

Good intentions, it seems, are not enough. Their encounter with a `professional'
pilgrim, his hat laden with the emblems of Assisi, Compostela and Rome, only
highlights the futility of physical movement without inner spiritual journeying:

Pilgrims were they all? 212

thei a leodemette
Apparailled as a paynym in pilgrymes wise...
An hundred of ampulles on his hat seten,
Signesof Syse and shelles of Galice,
And many a crouch on his cloke, and keyes of Rome,
And the vernicle bifore, for men sholde Imawe
And se bi hise signs whom he sought hadde...
`Ye may se by my signs that Sittenon myn hatte
That I have walked ful wide in weet and in drye
And sought goode seintes for my soule helthe.'
(Piers Plowman, 515-6,520-4,529-31)

The spirituality which this man represents is evidently concerned with externals79
and open to charges of superficiality and even complacence. Moreover, it quickly
emerges that although dressed in pilgrymes wise and (by his own account)80 a
prodigious traveller, he is no true pilgrim for he has no dealings with Truth. It is at
precisely this point, when the superficiality of place pilgrimage has been most
ruthlessly exposed, that the figure of Piers Plowman is first encountered. To a
marked degree the experience of the Dreamer in the Prologue and PassusI has been
repeated in the lives of the group of would-be pilgrims. Reason, like Holy Church
before him, has awoken a desire to seek Truth; both have insisted upon the need for a
life of obedience to God's commandments. Yet those who have heard their call
require further guidance if they are to find the way to salvation. The palmer, the
`place pilgrim' cannot provide direction for he lacks spiritual integrity. Set against

79 Burrow (1969), 115,
notes that Langland `expressesthe Palmer'spreoccupationwith external
mattersby secondhalf lines which addfussyand pointlesslittle physicaldetails.'
soIt has be
to rememberedthat pilgrims of this kind are reputedto lie (Pro!. 46-9andXIII).
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him is a figure whosedaily life is a demonstrationof obedienceto Truth81and who
therefore knows him as naturally and as intimately as `clerc doth hise bokes' (V.
338). Surely it is no accidentthat the palmer, the representativeof a discredited
' and Piers, the embodimentof the concept of `life
system of `place-pilgrimage,
pilgrimage' arethus set alongsideone another82
at this crux in the poem,as repentant
humanbeingsare seekingto discoverthe way to God.
In PassusV-VII Langland not only reveals the inadequacy of place pilgrimage but
also explores the varied elements contained within the concept of pilgrimage of life.
The would-be seekers after Truth are seen to be labouring under a basic
misapprehension, namely their instinctive belief that he is to be discovered in some
distant geographical location and that, therefore, physical journeying must be an
essential element of their quest. This misapprehension is challenged as Piers reveals
both that Truth can be found within the human heart and that he is to be served
within the ordinary community. The route to Truth outlined by Piers (V. 560-608)
requires humility, willingness to obey God's commandments83and conversion to a
changed life (Amende-yow) if the soul is to be admitted through the gate once
slammed shut behind the departing Adam and Eve. The wicket gate is not in this
context primarily the gateway to Eden but to the state of which Eden itself was only
84
God.
Mankind has been exiled, not just from a
a representation, the presence of
81 It has
often been noted that Piers is a working man and that his activities cover a wide range of
occupations. What is emphasisedin this passage,however, is the fact that all his work is done with
reference and in obedience to Truth (V. 540-550). Piers representsthe man whose daily life is entirely
tuned to the service of God. It is therefore not surprising that he should know the way to Truth.

82Burrow (1965a),253
the businessof worldly pilgrimage,and
commentsthat the palmer`represents
'
be
Piers
true
to
the
pilgrimage.
of
so stands
or spiritual
contrastedwith
representative
83Raw (1969), 144
Testament
Old
New
`highway
truth'
that
the
to
elements.
combines
and
out
points
84`Since,
thereforewe must enjoy to the full that truth which lives unchangeably... our minds must
be purified so that they are able to perceivethat light and then hold fast to it. Let us considerthis
is
homeland,
towards
the
though
trek,
to
one
who
progress
processof cleansingas a
or a voyage, our
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physical location but from communion with God. Piers, therefore prescribes an
`interior pilgrimage, ' an inner process of cleansing and reformation
which will make
possible an encounter with God within the human soul.85 Piers' use of place
pilgrimage terminology to express the well-established image of inward spiritual
journeying has causedmuch debate among modem
critics86but it seemslikely that it
would have been both familiar and easily intelligible to a medieval audience.
Critics have tended to interpret the ploughing of the half-acre as either an
interruption87 of the pilgrimage to Truth or as a substitute88for it. I
wish to suggest
that it is in fact a perfectly consistentparallel expression of the samepilgrim journey
towards God. The repentant sinner who follows the pathway advocated by Piers will
find that God has taken up his proper place as ruler of the human heart. But, as the
account which Piers has given of himself indicates, such inner spiritual growth must
be expressed in actions. In inviting the pilgrims to join him in ploughing the halfacre, Piers is offering them an opportunity to serve God in society, to manifest the
89
his
life
demonstrates,
obedience which
own
and thus to learn to know Truth
better.90 This aspect of the exercise is underlined by the instructions which Piers
gives the knight, which include the injunction `mysbede noght thi bondeman
...

' [Augustine,
ever presentis not madethroughspace,but through goodnessof purposeof character.
1995#99] IX 10.
gs CompareHilton (1991), II, 21
and Bonaventure(1978), 7.1, wherethe interior Jerusalemis an
anticipationof the heavenlyJerusalemon earth.SeeChaptersX andXI below.
86 Elizabeth Salter
(1969) describes this 'road to St Truth' as 'circular' since it ends in their own
hearts but this produces an unnecessarily complicated image for what was a straightforward, if
difficult, inward journey.

87SeeDunning (1969).
88Burrow
(1965a), Golden (1990), 47.

89Raabe
comments:`truepilgrimageis what all peopledo in their daily laborswhenthey do them out
of love and faith.' Raabe(1990),43.
90See
the promiseof Christ in John.14: 16.
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though he be thyn underlyng here' (VI. 45-6). Significantly the knight assents `by
Seint Jame,' an oath evoking the teaching of the Epistle
of St Jameswhich strongly
articulates the need to respect and care for the poor. It is clear from other references
in the poem that this epistle, with its central thesis that `faith
without works is dead'
(2.20), significantly influenced Langland's exploration of the concept of the
pilgrimage of life. In PassusIV. 113-127, Reasonplaces the need to care for the poor
(and for religious to remain at prayer in their cloisters), alongside a condemnation
of
pilgrimage to the shrine of St James in Galicia. 91 Like Truth, St James, is to be

92
his
his
by
through
encountered
teachingratherthan visiting
obedienceto
shrine.
The quest to meet God in the human heart is thus in no way displaced by the
engagement with the demands of community which the ploughing of the half-acre
93
represents. Such engagement, however, inevitably brings problems since both
human nature and the natural world have been profoundly affected by human sin.
The pilgrimage of life, whether expressed in terms of service of moral reformation,
spiritual enlightenment or service within the community, is shown by Langland to be
fraught with difficulties and obstacles. This fact may account for the somewhat
fragmentary expression of different aspectsof life pilgrimage which can be observed
in Passus VI and VII. Priscilla Martin comments that `Pilgrimages and quests are
begun with great determination but abandoned or discontinued,'94 but I would

91 Schmidt
comments`SeintJamesshouldbe "visited" not through(repeated)visits to his shrineat
Compostela

but through the works of charity specified in his own definition of "Religion clean and
...
undefiled ... to visit the fatherless and widows (James 1:27)' William Langland The Vision of Piers
Plowman, 423.

92See
alsothe descriptionof Charity going `on pilgrymages/Therpooremen andprisonsliggeth, hir
pardonto have(XV. 182-3)and C V. 122-3.
93 Godden (1990), 42
suggeststhat `the religious pattern turns out to be only a validating metaphor
for a fundamentally secular activity' but I would argue that the overall structure of the life pilgrimage
motif demonstratesthat the `secular activity' is in fact a part of religious experience.
94 Martin (1979), 52
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suggest that this statement fails to differentiate between the different types of
pilgrimage considered by the poet. Only the practice of pilgrimage to holy places is
actually discredited or abandoned; the series of metaphorical pilgrimages described
in Passus V-VII represent a succession of shifts in interpretation93
and changes of
emphasiswithin a consistent over-arching concept of life pilgrimage. A brief outline
of the main events of this section of the poem may help to identify the factors

involved:

1. The would-bepilgrims searchfor Truth (V. 510ff).
2. The palmer is shown to be ignorant of Truth (V. 532-6).
3. Piers claims to know Truth through everyday obedience (V. 537-550).
4. Piers describesthe route to Truth (moral and interior pilgrimage) (V. 560629).

5. Piersinvites themto join in working the half-acre,thus providing an
opportunityto fulfil their responsibilitiesto God andtheir neighbours(VI.
3f)
6. Piers takes the implements of his calling as his `pilgrim uniform' (VI. 5764).96

7. Piersmakeshis will:
Now I am old andhoor andhaueof myn owene
To penaunceandpilgrimageI wol passewith thise othere.(VI. 834)
Resolves to be Truth's `pilgrym atte plow for pouere mennessake' (VI.
102)97

95Burrow (1965a),267 identifies
theseshifts as substitutionspromptedby the poet's misgivingsyet
concludesthat `thevision would havebeena poorerthing if Langlandhadnot interferedashe did.'
96 While the B-text
readingis somewhatambiguous:`I shall apparailleme in pilgiymes wise/ And
wendewith yow I wile til we fynde Truthe' (VI. 57-8), the C-text placesthe emphasisclearly on
obedientliving: `Y shalparayleme ... in pilgrimeswyse/Andwendewith alle tho pat wolden Iyue in
treuthe.' William LanglandPiers Plowman:A Parallel Edition VIII. 56-7.
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8. Piers and the pilgrims face problems causedby sin
and fallen world. (VI.
1058).98

9. Truth hears`thereof(which presumablymeansthe sufferingandstruggles
which Piersandthe pilgrims are enduring)andsendsa pardontogetherwith
instructionsto remainwherethey are andextendthe work.
10.Pardonandinterpretation.Pierstearsthe pardonandvows to be less
concernedabouthis `belly' and moreaboutpenanceetc.
It is important to recognise that here Langland is offering both an individual and
a
social view of life pilgrimage. It also needsto be rememberedthat at this stage in the
poem, Piers is not identified as St Peter or Christ but as an ordinary human being
who has turned from sin to a life of obedience, a Christian pilgrim journeying to
heaven. Such teaching and direction as Piers is able to give to others comes from his
own experience of Truth and is offered with a sound seasoningof common sense.He
is portrayed suffering the effects of a fallen world and moving through different
stages of his own life pilgrimage. In his prime he is active in serving his neighbour
through honest labour; as old age approaches he makes his will (possibly in
preparation for the final pilgrimage of death)99 and finally, having had his
commitment to stability affirmed by Truth, he devotes himself increasingly to selfdenial. loo Labouring increasingly in prayer and penance, he is
resolved to spend the
remainder of his life on earth in the service of Truth. Each pilgrimage vow which
97 Burrow (1965a),
259, recognises this commitment to what I have termed moral pilgrimage: 'I
hold, then, that Piers and his faithful followers
the highway to truth
they
are
on
when
stay
at
...
...

homelabouringin their vocationsandhelpingtheir neighbours.'
98 Significantly
`Wastour wandren aboute' (300).
99 Compare Everyman, 68
where God tells Death: Go thou to Everyman/and show him in my name/A
pilgrimage he must on him take/Which he in no wise may escape. Three Late Medieval Morality
Plays.

100Piersis
speakingof a new commitmentto self-denial('my belly'), not of abandoningthe labour
for otherswhich hasbeenhis calling
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Piers makes is qualified by a parallel statementwhich makes it clear that his
commitmentis to be fulfilled within his presentlocation.
The pardon which Truth sends1°' is patently not an ordinary indulgence since it is
102
himself
but
Piers
his
heirs
for
addressednot only to
also to
ever. It seemsrather to
serve as a gloss on the truths communicated by Holy Church103and Reason and as an
amplified set of guidelines for those engaged in the pilgrimage of life. Just as Piers
discards the outer form of pilgrimage while maintaining the underlying spiritual
imperative of living as a citizen of heaven, so he tears up the written pardon while
maintaining the hope which Truth intended to communicate. Significantly, in view of
the emphasis on wandering with which the poem opened, the Psalm from which
Piers quotes expressesthe security of a sheep which has found a shepherd.104The
Dreamer's interpretation of this scenewould appear to be sound. Short-cuts, whether
expressedin terms of geographical pilgrimages or pardons, are not so `siker for the
soul' as Do-well, a lifetime devoted to God. The Dreamer therefore counsels all
Christians to ask God for grace, `swiche werkes to werche, the while we bell here,'
105
human
life on earth. In the Vita the
advice which emphasisesthe transience of
Dreamer's parallel journeys continue, as he simultaneously searchesfor the truth and
experiences the temptations and trials of life on earth. Once again the conflict
between mobility and stability is highlighted. As in the Visio, enlightenment comes

101nose to
havepassedthroughthe experienceof contritionandconfession
whom it is addressed
andarethuspresumablyin the stageof penance(andamendmentof life).
102There
he
further
Piers:
facets
indication
here
be
told to plough the
of
of
may an early tentative
earthwith his team;the priestusesthe oath `Peter!' twice and the Dreamerrefersto `al the pardonof
SeintPetrescherche.'
103The details
Charity
by
description
back
by
Piers
the
to
the
of
given
refer
of
pardonas outlined
Holy Church(I. 14811).
104See
alsoXII. 291 on Psalm23.
105CompareI. 160.Piers'
' (VI. 78).
wife is called `Werch-whan-Lyme-is.
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to Will, not as a result of his travels through the world but through revelation granted
when he is stationary. Elizabeth Salter identifies this process as
The spiritual sleep into which the contemplative is admitted so that he may
receive ilumination: `Ego dormio, et cor meum vigilat' [Canticles V. 2]... The
Englishman, Walter Hilton, commenting in Langland's day on the same
spiritual processes,provides us with a passagewhich has more relevance than
any other `dream-literature' of the period to this sleep which can capture the
poet's sensesas he prays or kneels at mass... `The more I sleep from outward
things, the more wakeful I am in knowing of Jhesu and inward things. I may
106
but
Jhesu,
if
(Scale.
I
2.40).
not wake to
sleep to the world
Sleep as a metaphor of spiritual activity is clearly capable of a range of
interpretations but I would suggest that within Piers Plowman it functions as a
(somewhat extreme) illustration of the spiritual truth which Langland elsewhere
makes explicit, that physical movement is neither necessarynor even helpful to the
process of spiritual growth. Passus X continues this point with criticism of those
religious who have abandonedthe monastic life of peregrinatio in stabilitate107for a
more mobile involvement in the affairs of the world:

Ac now is Religion a rydere,a romereby stretes,
A ledereof lovedaysanda lond buggere,
A prikere [up]on a palfrey fro manereto manere.
(Piers Plowman, X. 305-7)

106Salter (1969),

107Leclercq(1961),50-1. See
alsoChapterX: 1.
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The true nature of the pilgrim life is examined from a different angle in PassusXI
with an exposition of the significance of Christ's appearance on the road to
Emmaus:los
Why I meve this matere is moost for the povere;
For in hir liknesse Oure Lord ofle hath ben yknowe.
Witnesse in the Pask wyke whan he yede to EmausCleophas ne knew hym noght, that he Crist were,
For his povere apparaille and pilgrymes wedes
...
And al was ensample, for sooth, to us synfulle here,
That we sholde [lowe be] and loveliche of speche,
And apparaille us noght over proudly'°9 - for pilgrymes are we alle.
(XI. 230-34,238-240)

The fact that all humankind are pilgrims, either voluntary or involuntary is once
again used as the under-girding motivation for a life basedon biblical values.

From Passus XVI onwards the pilgrimage of the Dreamer is interwoven with the
journey through time of the Pilgrim Church, culminating in the attack by Antichrist
(aided by the Seven Deadly Sins)"o and the friars' successful suppression of
Contrition. Neither the Dreamer nor the Church has reached the end of their
respective pilgrimages and Conscience's desperate resolve to set out upon yet
another quest has been seen by readers as a muddled end to a somewhat confused
image
in
in
biblical
the
Yet
teaching and
terms of
of the
particular of
poem.
life,
is
both
theologically sound and spiritually
pilgrimage of
such an ending
108See Gardiner (1971).

109This
leading
life
Pride
to
inherent
between
indicates
the
of
and
pilgrimage
conflict
an
comment
outwardostentation.SeeSection3 on the SevenDeadlySins.
110See Section 3.
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realistic. Will cannot find his ultimate goal, the tower of Truth, until he has
undertaken the last pilgrimage, the journey through Death.'1' The trials of the
Pilgrim Church will not be over until Judgement Day when
all true pilgrims will find
their home in heaven. The purpose of Piers Plowman is to expose the transience of
the present world and to explore the difficulties and dangers involved in journeying
towards the tower of Truth. Like the man who directs another seeker towards
Jerusalem in Hilton's Scale of Perfection, "2 Langland has
not yet reached the
heavenly city himself; he only knows that the journey, though hard, is
worth the
making.

3. THE PILGRIMAGE

OF LIFE AND THE SEVEN

DEADLY SINS
The topoi of the Pilgrimage of Life and the Seven Deadly Sins' 13are so familiar to
14
literature
little
if
readers of medieval
that
any' attention has been paid to the
significance of the fact that they are so frequently found in combination. In the early
thirteenth-century Ancrene Wisse, the anchoressesare warned that the road to the
heavenly Jerusalem lies through a wilderness where the Sins lurk ready to attack:
Ant 3e mine leoue sustrenwendeö bi Pe ilke wei toward to hehe ierusalem, Pe
kinedom Pe haueö bihaten his icorene. gao pah ful warliche. for i Pis
wildernesse beoö uuele beastes moni. Liun of prude. Neddre of attri onde.
Vnicorne of wreaöOe. Beore of dead slawöe. Vox of 3isceunge. Suhe of

111SeeEveryman,
68-9 (Three Late Medieval Morality Plays).
112Wilton, Scale Perfection, 2.21
of

113On
the generalhistory of the SinsseeBloomfield (1952).
114SeeWenzel(1973),
who mentionsthis connectionbut doesnot suggestreasonsfor it.
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3iuemesse. Scorpiun wiÖ be teil of stinginde leccherie
Her beoÖ nu o
...
115
itald
be
heaued
rawe
seouen
sunnen.
When Guillaume de Deguileville's pilgrim sets out
on his journey towards the
heavenly Jerusalem in The Pilgrimage
of the Lyfe of the Manhode, he finds himself
likewise under attack from the Seven Deadly Sins,
who are described in the Middle
English version of the text as `lese olde theeves,
espyowresses (waylayers) of
16
(4833-5).
The first of these adversaries, Sloth, reveals that she is `wyf
pilgrimes'
to Pe boucher of helle, at lede hym bi cordes je pilgrimes Pat I may areste and
bynde bi Pe feet as pouh it were swyn' (3832-4). The importance the threat
of
posed
by the Sins is indicated by the fact that their varied assaults
occupy over a quarter of
the text. Similarly, in the Scale of Perfection, Walter Hilton, adopting the pilgrimage
to Jerusalemas a metaphor for the anchorite's spiritual journey, "' warns:
You are now on the way and know how you shall go. Now beware of
enemies that will be trying to hinder you if they can, for their intention is to

put out of your heartthat desireandthat longing that you havefor the love of
Jesus,and to drive you home again to the love of worldly vanity... These
enemiesare principally carnaldesires.
(Scale,2.22)
Chaucer'sParson,having declaredhis aim of showing the way to the `Jerusalem
celestial,' proceeds to outline the path of penitence including a detailed exposition of
115
Sins.
As I shall demonstrate, Langland's own exploration of the pilgrimage of
the
life is strongly coloured by descriptions of the Seven Deadly Sins and the spiritual
115AncreneWisse(editedTolkien), 101/10-11,16-24.
116dc Deguileville, ThePilgrimage
of theLyfe of theManhode.SeealsoBloomfield (1952),229-233.
117Hilton, Scale,2.21f
118SeeChapterIX.
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threat which they pose to the would-be citizen of heaven.This repeatedpattern of
combination and interaction would suggest that medieval writers regarded the
19
Seven
Sins
literary
Deadly
subjectof the
topos' but as a
not merelyas a convenient
subject of considerabletheological and spiritual importance which formed an
integralpart of any through-goingexpositionof the pilgrimageof life. 120
The literary patterning evident in the texts cited above is undergirded by a
theological connection which goes back to the New Testament. The First Letter of
Peter, strongly characterised by its use of the pilgrim image,121 contains the
following exhortation, which evokes the vulnerability to attack of the traveller in an
alien land:

Carissimi obsecrotamquamadvenaset pereginos abstinerevos a carnalibus
desideriisquaemilitant adversusanimam
Dearly beloved,I beseechyou as strangersandpilgrims, to refrain yourselves

119 Wenzel (1988), 169,
speaks of Langland's imaginative use of `such theological or moral set
pieces, as the seven deadly sins' but I would suggest he is also working within a tradition which
life.
dramatic
the
the
to
of
pilgrimage
role
sins within
already assigneda
120Compare
Sins
in
Drama)
the
Perseverance
Castle
(Medieval
systematically assault
the
which
of
the Castle in which Humanum Genus takes refuge. Like Piers Plowman this text upholds the
importance of the sacrament of Penance and like the Parson's Tale it warns of the uncertainties of
delaying repentanceuntil the point of death.
121SeeChapter II.
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from carnaldesireswhich war againstthe soul.
(1 Peter2: 11)122
During succeeding centuries writers and preachers sought to identify, describe and
codify these `carnal desires' in order to enable Christians to avoid, overcome and,
by
impetus
This
the
them.
when necessary,confess
process was given considerable
IVth Lateran Council of 1215, which made annual confession mandatory in the
Western Church.123An understanding of the nature of the Seven Deadly Sins was
essential for confessor and penitent alike. These sins were the enemies which could
drag the soul from the pathway to heaven; every Christian therefore neededto learn
to recognise them and the temptations which they brought. In a survey of the
contribution of Gregory the Great to the classification and understanding of the Sins,
Morton Bloomfield comments:124
Mortal man's proper home is paradise and with God's grace and God's
...
justice he tries to win it through the pilgrimage of life... We struggle with the
devil to win freedom from the world of evil desires. To regain our original
Church
Jesus,
help
have
the
through
the
of
goal and our original selves we
in
by
holding
but
the
Sacraments;
contempt,
world
and the
we must cooperate
by despising worldly values... [Gregory's] analysis of sin is noteworthy and
it is his reorganisation and presentation of the cardinal sins in the Moralia,
is
first
fight
Ages.
The
the
became
for
Middle
and
sin
the
with
that
classic
The
Christian
for
difficult
road of ascesis
the
the
tasks
pilgrim.
of all
most
be
before
but
they
by
be
the
can
sins;
traversed only
conquering
can
italics].
known
be
[my
they
must
conquered

122This
Penance.
Section
Von
introduce
inAncrene
Wisse
in
to
passage used
123SeeBoyle (1985)
and Shaw (1985).

124Bloomfield (1961),60.
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Although Gregory was writing primarily for a monastic audience, the widespread
popularity of his work helped to establish this view of the Sins within the general
125
devotional
Medieval sermons include frequent warnings
theological and
tradition.
about the particular danger posed by the Seven Deadly Sins to those engagedin the
pilgrimage of life:

Ich gode cristen man oweth to be a pilgrime goinge into hevenly
Ierusalem.126

He that is a pilgrym comen into a strangeland where many theves and
Him
beth,
day
that
nedeth
robberes
awayteth suche pilgrymes ...
nyght and
busiliche studie and thinke how he myghte scapeher hondes.'27
[synne] lettys us to goye pe ryght wey to heven128

The Middle English Weyeof Paradys uses the image of a rich man who rides out a
journey:

He goth or passeth by a gret valey into a gret wyldernes and falleth among
fro
hym
hors
his
hym
t[a]lken
to
the
and
erthe vnder
many theues that throwe
his hors, his sadel, his bridel, and al that he hath, and dispoilen hym al naked
hym
hym
his
fro
And
they
thereto
manye
take
3euen
Sit more,
and
al
godes.
ful
is
ded...
half
This
the
lete
hym
of
vale
world
as good as
woundes and
the
be
and
passeth
goth
man
tribulaciones,
euerij
whyche
of
wrechednesses

dyspuylen
ben
that
the
euerij
that wayten
weye and
wey where the theues
125Bloomfield (1952), 72.

126Sermonby RichardAlkerton (1406).Cited Owst (1961), 104.
127MS Harley45, fol. 160b.CitedOwst (1961), 106.
129Middle EnglishSermons,104/12.
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dedly
hemself
defende.
helpen
The
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man whenne
or
conne not
horsback
is
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theues
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man
synnesam
assayle[n]
129
helpe
hym
that dyspoylenhym of his goodes,3if God ne
not.
This penitentialmanualgoeson to definethe mannerin which the various Sinsstrip
the Christianof the attitudes,virtues and actionswhich are requiredfor thejourney.
Restorationis possibleonly throughthe sacramentof penance.
This backgroundhelps to explain Haukyn's lament in Piers Plowman that `Synne
for
dolven
baptism
he
had
been
`deed
his
his
and
sewethus evere' and wish that after
Dowelis sake' (XIV 320-3), since he would thus have avoided the perilous struggle
it
I
his
that
also explains
threatens
with sin which
prospects of salvation. suggest
Langland's marked preoccupation with the Sins and the significant role which they
play in Piers Plowman. It is plain from sermons, spiritual treatises and penitential
Deadly
Seven
describe
identify
the
Church
to
that
the
and
guides
sought
medieval
Sins for two main reasons: to equip the Christian to overcome the temptation of
fallen
themselves
to
from
heven'
`weye
to
avail
the
to
sinners
encourage
and
straying
be
by
they
benefits
Sacrament
Penance,
the
could
only means which
of the
of
of the
in
Piers
Sins
deployment
the
Langland's
of
restored to the prospect of salvation.
Plowman echoes these aims and is more widespread that has generally been noted.
in
first,
life
have
not
We
pilgrimage appears
already observed that the theme of
PassusV, as is often assumed, but in the Prologue; the same is true of the Seven
Deadly Sins. The view of the world vouchsafed to the Dreamer through his dreambehaviour.
human
influence
the
sins upon
of
vision, uncompromisingly reveals the
individual
to
the
both
destructive
is
to the community and
Gluttony (22,43)
seen as
is
(23)
the
in
Pride
alongside
set
appearance
the
outward
soul and
superficiality of
(45)
Lechery
Sloth
(25).
inner
life
`preires
and
and penaunce'
of
eternal value of the
(54,77)

characterise secular and religious mendicants while

Covetousness

129Weye Paradys,25-7.
of
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undermines the integrity of friars, pardoners and parish priests alike (61,81,86). In
Passus I Holy Church explicitly notes the dangers of Gluttony (Lot) leading to
Lechery in the life of Lot (I. 27-33), Pride bringing about the downfall of Lucifer
(126-7), and Covetousnessin the life of parish-priests. Asked to define Truth, she
neatly points out that deadly sin is more to be feared than death itself

It is a kynde knowynge that kenneth in thyn herte
For to loven thi Lord levere than thiselve,
No dedly synne to do, deye theigh thow sholdest
(Piers Plowman, I. 142-4)

The charter, marking the marriage of Mede to False in PassusII, once again analyses
the problems of human society in terms of the SevenDeadly Sins:

And Favel withe his fikel spechefeffeth by this chartre
To be princesin Pride, andpoverteto despise...
And the erldom of Envye and [Ire] togideres..
The countee of Coveitise

...

hem
I graunte...
al
[With] al the lordshipeof Leccherie...
Glotonye he gaf hem ek and grete othes togidere...
Til Sleuthe and sleep sliken hise sydes.
(Piers Plowman II. 79-80,84,86,87,93,99)

Having thoroughly establishedthe reality of the presenceof theseSins in the world
and their insidious power to undermineeven those dedicatedto the religious life,
Langland'spresentationof the Sinsbroadensto encompassnot only the threat of sin
but also its remedy. Much of the description of the Sins until this point has
emphasisedtheir horizontal dimension- the destructiveeffect which they have on
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human relationships and the dynamic of society; now the vertical dimension is
foregrounded. The scene between Mede and the friar in Passus III functions as a
negative prefiguring of Repentance's deft and completely orthodox handling of the
confessions of the Sins. The point of the scene is not only to expose the venality of
the friar but to highlight the eternal consequencesof evading the true purpose of the
Sacrament of Penance. Mede's offer of engraved windows in return for easy
absolution for those guilty of lechery ('It is synne of the seuenesonnestrelessed' III.
58) is followed by an authorial warning that those who thus display their Pride (66)
in
heaven
have
find
(68)
`coueitise'
that
they
their
place
and avoid confessing
no
will
(72). 130Passus IV offers further glimpses of the Sins (32,35,70)
and includes
Reason's vision of a society in which the effect of the SevenDeadly Sins is reversed:
Til Pernelles purfill be put in hire hucche...

Til clerkenecovetisebe to clothethe povereandfede
(Piers Plowman IV. 116,119)

This passage has clear links to the portrayal of the Sins in the Prologue as does
Reason's sermon in PassusV which links sin, judgement (present and future) and the
judgement:
interim
for
Reason
of
need
repentance.
speaks

thise pestilenceswas for pure synne
(Piers Plowman V. 13)

image
(an
in
beeches
and oaks a recentgale,
andwarnsthat the uprooting of mighty
judgement
is
impermanence
yet to come:
the
sign
of
a
of
of worldly strength)
dedly synneer domesdayshalfordoon hemalle.
(PiersPlowmanV. 20)
130Mi11s
(1969), 194,dismissesthis asa `trivial comment.'
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He castigates Wastour (24), 131Pernele (26-7) 132and others and his
words, together
with those of Repentance, induce remorse in the narrator and move the Sins to
confession. The subsequent exposure of the nature and intractability of the Sins is
well known but needs to be examined within the overall context of the poem,
particularly its portrayal of the pilgrimage of life. Malcolm Godden regards the
presentation of the Sins as running counter to the `optimism about natural man
133
in
'
the
manifested
scheme of the vision;
yet, as we have seen, the ubiquitous
presenceof the Sins has been carefully woven into the very fabric of human society.
The poem's audience are therefore by this point already fully aware of the dominant
role of the Sins within a fallen world. What the confession scenedemonstratesis the
deep-rooted hold exercised by the Sins upon human nature and the struggle which
individual Christian believers face if they are to escapetheir clutch and successfully
complete the journey to heaven. It also emphasises, through the exchanges with
Repentance, the probing which is necessary if the Sacrament of Penance is to be
efficacious. In Everyman Shrift is described as `the mother of salvation' (552) as the
representative of mankind contemplates the final `pilgrimage' of death. In the Scale
of Perfection Hilton declares that those who have been `reformed by the sacrament
of penance' can be sure that they are on the road to the heavenly Jerusalem(Scale II.
21). This truth is further demonstrated in the fourth vision. When Patience and
Conscience set out as pilgrims they immediately encounter Haukyn, representative of
all those involved in the `active life, '134 whose coat (and character) are deeply
stained by the SevenDeadly Sins.

131Compare Pro!.
22.
132Compare Pro1.23-4.
133men

(1990), 43.

134Hussey(1969),22
seesHaukynas `a kind of synthesizingcharacter... only graduallyis he led to
desireeternalvaluesratherthantemporalones.' SeeGodden(1984),139ff, on confusionoverthe
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He haddea cote of CristendomasHoly Kirke bileveth;
Ac it was moledin manyplaceswith manyesondryplottesof pride herea plot ...
It wasbidroppedwith wratheandwikkedewille,
With envye...
thanne was it soiled
and
..

With likynge of lecherie
...
of pointes his cote
Was colomy thorough covetise...

Yet that glotounwith greteotheshis garnementhaddesoiled...
That into wanhopehe w[orth] andwendenoghtto be saved,
The whiche is sleuth.
(Piers Plowman, XIII. 274-6,321-2,343-4,355-6,400,407-8)

The task of the two pilgrims is to bring their would-be fellow traveller back to the
right road through an explanation of the penitential processand a lecture on the value
of poverty in overcoming the SevenDeadly Sins:

For sevenesynnes that ther ben assaillen us evere:
The fend folweth hem alle and fondeth hem to helpe...
The heighe wey to heveneward orte riche letteth...
Ther the poore preessethbifore.
(Piers Plowman, XIV. 202-3,212,214)

ThroughoutPiers Plowman,however,Langlandis at painsto point out that this vital
sacrament and aid to the pilgrim is itself vulnerable to attack through the
meaning ofActiva Vita. Compare William Langland, Piers Ploxinan: A Parallel Edition, C XVIII.
68-80.

Pilgrims were they all? 231

covetousnesswhich is endemic in a fallen world. Temptation by the Deadly Sins and
the emasculation of the penitential system go hand in hand in Langland's writing.
We have already examined the scene in PassusIII in which Mede subverts the friar
and it is apparent that much of Langland's criticism of the friars is motivated by his
belief, a view which he sharedwith Chaucer,135that the friars were undermining the
whole system of penance and thus undermining the whole process of salvation. In
Passus XI Will himself is misled by assurancesthat the friars will arrange easy
lust
(XI.
52for
blandishments
him
falls
the
thus
to
absolution
of
worldly
and
prey
60). In PassusXIX Piers builds the church and Grace provides

A cart highte Cristendomto canehomePierssheves,
And gaf hym caples to his carte, Contricion and Confession.
(Piers Plowman, XIX. 333-4)
The threat by Pride and his `grete oost' to destroy the church is articulated in terms
of an attack upon the integrity of the penitential system:

Confessionand Contricion,andyoure cartethe Bileeve
Shalbe colouredso queyntelyandcoveredunderoure sophistrie,
That Conscienceshalnoght knoweby Contricion
Ne by Confessionwho is Cristeneor hethene.
(PiersPlowmanXIX. 349-352)
The final attack upon the Church is mountedin PassusXX by Antichrist and the
`sevenegrete geaunts' (XX. 215) who are the Deadly Sins. We witness the
before
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It is evident from this survey that the threat posed by the Seven Deadly Sins and the
need to maintain the integrity of the sacrament of Penance were matters which
greatly exercised Langland and which strongly influenced his presentation of the
pilgrimage of life. He writes as an orthodox Christian of his time, concerned to
expose evils which threaten to undermine the function of the Church, yet it seems
likely that he would have agreed with the assertion of the Lollard William Thorpe: `I
clepe hem trewe pilgrymes trauelynge toward be blis of heuene ... hatynge euere and
fleynge alle pe seuenededli synnes.'136

4. PERSON AND PLACE
The final resolve expressedby Conscience:
I wole bicome a pilgrym
And walken as wyde as the world lasteth

To sekenPiersthe Plowman.
(Piers Plowman, XX, 381-3)
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by association with a holy person. Initially the person concerned was God himself
though, since the New Testament taught that God was equally available to all who
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emergence of the cult of the saints138acted as a spur to the growth of place
pilgrimage, as popular religion increasingly focused upon those who were believed
to act as mediators between sinful human beings and an increasingly remote, holy
God. This development held twin dangers, which were recognised and addressedby
spiritual writers through the centuries. Would the saints usurp the place which God
journeying
hold
in
devotion
faithful?
Would
to
the
the
the
should
popularity of
of
holy places divert Christians from seeking to experience God in their daily lives?
Such questions were live issues in the later fourteenth century as not only Lollard but
also orthodox preachers raised concerns about the motivation of some pilgrims and
the efficacy of their pilgrimages. The Dominican preacher John Bromyard criticised
those who travelled to the Holy Land `out of a certain curiosity or spirit of
have
intention
they
the
that
they
amusement, with
can narrate what
of returning, so
seenand heard, in boastful fashion among their neighbours.'139Archbishop Fitzralph
of Armagh, preaching on All Saints' Day, 1356, noted:

frequently
danger
from
images
and
the
a certain
which some
venerationof
wrongfully calledby the nameof thosethey are intendedto represent,suchas
St Mary of Lincoln, St Mary of Walsingham,and so forth; sinceSt Mary, the
Mother of God, is abovein heaven,and never in thoseplaces

Wherefore

...
those who veneratesuch imagesfor their own sake and make offerings to
them to procurehealingor benefitsof somekind appearto be true andpotent
idolators.'40
Thomasä Kempis not only warnedof the dangersof succumbingto curiositas, `It is
but
love
things,
they return
to
that
takes
men seesuch
curiosity and the
of novelty

138SeeChapterIII.
139Owst (1961),333.
140Owst (1961), 141.
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with little harvest in the way of improved lives,""

but focused instead on the

presence of God in the sacrament of the Eucharist: `Many people go running off to
Yet here before my eyes on the altar,
various places to see the relics of the saints
...
you, my God, are present yourself, holier than all the saints.' 142Lollards opposed the
practice of place pilgrimage as theologically misguided and spiritually dangerous:
Ices pilgrimagis and offeryngis semen brou3te vp of cautelis [tricks] of Pe
fend and hes coueytouse and worldly clerkis, for comunely siche pilgrimagis
ben mayntenyng of lecheris, of gloterie, of drunkenesse
and
worldly
...
143
vanytes.

Langland's poem addressesthese issues head-on, denouncing the seeking of saints'
shrines and recommending instead the pursuit of Truth, that is God himself. The
initial stages of the Dreamer's search for Truth is motivated chiefly by the desire to
escapethe consequencesof sin and to win salvation and is somewhat intellectual in
character. With the appearanceof Piers the Plowman, however, the Dreamer's quest
gradually takes on more of a personal character. The evolving figure of Piers offers
in turn a guide (V-VII), an instructor (XVI, an example (the Good Samaritan in XVII
and a saviour (XVIII). In Passus XV he is identified as `Petnis, id est, Christus'
(XV. 212) without whom Charity can never be known, the human embodiment of
Truth, who makes visible the character of God.144The Dreamer's search now
becomes focused upon the person of Piers (XVI. 167-71), whose very name evokes
145
late
Christ
in
Ages:
Middle
the
an emotional responsesimilar to that offered to
141ThomasAKempis,Imitation Christ, Bk
IV. I.
of
142ThomasAKempis,Imitation Christ, Bk IV. I.
of
143Selectionsfrom
English Wycfiffite Writings, 86.

144CompareJohn14: 9 'He
that seethme seeththe Fatheralso.'
145Martin
(1979), 55 comments that 'the absencesof Piers, the yearning for Piers convey, more than
satisfaction could, his meaning in the poem'.
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`Piers the Plowman! ' quod I tho, and al for pure joye
That I herde nempne his name anoon I swowned after,
And lay longe in a loue-dreem; and at laste me thoughte
That Piers the Plowman al the place me shewed

(PiersPlowman,XVI. 18-21)
As Schmidt observes, Will's quest for Piers fuses with that of Hope and Faith for
Jesus,146and the Piers-Christ-Good Samaritan figure dominates the subsequent
drama of salvation. Against this background it is evident that Conscience's decision
to seek Piers is not merely a search for `that fit ecclesiastical authority symbolised by
147
'
He is no longer looking for answers in a system or temporal
the ploughman.
structure which can be corrupted; his needs and those of the Church can only be met
by a person.

Conclusion
In an article entitled `The Pilgrimage of Life as a Late Medieval Genre,' Siegfried

Wenzel suggestsa numberof elementswhich, in his judgement,would characterise
148
form.
Theseare:
sucha
1. useof the dreamvision
2. the entire action appears as extensive action narrated in the Pilgrimage of
Life appears as an extensive answer to man's question, `What must I do
to save my soul?'

146William Langland The Vision
of Piers Plowman, xliv.
:
147 Knight (1969), 307.
148Wenzel (1973), 377-8.
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3. the remainderof the poem consistsof the Dreamer'squest for the goal,
instruction
(including
both
a confrontation with vice) and a
comprising

morepositivejourney in which he makesprogress.
4. the Dreamer's concern with his own aging

5. the useof personificationallegory
6. the inclusion of much if not all medieval catechetical instruction,
structured with the help of the pilgrimage metaphor.
Wenzel himself dismisses Piers Plowman as a candidate for such a genre on the
in
that
the
the
grounds
allegorical pilgrimage PassusV `forms only part of the
use of
larger structure.'149On the basis of the features which I have noted in this chapter, I
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Piers Plowman, in the light of the multiple meanings of pilgrimage established
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for
home
and seeking saints as substitute
substitute for living as a Christian at
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149Wenzel (1973), 371.
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CHAPTER IX

THE CANTERBURY TALES
Bifil that in that sesonon a day,
In Southwerk at the Tabard as I lay
Redy to wenden on my pilgrymage
To Caunterbury with ful devout corage,
At nyght was come into that hostelrye
Wel nyne and twenty in a compaignye,
Of sondry folk, by aventureyfalle
In felaweshipe, andpflgrimes were they alle
That toward Caunterbury wolden ryde.
(Canterbury Tales,Prologue, 23-27)

Introduction
Pilgrimes were they alle' announcesChaucer blandly as the pilgrim-narrator (he of
the self-professed `devout corage') and his fellow-travellers encounter one another
`by aventure' at the Tabard Inn and promptly resolve to journey together to
Canterbury. Nothing could be more simple - or, in the event, more productive of
critical dissension. Indeed as the Prologue unfolds and the web of prologues and
tales reveals more of the tellers, the text itself prompts a multitude of questions about
this apparently straightforward statement. What significance are we to read into
Chaucer's use of the term `pilgrim'? Are all these `sondry folk' in fact engagedupon
the samekind of journey? Should the pilgrimage to Canterbury be taken as anything
more than a convenient narrative framework against which to set a wide-ranging
do
lively,
Tale
have
does
Parson's
And
the
to
the
tales?
even
with
collection of
what
bawdy, tales which precede it?
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In their attempts to answer these questions,
critics have drawn on the social1 and
political2 history of the period, patristic commentaries,3 religious treatises4and many
5
other contemporary sources. Their conclusions differ but two undisputed facts
remain. The pilgrim identity of Chaucer's characters is thrust upon the poem's
audiencebefore either their carefully-crafted portraits or their interaction can identify
them to any degree as individual people.6 They are, first and foremost, pilgrims,
whatever that term may prove to mean. Moreover, it is the pilgrimage undertaking
which forms these chance-met `sondry folk' into a group, bound together by a
common goal and, at least in theory, by a common motivation, though in fact this is
implied rather than stated.7 The pilgrimage initiates,
sustains and focuses the
interaction through which past history and
intention
present
are revealed and
judged. 8 The concepts of pilgrim and pilgrimage, therefore,
remain of considerable
significance in any serious consideration of the Canterbury Tales. They have been
placed in the foreground by the poet himself.
Yet having established pilgrimage as the context of his poem, Chaucer subsequently

appearsto treat the subjectin a somewhatcavalier fashion. In the most commonly
9
acceptedplan of the tales, the geographicalprogressionof the pilgrims towardsthe

Mann (1973);Strohm(1989).
2Knight (1986a).
3 For exampleRobertson(1962), Jeffrey (1979).
4 Wenzel (1971); Wenzel (1974); Patterson (1978).

s Suchasplacepilgrimagenarratives.SeeHoward (1980).
6 SeeMann (1973)on general
estatescharacteristics.
Seekingthe saint `that hath hem holpen' is a motive associatedwith pilgrimage to Canterburyin
generalbut not actuallyascribedto theseparticularpilgrims. SeeSection1B.
$ SeeSection1. A.
9 That of the Ellesmeremanuscript.The textual
problemsassociatedwith the Canterbury Tales
inevitably complicate any assessmentof authorial intention or attempts at interpretation.It is
impossibleto be certain of Chaucer'sfinal designfor the work (if indeedhe had arrived at such a
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shrine of Becket is only sketchily indicated, 10the plan of tale-telling to while away
the journey is either radically pruned or collapses under its own weight, " and the
final speaker,the Parson," appearsto hijack the
whole enterprise, metaphorically rerouting his companions to a new destination. As a pilgrimage set within a specific
geographical context, therefore, this journey lacks verisimilitude; as a narrative it
seemsto lack shape and, as a work by a Christian poet, it raises complex questions
about its own religious seriousness. All of these difficulties can, I suggest, be
illuminated at least in part by placing the Canterbury Tales in the
context of the
multiple meanings of pilgrimage which have been identified and illustrated in the
preceding chapters of this thesis. Most critical discussion of the poem has tended to
revolve around an implied conflict between the easy-going, entertainment-packed
excursion to Canterbury enjoyed by a very mixed group of travellers and the austere,
single-minded, penitential preparation for heaven recommended by the Parson. Such
discussion has also tended to be linked, whether explicitly or implicitly, to
consideration of the Retraction and the issue of Chaucer's own attitude towards

fiction in generaland his own work in particular.13The categoriesemployedin these
discussionsof pilgrimagehavehoweverbeenover-restrictedand have tendedto set
up false dichotomies.The various meaningsof pilgrimage availableto Chaucerand
his contemporarieswere capableof more subtleinterpretationand conjunctionthan
is usually acknowledged.I intendto demonstratethat Chaucerwas not forced,nor is
he forcing his audience to choose between place pilgrimage and life pilgrimage
between, as it were, Canterbury and the New Jerusalem. It is my contention that he
decision) nor is it essential for the purposes of the present discussion to attempt to make any such
judgement.

10Dean (1989),71-2: `We hear little
about the pilgrimageitself after the GeneralPrologue-a few
placenamesalong the way and perhapsan allusion to the breechesof St. Thomasin the Pardoner's
Tale.'
11SeeOwen (1977)
and Pearsall (1997) on possible schemesfor the tales.
12The Parson's Tale is
generally accepted as the final tale.
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instead
offers
a third way, which is neither world-denyingnor sin-affirming, a way
which correspondsto a marked degreewith that advocatedby Langland in Piers
Plowman.'4

1. THE PILGRIMAGE

FRAME

It is evident from earlier chapters of this thesis that Chaucer, like other writers of his
time, inherited a wide spectrum of views concerning pilgrimage, some supporting an
accommodation between life and place pilgrimage, others regarding the latter as
spiritually undesirable if not actually dangerous. Moreover, his own period was
marked by a growing unease about the practice of pilgrimage to holy places, and in
15
to
the
particular
shrines of saints. It is impossible that Chaucer should have been
unaware of this unease,since not only did he have friends among the Lollards16 who
so vigorously denounced place pilgrimage, but he almost certainly knew17
Langland's poem Piers Plowman, with its scathing denunciations of those who
travelled to holy places"' in one form or another. It is, therefore, not acceptable to
assume, as many critics appear to do, that just becausethe practice of journeying to
holy places was a commonplace of medieval religion, a pilgrimage made an obvious
choice of setting for Chaucer's story collection. Boccaccio'9 and Sercambi2° also
13Cooper(1983).
14SeeChapterVIII

above.

13SeeDavis (1963), Chapter 2.
16Such as Sir John Clanvowe,
author of The Two Ways - see Scattergood(1967). Seealso MacFarlane
(1972).

17SeeCooper(1987).
8 SeeChapterVIII: 2 above.
19 `Chaucer
stressesmobility much more than Boccacciowho keeps'his peoplein one place all the
time, and more than Sercambi who does make his characterswander, but the stories are always told at
night when they have stopped ... Mobility, both social and geographic, is a key motif in the tales.'
Knight (1986a), 160.

20SeeBryant andDempster(1941).
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used journeys as frames for their story collections but these portray `involuntary'
movement away from plague-stricken cities rather than a voluntarily-undertaken
expedition towards the shrine of a saint. Chaucer could also have chosen a spiritually
`neutral' journey as setting without embroiling himself in the
controversies
surrounding pilgrimage. For Chaucer to set his tales within the frame of a pilgrimage
to the shrine of St Thomas at Canterbury, which though still popular was becoming a
21
complaints, would have been an act of highly
uncharacteristic literary naivety, unless he fully intended to exploit the tensions
particular target of Wycliffite

22
which such a setting would evoke. This surely is no accident.
What then were Chaucer's reasons for choosing a pilgrimage to a holy place as
setting for his work and for selecting Canterbury in particular as his pilgrims'
destination? In this chapter I wish to suggest that, in employing a pilgrimage frame
for his narrative, while also using the prologues and tales to reveal the everyday lives
of his pilgrims, Chaucer was seeking to establish a particular correlation between
place pilgrimage and the pilgrimage of life, that the presentation of the pilgrims'
quest to encounter a saint becomes a commentary upon the reality of their desire to
encounter God, and that the function of the Parson's Tale is in fact to re-iterate a
well-established association between the pilgrimage of life, the Seven Deadly Sins
and the Sacramentof Penance,an association which is not only fore-shadowed in the
preceding tales but can also be observed in the other texts consideredin this section.

A. The choice of pilgrimage as setting
Any assessment
of Chaucer'suseof a pilgrimageas framefor his story collection

21SeeSectionB below.
22 `In framing his
greatfiction in the historical pilgrimageto the shrineof St Thomasat Canterbury,
Chaucerwas framing it in the institution that was the single most conspicuoustarget of religious
dissentersof his day.' Fleming(1985), 152.
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must take into account the literary scope offered by such a device, the historical
records of contemporary pilgrimage practice and the theological implications of the
way in which this particular pilgrimage is presented.A number of critics23argue that
in selecting a pilgrimage setting, Chaucer is exploiting
what has been described as
the liminoic24 function of pilgrimage: the manner in which pilgrims of varying rank
or background, united by their common purpose, enter into a state of communitas"
and are (to a degree) freed to interact on terms of greater equality than would
normally be the case. The use of these concepts in Chaucer criticism builds upon the
work of social anthropologist Victor Turner who argues that pilgrimage is
antistructural in its effects, temporarily freeing participants from the hierarchical
roles and relationships which characterise them in everyday life before returning
them, changed by their experience, to their previous setting. It therefore subverts
rather than reinforces normal social patterns. In applying Turner's analysis to the
Canterbury Tales, Frederick B. Jonassenstates that pilgrimage `exhibits liminality
becausethe pilgrim is one who renounces, at least temporarily, his everyday role or
status.'26He quotes Turner's assertion that

When one goes on pilgrimage one is not only moving from profane to sacred

spaceand time ... one is also moving away from a social life in which one
hasan institutionalizedsocial status One is moving into a different kind of
...

23For example Holloway (1987),
xix, xx. and Jonassen(1991).
24Turner defines liminality
as 'the state and process of mid-transition in a rite of passage.During the
liminal period the liminars (the ritual subjects in this phase) are ambiguous, for they pass through a
cultural realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past or coming state,' Turner and Turner
(1978), 249. He suggests that pilgrimage represents a form of escape from normal social
responsibilities and pressures,Turner and Turner (1978), 7.

u In Turner's model
communitas`trangressesor dissolvesthe norms that govern structuresand
institutionalisedrelationships'Turner(1969), 128.
26Jonassen
(1991),5.
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social atmosphere
stripped
of
status,
role-playing
corporate
attributes,
...
27
like.
group affiliations, and the
Jonassen goes on to argue that, though Chaucer introduces each pilgrim by
occupation: `they are liminal becausethey are no longer primarily a miller, a man of
law, a franklin, a prioress, or a manciple; all are levelled as religious penitents
united
on a spiritual journey. '28 Such uncritical and inflexible applications of Turner's
theories to Chaucer's narrative strategy seem to me to be flawed on several grounds.
Firstly, Turner's work has been largely based upon observation of modern day
pilgrimage practices and it is not necessarily appropriate to read back all of his
conclusions into a medieval text. Secondly, his model has been challenged by other
social anthropologists working in the field, among them Michael Sallnow and John
Eade,29whose observations suggest other interesting avenuesfor exploring Christian
30
be
in
pilgrimage which may
of value
medieval studies. Thirdly, and most
importantly, while the pilgrimage setting is obviously of value as a literary device
27Jonassen(1991),5.
28Jonassen(1991),8.
29'Turner's modelhasbeen
subjectedto a numberof theoreticalcritiques ... and hasbeentestedin a
variety of field settings...In noneof thesecasesdid the investigatorfind supportfor the theory;to the
contrary,a recurrentthemethroughoutthe literatureis the maintenanceand, in many instances,the
reinforcementof social boundariesand distinctionsin the socialcontext,ratherthan their attenuation
or dissolution.This is not to say, of course,that someof the featuresand conditionsglossedby the
term `communitas'will not be found in somecases...it is the determinismof the modelwhich limits
its usefulness,for the necessaryalignmentof pilgrimage and anti-structurenot only prejudgesthe
complexcharacterof the phenomenonbut also imposesa spurioushomogeneityon the practiceof
pilgrimagein widely differing historicalandcultural settings.' Eadeand Sallnow(1991)4-5.
30`The sacredcentrecan assumemany forms. The thrust of our analytic endeavourshould not be
but towards the examination of the specific
towards ever more inclusive
generalisations
...
peculiaritiesof its constructionin eachinstance.We suggestthat the triad of 'person', `place' and
'text' might provide the co-ordinatesfor this task as afar as Christianpilgrimageis conccrned.
'Eade
and Sallnow(1991),9. SeeChapterXI below.
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which allows Chaucer to assembleand describe representativesof a number of social
31
classes upon a single stage, it does not appear that his object in so doing is to
distance them from their social roles and responsibilities. In fact, the
converse is
nearer to the truth. Chaucer uses the frame to enable the pilgrims to relate to one
another but in such a way as to highlight and reveal the social backgrounds from
which they come and therefore the responsibilities which they bear. As Jill Mann
has demonstrated,32Chaucer draws heavily upon estates satire in the presentation
of
his characters. It is important to recognise that such
estates satire necessarily
presupposes generally-acknowledged responsibilities which pertain to each estate.
The portrait of each pilgrim thus not only evokes a particular role in society but also
invites a judgement about how well this particular representative carries out his or
her professional responsibilities. This is exemplified in the apparently
straightforward presentation of the ecclesiastical figures in which Chaucer, in fact,
invites judgement by conjuring up a parallel image of what the life and character of

each should be. The Monk, by quoting his monastic forebearsso dismissively,
evokesthe true monasticideal as practisedby Benedict,Augustine,Bede or Aelred;
all greatermenthan he. Behindthe Friar, himself vowed to the mendicantlife, stands
the infinitely more dynamic and attractive figure of St Francis,whose calling was
33
identify
beggar
leper,
to
two classeswhich this
specifically
with the
and servethe
friar is at painsto avoid:
He knew the tavernes wel in every toun

" Lawton observesthat the useof pilgrimagein the CanterburyTales`is the bestpossiblesolution to
the question of social context: how to gather together in one place a sufficient social range of
prospectivetellers, as warrantedby the different genresand stylesof the tales, Lawton (1987), 26.
This howeveris to view the pilgrimageframeaspretextratherthancontext.
32Mann (1973).
33Serviceof lepersand beggarswas crucial to the spirituality of St Francisand a key elementin the
vocationof his followers. SeeBonaventure'sLife of St Francis.
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And everichhostilerandtappestere
Bet than a lazar or a beggestere;
For unto swich a worthy manashe
Acordednat, asby his facultee,
To havewith sike lazarsaqueyntance.
(Gen. Pro!. 240-5)
Only the Parson, faithful in pursuit of his duty,
oblivious to the call of more
profitable sinecures,gives the lie to the estatescaricature.34
The combined effect of the descriptions in the General Prologue
and the pilgrims'
self-revelations is to suggestnot so much an escapefrom everyday life as an implicit
analysis of everyday reality, similar to that provided in Piers Plowman through the
description of the `feeld ful of folk'35 and the
confessions of the Seven Deadly Sins.
The interaction of the pilgrims on the journey to Canterbury
can therefore be seen to
function as a revelation of the true state their daily
life.
Some
through
of
pilgrimage
of those on the Canterbury road are escaping responsibility; some, like the Parson,
are integrating place pilgrimage into a daily life of obedience. When the Parson's
Tale is reached, it is thus already apparent how
many of these pilgrims badly need
his instruction if they are eventually36 to
37
heavenly
Jerusalem.
1 would
reach the
34The Parson largely defined by
negatives, presumably in reaction to estatessatire. SeeMann (1973).
Kane (1984), 102-3, states: ` The good Parson of the pilgrimage
in every excellence of
answers
...
character and conduct, detail by minute detail, to estatescriticisms of ignorant and bad parish priests.'
35 See Cooper (1987), 74
on the similarities between Chaucer's Prologue and the A-text of Piers
Plowman in particular.

m For what I consider to be the
correct perspectiveon the Parson'sdirections to the heavenly
JerusalemseeSection2.A.
37William Thorpeassertsthat many pilgrims
were indeedignorantof basic Christiandoctrine: 'For,
as I wel knowe, sil, I haueful oft assaied,examynewhoeuerewole and can twenti of pesepilgrimcs,
andherehulennot be foundedortepreemen or wymmenamongjxse twentii bat knowenbriilili oon
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argue, therefore, that Chaucer's use of a pilgrimage frame does not merely represent
the adoption of a convenient literary device but instead seeks to establish a close
correlation between life and place pilgrimage. Pilgrimage to holy places, properly
undertaken, functioned as a microcosm of life, 38 requiring a desire to seek God,
penance, and self-discipline. A sermon from the Liber Sancti Jacobi (c. 1145)
warned that visiting the shrine of St James at Compostela would not automatically
win pilgrims salvation. Their attitude must be right, their pilgrimage austereand they
must be willing to undergo a complete moral reformation:
If he was previously a spoliator, he must become an almsgiver; if he was
boastful he must be forever modest; if greedy, generous; if a fornicator
or
from every sin which he committed
adulterer, chaste; if drunk, sober
...
before his pilgrimage, he must afterward abstain completely.39
A proper attitude towards pilgrimage thus reflected a proper attitude towards life.
When Chaucer's pilgrims are seen to be selfish, greedy, boastful or drunk, they are
therefore revealing their lack of spiritual understanding in general. The very practice
of a spiritual discipline such as pilgrimage lays bare the reality of human life, some
attaining what is required of them, others lamentably (and unrepentantly) falling
short. Jonassen, following Turner, sees the `communitas' of the pilgrim group
creating unity as all those who participate in the Canterbury expedition `are levelled
as religious penitents united on a spiritual journey. '40 This, however, also seems to
run counter to Chaucer's literary intention, since the behaviour of his pilgrims

hest of God, neiDercunnenseienbe Pater poster, neiper be Aue neiper be credein ony mancre
langalte.' Two Wyelif to Texts,63.
38This I believeis the essentialtheological
relationshipbetweenlife and placepilgrimagethroughout
the periodcoveredby this study.
39CitedSumption(1975), 125.
40Jonassen
(1991),8.
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frequently invites questions about the their penitence, unity and spirituality. In
addition to being dramatically far more satisfying, Chaucer's depiction of spiritual
incompatibility, rivalry, and disagreements is closer to pilgrim group-dynamics as
41
Kempe
and
revealed in the narratives of experienced travellers such as Margery
Felix Fabri.42Pilgrims who fell into company on the road or during a seavoyage had
to face the fact that some of their companions might well turn out to be spiritually
it
is
dishonest.
Moreover,
incompatible
temperamentally
unsympathetic,
or simply
into
folk'
fallen
determine
`by
`sondry
to
these
to
aventure'
not easy
what extent
`felaweshipe' should in fact be treated as a group. In a comparison of the prologues
to Piers Plowman and the Canterbury Tales, Helen Cooper comments:

[in Chaucer] the group of pilgrims is immediately divided up into its
constituentmembers,and the resulting senseof individuals with their own
individual interestsrapidly dominatesover any senseof a commongoal. For
Langland's characters within Will's dream, the movement is just the
43
from
diversity
to unity.
opposite,
In fact the pattern of the two prologues is possibly more similar than she allows.
Chaucer's pilgrim group is presented as being a group only by accident, their initial
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be
happen
fact
the
to
being
based
that
they
riding
the
upon
semblance of unity
bond.
Moreover,
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fact
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their
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serves
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sin
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they
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41TheBook ofMsargeryKempe.
42Felix Fabri, The Book of the Wanderings.
43Cooper (1987), 78
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and penance, much as Langland's characters become pilgrims as they respond to the
preaching of Reason and Repentance(Piers Plowman V). Travelling together on the
road to Canterbury does not in itself make Chaucer's characters a pilgrim group any
more than Langland's `field ful of folke' are united by the mere fact of their
wandering through the world side by side; both need to understand and accept the
need to transform their erratic progress through life into a clearly-focused spiritual
journey.

The historical fact that pilgrims were prompted to visit shrines by an extremely wide
range of motives44supplies Chaucer with a rich vein of ambivalence, which feeds the
comic potential of his narrative. The opening lines of the General Prologue, for
example, are shot through with ambiguity. The spring-time setting has been
interpreted as a hint that natural rather than spiritual urges may be prompting these
45
to
take
to
the road; yet springtime was the time for pilgrimage, especially
pilgrims
for journeys to Compostela and the Holy Land,46 so that travellers might be able to
return before late autumn storms made sea voyages even more dangerous. The
greatest crowds of Jerusalem-bound pilgrims always assembled in Venice between
Easter and Ascensiontide. The finer weather would also have offered the first
opportunity for pious vows, made to saints such as Becket during winter trials and
illness, to be fulfilled (Gen. Pro!. 15-18).

This springtime expedition may, therefore, be entirely innocent of worldly motives.
There are, however, further questions which require consideration. The narrator
makes a point of praising the comfortable lodgings provided by the Tabard Inn (289) yet pilgrimage was supposedly an austere, penitential exercise. These Canterbury
44SeeDavies(1988)and Sumpfion(1975).
45Zacher(1976),92.
46The General Prologue (13) mentionspalmeres,that is
pilgrims bound for Jerusalemand other
destinationsoverseas.
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pilgrims proposeto travel on horseback(27), whereas`serious' pilgrims walked. Is
there a questionmark over the seriousnessof thesepilgrims? Are they intendedto
illustrate someof the abusesof place-pilgrimagelisted by the (orthodox)Dominican
preacherJohnBromyard?
There are some who keep their pilgrimages and festivals not for God but for
the devil. Those who sin more freely when away from home or who go on
pilgrimage to succeedin inordinate and foolish love - those who spend their
time on the road in evil and uncharitable conversation may indeed say
peregrinamur a Domino: they make their pilgrimage away from God to the
devil. 47

Such questions raise the issue of Chaucer's attitude towards place pilgrimage and in
particular the reasons which may have prompted the choice of Canterbury as his
pilgrims' stated goal.

B. The choice of Canterbury as destination
And specially from every shires ende
Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende
The hooly blisful martir for to seke,

That hem hathholpenwhan that they were seeke.
(Gen. Pro!. 15-18)

Why Canterbury?Why St Thomas?There were four great shrines in Western
Christendomduring the fourteenth century: Jerusalem,Rome, Compostela,and

41SummaPraedicandFeriae, I. 6. Cited Davies(1988),83. Suchaccusationscould well havebeen
levelledat the Wife of Bath. SeeMartin (1996),38 and ChapterXI below.
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48All were popularwith English pilgrims. Why then did Chaucerselect
Canterbury.
Canterbury?

Firstly, and most obviously, becauseof its status.If Chaucerwanted to choosean
English shrine the pre-eminence of Canterbury and its martyred saint was
unquestioned,though St Cuthbert still held sway in the far north of England.The
popularity of Becket's resting place was attestedby its affluence.Ronald Finucane
commentsthat `Becket's golden bejewelledmemorialat Canterbury... was one of
49
in
England.
Moreover,for a cultured
the greatestconcentrationsof portablewealth
English audienceCanterburywould have combinedfame and familiarity, together
50
with a certain cosmopolitanquality, since it attractedconsiderablenumbers of
5'
degree.
high
from
Franceand otherpartsof Europe,manyof themof
pilgrims
52
The secondreason,I suggest,is that like the other three major shrines, the appeal
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Brown comments:`Pilgrims did not just go to a place,they were going to a placeto
54
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In
clear
to
the
makes
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that this is true of his pilgrims also. It is the `hooly blisful martir' they seek;and
thereis no doubtingthe extentto which the personalityof Becket dominatedhis cult.
He was a very human saint; indeed it seemspossiblethat it may have been his

48Davies (1988), 75.
49Finucane (1977), 29.
S0Ward (1987), 89.
51Finucane (1977), 124-26.
52Ward (1987), 110.

s' SeeChapterIV.
54Brown (1981), 88.
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perceivedhumanity as much as his sanctity which made his cult so popular. A
twelfth-centuryaccountfrom the Canterburymiracle collection describesthe healing
of a Norwich girl when her father appealedto Becket on the groundsof services
renderedto the saintin morehumdrumdays:
Then he said, "0 St. Thomas, martyr of God, return me now my service. Now
I really need you. Once I served you diligently before you were exalted with
this world's honors. Return to me my service) Remember, blessed martyr,
how you were sick long ago in Kent in Turstan the clerk's house and what
beer,
I
You
touch
there.
or
or
spirits,
good service gave you
could not
wines,
or any other strong liquor, and I used to scour the whole neighbourhood to
find you whey to drink
Then you had only one horse and I had charge of
...
that too. Return me my service, bearing in mind all the trouble I bore waiting
on you" .... When he had repeated "Return me my service" so often that
hoarsenessshut his windpipe, the pity of the martyr assentedto the prayers of
his
for
he
services,
all
the suppliant and, so that
would not appear ungrateful
"
italics].
health
[my
he restored his daughter to her previous

Here human honour, as much as Christian compassion,seemsto have dictatedthe
saint's response.
Becket was no textbook saint, marked out from childhood by precocious pietyS6but
died
became
the
and
resisting
church
a champion of
an undeniably worldly man who
himself
had
Archbishop
former
Chancellor
with
The
struggled
and
authority.
royal
do
Chaucer's
just
and
pilgrims
as many of
the conflicts of the world and the church,
his
for
He
have
done.
was not noted
as Chaucer and his audience would also

humility, either in life or in death. Thosewho soughthis favours neededto make
55shinncrs(1997),171.
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sure that the saint's beneficence was suitably acknowledged and rewarded. As the
thirteenth-century windows in the Trinity Chapel of Canterbury Cathedral make
clear, even Thomas's friends were not immune from his displeasure if they failed to
bring appropriate thank-offerings for answered
57
prayers. Pilgrimage to Canterbury
therefore must often have been prompted as much by prudence as by piety. As much
as any saint of the Middle Ages Thomas is the powerful patron, exercising influence,
commanding respect and submission even from those who still held authority in this
world and, of course, bringing prosperity to his shrine. A very mixed character, a
curiously worldly saint; an appropriate choice then for a very mixed, frequently
worldly, assemblageof pilgrims to visit.
The third reason for Chaucer's selection of Canterbury as the pilgrims' goal may
well have been the fact that the cult of St Thomas highlighted not only the virtues but
also the weaknessesof the practice of place pilgrimage. While Chaucer does not
offer overt criticism of pilgrimage to holy places, there is, nevertheless,an implied
critique of such practices running through the portraits in the Prologue and
subsequent revelations about the motivation and behaviour of his pilgrims. As has
been demonstrated in earlier chapters of this thesis, questions about the desirability
and potential dangers of pilgrimage date back to the very inception of the practice
S"
Christianity.
During the intervening centuries there was particular concern
within

aboutthe risk of increasedtemptationto immorality, the fact that thosevowed to the
priesthood or the monastic life sometimes used pilgrimage as an excuse to see the

Unlike for examplehis northern'rival' St Cuthbert.SeeAge of Bede.
s' SeeDyas (1997a), 127-8.BenedictaWard notes that 'Canterburywas a shrine at which cures
happened;but evenmoreit was a centrefor pilgrims who offeredthanksgivingfor cureselsewherein
the nameof the martyr.' Ward (1987), 101.Comparethe motivationof pilgrims to paganshrinessuch
as that of Aesclepiusat Cos.SeeChapter111.3.
58SeeChapterIII above
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39
world, andthe misunderstandings
which might exist in the mindsof pilgrims about
the relationshipbetweenvisiting holy placesandthe needfor a daily life of obedient
devotion.Thusthe Council of Chalonin 813 warnedthat
There are priests, deacons,and other clerics who live negligently thinking
that they can free themselvesfrom sin and perform their ministry by going to
these places. There are laymen who think they either sin or have sinned with
impunity becausethey visit these places for prayer.6°
Concern about the participation of monks and nuns in place pilgrimage was largely
founded upon the belief that the monastic life was already a form of exile, pursued in
stability6' and that the leaving of the cloister, unless in the most exceptional
circumstances62 represented an undermining of the spiritual journey already
63
undertaken. St Anselm, while Archbishop of Canterbury, forbade a monk to visit
Jerusalemciting the pope

who orderedwith his great authority that monks should not undertakethis
journey exceptfor a religious personwho may be useful in ruling the church
of God or instructing the people, and this only with the advice of and in
obedienceto his superior.

59Jocelynof Brakelond speaksof the Bishop of Ely proposing `certaindecreesagainstthe black
monks,holding forth abouttheir wanderingoff to the shrinesof St. Thomasand St. Edmundon the
pretextof pilgrimages'Brakelond,Chronicle,54.
60Cited Constable(1976), 128.
61SeeChaptersII and X
62TheRegulars Concorcka 8, statedthat: The brethrenshallnotgad aboutvisiting the propertiesof
,
the monasteryunlesseithergreatnecessityor reasonablediscretionrequireit'.
63Geoffreyof Vendome:`We shouldnot strayfrom thejourney of our professionto makea journey
' Cited Constable(1976), 134.
to Jerusalem.
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and the Cistercians in the twelfth century decreedthat a monk who went to
Jerusalem or on another pilgrimage was `to leave his own house and be sent to
another without hope of return. '64 The high profile given by Chaucer to the Monk
in
Prioress,
the
true
together
the
and
religious virtues
conspicuous omission of
with
their portraits, draws attention to the fact that they, of all the pilgrims, have least
justification for their participation in the journey. Whereas they might, though with
some considerable difficulty,

have won permission to visit Rome to discharge

businesswith the papacy or Jerusalemin the interests of greater understandingof the
be
be
for
to
them
there
on the road to
scriptures, what possible reason can
Canterbury?

Gregory of Nyssa, writing in the fourth century, observed that even the city of
Jerusalem was full of `Adultery, theft, idolatry, quarrelling, murder,"' and concern
about the moral risks run by Anglo-Saxon pilgrims to Rome, especially women,
were voiced by St Boniface66 in the eighth century. Later male writers saw women
less as prospective victims than as willing participants in amorous adventures away
from the restraints of husband and local community. The Knight of La-Tour Landry
tells the cautionary tale of a young wife, who having embarked upon a pilgrimage
her
had
ill
her
lover,
fell
repented
she
after
and was cured only
with
a young squire,
immoral intentions. Her story is presented as `a good Ensample / how me ought not
dyvyne
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for
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playsaunces
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'67
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68
her unashamed admission that her many pilgrimages, like her visits to her own

64Constable(1976), 138
65Gregoryof Nyssa Letter 2.
,
66Anglo-SaxonMissionaries, 133. SeeChapter VI: 3.

67La Tour Landry, Book of theKnight of the Tower,58/27-29.
In a warning which might have beenexpresslydirected at the Wife of Bath ThomasA Kempis
is
It
the
the
saints
of
to
relics
remarkedthat `Many peoplego running off to various places see
...
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parish church, are largely prompted not by devotion but by amorous intent,69 thus
draws on a cliche of anti-feminist satire, which in questioning the motivation of
women pilgrims, also casts doubt upon the practice of pilgrimage itself.
Curiously no specific motive is attributed to Chaucer's pilgrims, 70 only a general
inference that like most pilgrims of the time they are travelling to Canterbury in
connection with physical healing (Gen. Pro!. 15-18). This too was an area of
controversy. An emphasis on material benefits as an outcome of pilgrimage was
initially a pagan rather than a Christian characteristic7' and there were those who felt
uneasy about such a premium being placed upon what were after all temporal rather
than specifically spiritual benefits. William Thorpe criticised pilgrims whom he saw
as not only ignorant of the rudiments of the faith but misguided in their motivations:

And as I haue lerned and also I knowe sumdelbi experienceof pesesame
pilgrimes, tellinge Pe causewhi pat manyemenand wymmennow gon hider
and eider on pilgrymage,it is more for Pe helpe of her bodies pan for Pe
helpeof her soulis,more for to hauerichessisand prosperiteof pis world Pan
for to ben enrichid wik vertuesin her soulis, more for to haueher worldli or
fleischli frendschipppan for to hauefrendschipof God and of hise seintis in
heuene.'Z

curiosity and the love of novelty that takes men to see such things, but they return with little harvest in
the way of improved lives, especially when they embark on such visits thoughtlessly and with no real
sorrow for sin. ' Thomas A Kempis, Imitation, Bk IV. I.

69 On the implications of the descriptionof the Wife of Bath for Chaucer'sattitude to placepilgrimageseeChapterXI below.
70With the exceptionof the Knight. The descriptionin the GeneralPrologue(77-8) suggeststhat he
is makingthe customarypilgrimageto give thanksfor his safereturnfrom crusading.
71SeeChapter III above.
72Two Wycliffite Texts, 62.
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The Parson's Tale also suggeststhat physicalhealth and spiritual wellbeing are not
alwaysentirely compatible:
Now for to speken of goodes of nature, God woot that somtyme we han hem
in nature as much to oure damage as to oure profit. / For as to spekenof heele
of body, certes it passeth ful lightly, and eek it is ful orte enchesoun of the
siknesse of oure souls. For, God woot, the flessh is a ful greet enemy to the
soule, and therfore, the moore that the body is hool, the moore be we in peril
to falle.
(Parson's Tale, 457-9)

The author of the thirteenth-centuryAncrene Wissealso saw real spiritual value in
earthly suffering:
Gacknu penne gleadluker bi strong wei bi swincful toward to muchele feaste
of heouene ... Betere is ga sec to heouenepen hal to helle ... Euch woritlich
73
hit
is
was
godes sonde.

74
Physicalsuffering may, therefore,actually promote spiritual sikernesse, a concept
familiar from the teachingof the apostleJames:
Count it all joy when you fall into divers temptations [trials]; Knowing that
the trying of your faith worketh patience, and patience hath a perfect work;

that you may be perfectandentire,lacking nothing.
(James 1.2-4)

73Ancrene Wisse (ed. Tolkien) IV. 98/ 18-19,22,6. In The Pilgrimage of the Lyfe of the Afanhode,
180/ 13, illness is the messengerwho reminds people of Penance.
74 Compare Gray (1986), 220. In Fascrculus Morum, 139,
the
'fetter
is
described
of
as
sickness
Christ, with which he binds those he loves.'
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The quest for physical healing on earth was, therefore,
not necessarily regarded as
compatible with the quest for the heavenly Jerusalem.
Canterbury, because of its claims and its riches, seems to have been
especially
vulnerable to the criticisms of reformers such as Thorpe, who also objected to the
waste of resources involved in such journeys, such as `spendynge her goodis vpon
vicious hosteleris' and vpon tapesters,' and complained in particular about the
conduct of Canterbury pilgrims:

I knowe wel Pat whannedyuersemen and wymmenwolen goenPusaftir her
owne willis and fyndingis out on pilgrymageyngis, Pei wolen ordeyne
biforehonde to haue wip hem boPe men and wymmen Pat kunnen wel Synge
rowtinge songis, and also summe of pese pilgrimes wolen haue wip hem
baggepipes75so pat in eche toun at Pei comen poru3, what wik noyse of her
syngynge, and wip be soun of her pipinge, and wip be gingelynge of her
Cantirbirie bellis
pese maken more noyse pan if be king came here awey
....
76
his
wir,
clarioneris and manye oiler mynstrals.
And Thomas? Pilgrims were beckoned to Canterbury by a very strong personality.
When they arrived they would have been confronted by a shrine of dazzling
"
splendour. Fr. Simon Fitzsimon, who visited Canterbury en route to the Holy Land
in 1322, described the body of Thomas lying in a `case made of most pure gold and
adorned with innumerable precious stones, with shining pearls like unto the gate of
Jerusalem.'78 To behold such riches must indeed have seemedlike a foretaste of the
glories of heaven. Yet it was only a foretaste and the one whom pilgrims sought
75Comparethe descriptionof the Miller (Gen.Pro!. 565-6).
76Two Wycliffe Texts,64.
" Very similar to the
present-day appearanceof the shrine of St Jamesin Compostela.
78WesternPilgrims, 3.
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79
only a servant. The Parsonin his Prologue and Tale makesthe point very clearly.
Their true goal was to meeta person,`oure sweeteLord God of hevenethat
wole
...
that we comen alle to the knowelecheof hym' (Parsons Tale, 75), to attain the
glories of heavenand then, and only then, to enjoy full physical and spiritual health.
How much of what I have outlined in this section was a result of Chaucer's
deliberateplanning is, of course,impossibleto know, but it seemsthat it
can hardly
be an accidentthat Canterburyand its blissful martyr makesuchperfectfoils for the
Personwhom all true pilgrims seekandthe Placewherethe benefitsof his friendship
areto be fully enjoyed.

2. THE ROLE OF THE PARSON'S TALE
It is fair to say that the Parson's Tale remains something of an embarrassmentfor
Chaucerian studies. Some critics ignore it altogether;8° others regard it as a
81
blemish
regrettable
on the career of a gifted writer,
while a third group
acknowledge its (limited) virtues but insist that it should not be accorded greater
significance than the other tales: `The Parson's Prologue does indicate some kind of

conclusion,eventhoughChaucerdoesnot in fact saythat the pilgrimagehasreached
Canterbury; but the tale is no more than another genre, another attitude to life to be
42
beside
In contrast a significant number of commentators, including
the
set
others.

'9 Although some of his devotees
were not afraid to make comparisonsbetween the martyred
archbishopand Christ: 'Writers comparedthe blood of the martyr to the blood of Christ, 'the lamb of
Canterbury'to the 'lamb of Bethlehem',and said that water and blood from the side of Christ on the
Cross(John19:34) wasparallelto the waterandbloodof St Thomas.' Ward (1987),102.
80It is, for example,omitted from Ellis (1986).Moreoverthere is no separateedition or translation
available.
8' Aers (1980), 108-110.
82Cooper(1983),54.
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Baldwin, Howard, Rogers,83Ruggiers,Pattersonand Wenzel, regard the Parson's
Tale as an important key to the interpretationof the Canterbury Talesas a whole.
Unfortunatelythey differ in their understandingof what that interpretationshould
be. Baldwin saw the Parson's Tale `as a commentaryon the action'84but Siegfried
Wenzel,though supportinga very high view of the Parson'sTale, is more restrained
in defining its relationshipto the rest of the tales:
Coming at the end of the string of tales, and introduced by rhetorical and
fictional markers that set it apart from the preceding stories and give it a
special standing, the Parson's Tale presents not just another aspect of reality
and human behaviour, but a higher one. I am firmly convinced that Chaucer,
too, saw life steadily and saw it whole, and that in the wholeness of his vision
the Parson's Tale is the final step. The tale clearly does not lend itself to
being used as a moral gloss or blueprint which retrospectively furnishes
direct and specific comments on each pilgrim and the secondary fictional
characters of his or her tale. But it does serve, in a more general,
comprehensive, and basic way to reaffirm the values and norms that were
implied in the earlier storytelling and to make them explicit. 85
His claims for the status of the tale are, moreover, somewhat undermined by the
intended
for
function
the
`such
the
that
subsequent admission
an exalted view of
Parson's Tale, is, unfortunately, not supported by its form. ' Lee Patterson though

83 Rogers (1986), 121: `The Parson's Tale more than any other, provides us with a system of
'
categoriesto understandall humanexperience.
84Baldwin (1955), 100.
85Wenzel (1981), 97 89. `The Parson's Tale is clearly and explicitly placed as the climax of a long
poem.'
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agreeingthat the Parson'sTale transcendsthe views of life presentedby the earlier
86
storytellers, rejectsoutright
the assumption that Chaucer wrote the Parson's Tale as a pointed
In the whole of the
commentary on the preceding pilgrims and their tales
...
Parson's Tale there is not a single line that can, in my view be taken as
applying to a single pilgrim. And to read the tale retrospectively is to
The
misunderstand its most important characteristic, its generality
...
Parson's Tale is not irrelevant to what precedesit but it is no more relevant
to that than to anything else. 97
Ironic readings of the tale have also been proposed88and rejected.89 Even a postmodern reading of the tales can only suggest that to choose any interpretation of this
conundrum is `to chese amys.'90 It might, one feels, be simpler for everyone if the

tale simply did not exist. As Rodney Delasanta comments: `No part of the
Canterbury Tales has been so unloved as its ending.'91 The emerging textual
evidence,however,increasinglyindicatesthat the Parson's Tale is indeeda force to
86Patterson(1978),370.
87Patterson(1978),369.
88SeeFinlayson(1971),Kaske(1975).
89 Wenzel refutes the ironic
reading of the poem by Judson Boyce Allen, together with what he
describes as the `perspectivist' interpretations of Finlayson and Kaske: 'There is an element in these
views which I find quite unsatisfactory: they fail to take into account the introduction to the Parson's
Tale. I would argue that the prologue to the Parson's Tale is wrought in such a fashion as to deny that
the following tale is of the same moral validity as its predecessor, no less and no more. On the
contrary, Chaucer seemsto endow the 74 lines introducing the tale with rhetorical pointers that clearly
prepare the reader for something of higher significance than what has gone before.' Wenzel (1981).
90. Seealso Delasanta (1978).

90Portnoy(1994),291.
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reckoned with - and accounted for. Due to the work of Patterson, Wenzel and others,
the content and the form of the Parson's Tale have become clearer. The purpose and
function of the tale within the overall context of the Canterbury Tales however,
remain matters of dispute. There has been a great deal of discussion in general terms
about concepts of life pilgrimage and place pilgrimage within the Canterbury Tales
but much of this debate has been stronger on positing literary solutions than
on
accurately establishing the theory and practice of contemporary spirituality. As a
result of these omissions, several misleading perspectives on the Parson's Tale have
been accepted and transmitted from one study to another. These include the repeated
suggestionthat in the Parson's Prologue and Tale the pilgrims are required to choose
between place pilgrimage and life pilgrimage; an insistence that place pilgrimage,
like life-pilgrimage, was essentially viewed as a one-way exercise and a failure to
recognise the deeply-rooted three-way relationship between the Seven Deadly Sins,
Penanceand the Pilgrimage of Life, which makes the Parson's Tale a highly suitable
messagefor those who will return home92to continue their daily journey to heaven.

A. The siker wey
In the early decadesof the twentieth century, critics such as Manly93regardedthe
Parson's Tale as an interloper, unfortunately included by a misguided compiler
textual research
searchingfor a suitableendingto Chaucer'sgreat work Subsequent
has concludedthat the tale was in fact carefully crafted by Chaucerhimself from
various sources94
and that it belongsto a very specific genre.Lee Patterson,in his
91Dclasanta(1978),240. 'Lawler (1980), 147: `TheParson'sTale
makesmostreadersclosethe book
beforethe book closes.'
92SeeSection2.B.
93Manly (1931),616. In a more recentstudy,Alastair Minnis (1984)also questionsthe statusof the
Parson'sTale.
94The Summadepoenitentiaof Raymundof Pennaforte,the SummaVtiorum (in the
versionsknown
as Primo and Quoniam)and the Summavirtutem de remefils anime. SecPetersen(1973), Wenzel
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extensiveand highly-influential analysisof the Parsoir's Tale, arguesthat it should
be grouped,alongwith the Clensyngof MannesSoule,The Weyeof Paradysand the
Boke of Penance,as a `manualfor penitents,' 93the kind of material which would
haveenabledlay men andwomento makefull confessionof their sins:
The Parson's Tale is thus not merely one among the many different sorts of
religious writing typical of fourteenth-century England; far less is it what it is
so often called, `a typical medieval sermon.' It is an instance of a clearly
defined and recognizable genre, the manual intended exclusively for
96
penitential use.
Patterson sees the four texts which he groups together as more restricted in scope
than other similar works97such as John Myrc's Instructions for Parish Priests,
Handlyng Synne, Jacob's Well and the Book of Vices and Virtues, since they do not
include more general teaching material such as the Ten Commandments or the
Lord's prayer.

Their concernis not with a life of moral struggleand aspiration,but with the
justification of sin throughpenance,and their matter is fitted securelywithin
a penitentialperspectivethat guaranteesits relevance.The very organization
98
in
is
of the text, otherwords, a sourceof persuasion.
(1971) and Wenzel (1974). Wenzel (1982), 252, comments: 'It is accurate to say, I believe, that in
writing [the Parson's Tale] Chaucer translated substantial sections from the identified sources.But it
is equally accurate to point out that in doing so he not only worked selectively but also made changes
and additions which reveal intelligence, purposiveness,and a fairly exact familiarity with the pastoraltheological thought and language of his time. '

95Patterson(1978),338.
96Patterson(1978),339.
97For full list seePatterson (1978), 340.
98Patterson (1978), 339.
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The Parson's Tale is in fact even more restricted than the others,
since the Weye of
Paradis contains additional didactic material and the Boke
of Penance and the
Clenisying of Mannes Sowle offer guidance for both priest
and penitent. Chaucer's
treatise, (significantly, I would suggest), is geared exclusively to the needs of the
99
penitent, lay or clerical. Patterson's implied division between concern with a life of
moral struggle and the process of justification, however, does not do justice either to
the concept of repentance or to the text of the Parson's Tale itself. The Parson
himself comments that although he has not included the text
of the Ten
Commandments in his treatise, the pattern of daily obedience which they outline is
woven into his teaching: `Natheless, I hope to God, they been touched in this tretice,
everich of hem alle' (Parson's Tale, 957). True repentance, as the Parson himself
makes clear, involves not only sorrow for sin but also a determination to avoid it in
the future:

Seint Ambrose seith that Penitence is the pleynynge of man for the gilt that
he hath doon, and namoore to do any thyngfor which hym oghte to pleyne
...
Penitence, with certeyne circumstances, is verray repentance of a man that
halt hymself in sorwe and oother peyne for his giltes. And for he shal be
verray penitent, he shal first biwaylen the synnes that he hath doon, and
stidefastly purposen in his herte to have shrift of mouthe and to doon
satisfaccioun, and nevere to doon thyng for which hym oghte moore to
biwayle or to compleyne, and to continue in goode wkrkes, or elles his
repentance may nat availle. For, as seith Seint Ysidre, "He is ajapere and a
gabbere and no verray repentant that eftsoone dooth thyngfor which hym

99Ruggiers(1965), 90 describesthe Parson's Tale as `a treatiseof instructionfor the priest dealing
specificallywith the sacramentof penance'but Wall suggeststhat `theParson'sTale bearsthe marks
' Wall (1986), 189.
of havingbeenadaptedfor the lay penitentwho is to makehis confession.
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oghte repente."' Wepyngeand pratfor to styiite to do synne, may nat avayle.

(Parson'sTale,83,85-90)
The Parson's purpose in his tale is not merely to explain sin so that it may be
correctly confessed: it is to explain10° sin so that it may be avoided. Confession
without true intention to resist temptation in the future not only invalidates the
sacramentof penancebut leaves the individual in a position of great spiritual danger:
But nathelees,men shal hope that every tyme that man falleth, be it never so
orte, that he may arise thurgh Penitence, if he have grace; but certeinly it is
greet doute. For as seith Seint Gregorie, "Unnethe ariseth he out of his synne,
that is charged with the charge of yvel usage." And therfore repentant folk,
that stynte for to Spine and forlete spine er that synneforlele hem, hooly
chirche holdeth hem siker of hire savacioun. And he that synneth and verailly
repenteth hym in his laste, hooly chirche yet hopeth his savacioun, by the
grete mercy of oure Lord Jhesu Crist, for his repentaunce; but taak the siker
wey.
(Parson's Tale, 90-93)

The choice is clear. Continue in a life of sin and hope that at the last you may yet
°'
into
heaven
The
God.
Or
through the mercy of
take the sure route.
scrape
siker1
wey is to choose a life of penitence and obedienceto God: it is in fact to live, as the
first epistle of St Peter advises, as strangers and pilgrims in the world, avoiding the
sins which war against your souls. Here Chaucer's Parson is very close to

10°Patterson(1978): 'In the Parson's Talesin is not merelyidentifiedandreprehended
but explained.'
101TheMiddle English Dictionary offers the following meaningsfor siker: 1(a)Freefrom danger,not
at risk, in safety,safe;(b) of an actionor a courseof action: undertakenin safety,not attendedby risk;
(c) spiritually safe; in the way of salvation,conduciveto spiritual safety,not dangerousto the soul,
prudent.
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Langland's narrator as, having witnessedPiers Plowman's efforts to work out the
moral and spiritual implications of a life of pilgrimage on earth, he pondersthe
relationshipbetweenindulgences,memorialmassesandDowel:
Al this makethme on metelsto thynkeAnd how the preest preyed no pardon to Dowel,
And demed that Dowel indulgences passed,
Biennals and triennals and bisshopeslettres,

And how Dowel at the day of domeis dignelicheunderfongen,
And passethal the pardonof SeintPetrescherche.
(PiersPlowman,VII. 168-173)
Will's assertion that to trust in triennals and other such devices `is noght so siker for
the soule, certes, as is Dowel' (VII. 181) prefaces an appeal to those who would
avoid the demands of a daily life of obedience:

At the dredful dome,whendedeshullerise
And comenalle bifore Crist acountesto yeldeHow thow laddestthi lif hereand hiselaweskeptest
And how thow didestdayby day the doomwole reherce
(PiersPlowman.VII. 188-191)
All the alternatives upon which unregenerate medieval sinners might rely are firmly
life
in
favour
life
endures:
of obedient service while earthly
of a
rejected

A pokeful of pardonthere,ne provincialslettres,
Theigh ye be foundein the fraterniteof alle the fyve ordres
And haveindulgencesdoublefold- but Dowel yow helpe,
I setteyoure patentesandyourepardonat onepieshele!
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Forthi I counseille alle Cristene to crie God mercy,
And Mary his moder to be oure meenebitwene,
That God gyve us grace here, er we go hennes,
Swiche werkes to werche, the while we ben here,
That after oure deth day, Dowel reherce
At the day of Dome, we dide as he highte.
(Piers Plowman. VII. 192-201)
This insistence that the only siker way through life is to act out the daily moral
dimension of life pilgrimage is, as we have seen, highly characteristic of Langland.
Another voice commending a sure route to the bliss of heaven is found in the Boke of
Penance:

Forpi to wend Pe seker way
It es gude we do penanceay.
Els haue we noght us with to were
Bifore criste pat rightwis demere.

(29222-5)102
Walter Hilton, introducing his discussionof 'interior' 103pilgrimage, seesa similar
to be gainedfrom submittingto the sacramentof Penance:
reassurance
The beginningof the highway along which you shallgo is reforming in faith,
groundedhumbly in the faith and the laws of holy church, as I have said
before,for trust assuredlythat althoughyou haveformerly sinned,you are On
the right road, if you are now reformed by the sacrament of penance
accordingto the laws of holy church.
(Scale2.21)
102Cursor Mundi, Vol IV.
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This senseof spiritual security, sikernesse, deriving from a commitment to constant
penitence and obedience is just what the Parson is suggestingto his fellow pilgrims. I
have made this point at some length becauseso much Chaucer criticism, whatever its
attitude towards allegorical interpretation, gives the impression that with the entry of
the Parson into the tale-telling arena his audience are suddenly confronted with a
choice between continuing towards Canterbury or heading straight for the heavenly
Jerusalem, almost as if the two cities stood side by side ready to receive the weary
'°4
Such readings however misrepresent the relationship
pilgrims that very night.
between the pilgrimage of life, sin and penance. This tale may be set within sight of
the walls of Canterbury but the gates of the heavenly Jerusalem are still some way
life;
but
for
death
for
The
is
his
Parson
this
off.
audience
not at
moment preparing
not administering the last rites but recommending the kind of penance undertaken
The
Easter.
by
before
Christians
they
took
at
communion
annually
all serious
Prologue and the opening section of the Tale set out clearly his aims and intentions.
His prayer is that he may show his audience

the wey, in this viage
Of thilke parfit glorious pilgrymage
That highteJerusalemcelestial
(Parson'sPro!. 49-51)

The wey here is the road taken by Christians on their journey through life to the
heavenly city. The pilgrimage called `Jerusalem celestial' means the process of
is
Parson's
is
The
addressed
the
advice
travelling along that road until
reached.
city
Jerusalem
bath
`thurgh
the
celestial'
wey
of
to those who
righte
mysgoonfro
syrine

103In the contestof the anchoriticlife. SeeChapterX.
104See2.
C.
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and the wey he offers within the tale, is the path of Penitencewhich will enableall
who take it to regainthe right road,the life of obedienceto God.
This is the context in which the Parson's teaching on Penitence and the Seven
Deadly Sins is set: the journey through life to the heavenly city. 105Information about
the Seven Deadly Sins and the appropriate remedia is essential for any would-be
pilgrim since it is `thurgh synne' that they will be enticed away from the road to

heaven:

Soothly synnesbeenthe weyesthat ledenfolk to helle (141)
andit is throughthe remediathat they will be ableto overcometheir innatetendency
to sin. Although the imageuseddiffers slightly from that employedin the Weyeof
Paradis106the essential concept is the same: the Seven Deadly Sins are the
instrumentthe Devil usesto seducethe flesh and promote allegianceto this world
rather than to the world to come. The intrinsic connection,both theological and
practical, betweenthe pilgrimage of life, the Deadly Sins and the sacramentof
Penancecan be observedin other significant medieval spiritual writings. In his
discussionof temptation,the author of the early thirteenth-centuryAncrene Wisse
warns his audiencethat as they travel through the wildernessof the world towards
lie in
the heavenlyJerusalem,the SevenDeadly Sins, in the guiseof wild animals107
wait ready to attack them. Later he prefaces his teaching on penancewith a

105CompareLille, TheArt of Preaching,ChapterXXX: On Remorseand Contrition: `Thereare four
statesof affectionby which the mind of the righteousman is wholesomelystrickenwith remorse.The
first is the memoryof past deeds.The secondis the considerationof his pilgrimagein this life. The
third is the remembrance
of his own sins.The fourth is the desirefor his heavenlyhome.'
106SeeChapterVIII: 3.
107Ancrene Wisse(cd. Tolkien), 101/10-11,16-24. This theme
also appearsin Sermo de Poenitentia.
See Weyeof Paradys, Intro. 74.
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discussionof the pilgrimage of life, comparingthe labour investedby place-pilgrims
in seeking`the bonesof a single saint' with the dedicationof thosewho engagein
the pilgrimageof life, going towardsheaven`to becomesaintsthemselves.
' 108In the
Weyeof Paradis the Sins are portrayed as thieves'09who waylay and rob the
'
10
traveller, much as in Deguileville's ThePilgrimage of theLyfe of theManhodethe
Sins" attackthe pilgrim on his way to the heavenlycity. In both works the pilgrim
is restoredthroughpenance.
The messagetherefore is clear: Christians travelling through the wilderness of this
world towards the heavenly city stray from the right road through succumbing to the
Seven Deadly Sins and regain it through the sacrament of Penance.112Moreover, as
the Parson constantly stresses,true repentance brings not only forgiveness but the
grace to live henceforth in obedience:

The sixte thyng that oghte moevea man to contriciounis the hope of three
thynges;that is to seyn,foryifnesseof synne,and theyifte of grace welfor to
do, andthe glorie of hevene,with which God shalgerdone manfor his goode
dedes.
(Parson's Tale, 283)

108Ancrene Wisse(cd. Tolkien), VI. 178/13-17,20-25.
109WeyeofParadys, 25-7.

110CompareMalory, Morte dArthur Bk 13. II where the SevenDeadly Sins are shorn attacking
knightsengagedon quests.
111Describedas `peseolde theeves,espyowresses
(waylayers)of pilgrimes' de Deguileville, The
Pilgrimageof the Lyfe of theManhode,4833-5.SeeCh VIII: 3.
112CompareTale ofMelibee, 1886-7:'For doubtlees,if
we be sory and repentantof the synnesand
in the sighteof oureLord God) he is so free and so merciable/that he
giltes which we han trespassed
wole foryevenus ouregiltes andbryngen us to the blissethat ncverebathende.'
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Doing well is vital since sinful men will lose `the goodnesseof glorie, that oonly is
bihight to goode men that labourer and werke,,.' (250) There is still work to be done
in this world and specific groups within society such as lords (753), knights (768)1ß
and merchants (776) are given instruction about their responsibilities. That the
Parson's messageis indeed designed to transform everyday life is underlined by his
insistence that repentance of the kind he urges must not be postponed till the
approach of death. Those who might risk such a delay are encouragedto meditate on
the insecurity of human existence: `He shal thynke that owe life is in no sikernesse,
and eek that alle the richesses in this world ben in aventure and passenas a shadwe
on the wal' (Parsoni's Tale, 1068). Earthly life, and worldly prosperity offer no
lasting security but in heaven there is not only `sikernessefrom the peyne of helle'
(1077) but freedom from sorrow, strife, sickness and hunger. There the `blisful
compaignye' (1077) are united in joy and every soul `replennysed with the sighte of
the parfit knowynge of God' (1079). This is the ultimate security to which human
beings can aspire, the sikernesse of heaven and the sure way; the siker wey to reach
that haven is the route which the Parson recommends, a true pilgrim life of penitent
obedience:

This blisful regnemay menpurchaseby poverteespiritueel,andthe glorie by
lowenesse,the plenteeofjoye by hungerandthurst,andthe resteby travaille,
andthe lyf by deethandthe moritficacionof synne.
(Parson's Tale, 1080)

113ComparePiers PlowmanVI. 24-32.
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B. Pilgrimage

journey?
one-way
-a

Any discussion of Chaucer's intended structure or structures for the Canterbury
Tales inevitably involves some degree of interpretation of the pilgrimage frame. "4
Did Chaucer ever intend to depict a return journey to Southwark or were his pilgrims
las
How did medieval pilgrims regard the process of
always on a one-way ticket?
journeying to holy places? Much recent discussion has leant heavily116upon Donald
Howard's assertion in The Idea of the Ca»terbury Tales that

medieval pilgrims conceived of and experienced a pilgrimage as a one-way
journey; the return was a mere contingency. This was not metaphor or topos,
but the source of the metaphor and topos: it was their idea of a pilgrimage. ' 17
Howard bases this assertion largely upon the relationship between literal and
metaphorical pilgrimage and on place pilgrimage narratives, particularly those which
describe travel to the Holy Land. Howard's survey offers, however, a somewhat onesided view of place-pilgrimage which should not be seen as automatically applicable
to the Canterbury Tales, since there are significant differences between the texts and
experiences which he cites and the type of journey which Chaucer's pilgrims
undertake.

114 Howard (1976), 28-30, asserts that there are 'Strong reasons for saying that Chaucer never had
any idea of depicting the return journey. ' Seealso Owen (1977).

"5 This questionhasimplicationsfor interpretationssuchasthat of Knight: 'The routeof the pilgrims
from Southwarkto Canterburyis the exact reverseof that taken by the revolutionaries[of 1381].
Knight (1986a),158.
116ThusDerek Pearsall,citing Howard,comments:'When one speaksof a pilgrimageas an allegory
of thejourney of humanlife, from the earthlycity to the heavenlycity, one doesnot speakor think of
the going homethat follows the pilgrimage.' Pearsall(1997),33.
117Howard(1976),30.
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In Writers and Pilgrims, Howard quotesthe DesertFathersand Celtic peregrini as
is
journeys,
`one-way'
that
those
examples of
exile without
who embarked upon
hope of return. He suggeststhat place pilgrimage, though focusing upon a particular
destination, was also essentially a `one-way' journey, citing the dangers of overseas
travel and the fact that many Crusaders, for example, died in the East or chose never
to return home. The examples which he gives, however, are not only from earlier
periods in the history of pilgrimage than that of Chaucer, but also represent very
in
has
been
demonstrated
As
this
the
to
earlier
specialised approaches
subject.
118
thesis,
the approach of the Desert Fathers and their spiritual imitators, the
peregrini, was to focus upon departure and exile, rather than the seeking of a sacred
in
Europe
discouraged
form
Western
This
after the
place.
of pilgrimage was strongly
119
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All
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draw
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and
of
sin
consciousness
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God and many were prompted by the desire to obtain indulgences, but not all were
120
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The
in
judicial
the
term.
were
senseof
penitential the narrow,
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form
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a
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of the type in which Chaucer's pilgrims are engaged.

Howard argues that since most extant place-pilgrimagenarratives focus on the
journey to the holy place, the `habitualway of experiencinga pilgrimage' was thus

18 SeeChaptersII and VI.
119Constable(1976),andHughes(1960).
120SeeDavies(1988).

Pilgrims were they all? 273

as a one-wayjourney, a conceptreinforcedby the metaphoricalmeaningwhich place
pilgrimagehad acquired:
from early times [pilgrimage] had the metaphoricalsignificanceof a one-way
journey to the HeavenlyJerusalem:the actual trip was a symbol of human
'21
life, andthe corollary,that life is a pilgrimage,wasa commonplace.
His argument,I suggest,not only ignores evidenceabout the spiritual part which
home-coming did in fact play in journeys to holy places, but confuses the
in
for
Pilgrims
between
Service
life
The
contained
relationship
and placepilgrimage.
the Sarum Missal includes no fewer than five separatereferencesto the homecoming of the prospective pilgrim:

V. The good angelof the Lord accompanythee;
R. And dispose thy way and actions aright, that thou mayest return again to
thine own place with joy.

Collect:
O God

thy
beseech
these
servants
thou
thee
that
unto
grant
wouldest
we

...
that having prosperously accomplishedthe course of their appointed
...
journey, they may return unto their own homes;and having been received
back in safety, may pay due thanks unto thy name.

in
both
found
be
to
Receive this scrip
reach
worthy
that thou mayest
...
finished
journey
is
thou
thy
that
the
threshold
the
and
when
saints
of
safety
...
in
to
mayest return us safety.

121Howard (1980) 11.
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Receivethis staff

in joy.
that
thou
to
mayest
again
return
us
...

May [God] sendhis angelRaphaelto be thy guardianin thy pilgrimage to
...
bring theebackagainin safetyon thy returnto us.'22
Lincoln Guild records show that guild members were not only required to support
those who went on pilgrimage but also to share in their home-coming:
If any brother or sister wishes to go on pilgrimage to the Holy Land, every

brotherand sistershallgive him onepenny;if to St James'sor to Rome,each
shall give a halfpenny,unlesshe likes to give more; andthe pilgrim shall be
accompanied outside the gates of the city. And when he returns, and his
fellows know it, they shall go and meet him, and go with him to the mother
church.

123

It is also important to bear in mind that (as I have shown earlier) the pilgrimage of
life predatesthe idea of place pilgrimage in Christian thought and practice. The latter
journey
functioning
life-long
journey,
the
as
grew up as one means of enhancing
a
within a journey which, correctly viewed, would inspire them anew to the daily task
of walking with God. Though travel was always risky and pilgrims often did make
their wills before leaving, place pilgrimage was not in the time of Chaucer inherently
a one-way process but rather a round-trip which usually saw the pilgrim return to his
or her home community, cleansed, inspired and encouraged to pursue with greater
devotion the pilgrimage of life in terms of obedience and faithfulness to their
been
have
it
been
Had
there
such a thriving trade
everyday calling.
would not
not
so
in secondary relics, which symbolised the transferenceof the power of the saint back

122SarumMissal 167,168,169,173.
123English Gilds, 172.
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into the home community, 124and in pilgrim badges which signalled the status
12'
by
home.
he
Returning pilgrims also
the traveller as
acquired
or she returned
sought to recreate the essenceof their experience through building places of worship
in their home communities,'26 including copies of holy places which they had
visited. The most frequently copied site was the Anastasis Rotunda of the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, which inspired the building of the Church of the
Holy

Sepulchre in Cambridge among others. Another twelfth-century Holy

Sepulchre copy, the Baptistry in Pisa, was described by the Bishop of Pisa as the
`Gate of Paradise.'127Robert Ousterhout describes these copies as re-creating `the
spiritual presenceof the original':

For the faithful the copy had an icon-like value, and it would have been
considered a conduit of the Tomb's life-giving power, effecting miracles,
cures and aid in salvation. Thus the creation of one pilgrimage could become
128
the object of another.

When consideringplace-pilgrimagenarratives,Howard focuseslargely upon those
which deal with journeysto the Holy Land and concludesthat, with the exceptionof
Felix Fabri (who travelledto the Holy Land in 1480and 1483),`mostwriters barely
do
do
[the
journey]
that
not
even
mention
and some
return

homecomingdid not

....
fit the idea of pilgrimage.'129This he takes as evidencethat pilgrims essentially
fact
ignores
the
journey
His
that
the
thesis
of
many
their
conceivedof
as one-way.

124See Sumpffon (1975) and Hahn (1990).

'25Many suchbadgeswereburied with pilgrims.
126Luttrell (1990)includesthe text of the applicationmadeby an Englishwoman,Isolda Parc%vastell,
to build a chapelto the Virgin on her returnfrom a pilgrimageto Jerusalem.
127Ousterhout(1990b),115.
'28Ousterhout(1990b),118.
129Howard (1980),47,49.
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extant narratives,particularly those which deal with the Holy Land, are essentially
guides, which naturally focus on the unknown difficulties of the outwardjourney,
sincethe return was merelya matterof retracingone's footsteps.A pilgrim itinerary
from the 1420s13°
havingoutlinedthe returnjourney from the Holy Land comments:
And for it is the comynwaie,
From England to Rome, I will not saie:

The concludinglines of his narrativeseemto imply a parallelbetweenhis safereturn
to Englandandthe hopeof a safearrival in heaven:
The praie ne to the Lord of myghtesmost
That broughtthis Pilgryme to Engelondcost

...
And when we oute of this word schullwende,
Thejoye of hevenhe us sende:
That is my praior, andschalbe aie,
We may be savedat Domesdaie:
131
bringe.
he
his
blis
And so to
us
More local pilgrimages do not seem to have generated such texts. Significantly,
Howard himself failed to find any accounts of the Canterbury pilgrimage from which
he concludes that `it must have been too familiar to deservewritten accounts and the
indications
however,
itinerary.
'132
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10 Probably1422or 1423.SeeTwoPilgrim Itineraries.
131Hakluytus,571-2.
131Howard (1980), 16-17.

Pilgrims werethey all? 277

Holy Land may not cover the return voyage but there is evidence that, before
departing, he secured agreement from no less a person than Henry VI that upon his
return he would resume his position (and income) as a fellow of Eton College, a fact
133
life.
Howard
his
indicates
journey
he
for
that
this
that
as part of
everyday
one saw
is so dismissive134of Margery Kempe, whose book antedates Fabri's account by
in
her
he
fails
to
the
that
some sixty years,
which
pilgrimages are woven
way
note
into her relationship with her home community. When she returned from Jerusalem,
Margery not only went to make a thank offering at Norwich and to share some of the
fruits of her visit with a local Vicar, but also had to face accusations of immoral
behaviour which speak eloquently of underlying antagonism to the idea of women
illustrates
book
(I
Margery's
the need to
43).
also
undertaking pilgrimages at all
differentiate, as Howard does not, between the significance attached to local and
long-distance pilgrimages. Margery settled her affairs before leaving for the Holy
Land (I. 26) but visited many English shrines without any such formalities. Evidence
from other sources, such as the Pastor Letters indicates that local pilgrimages were
indeed fitted into normal life on a fairly pragmatic basis:
Ser John Paston, knyght
From the Earl of Oxford: To
...
I comaund me to you and hartely thank you for your hawkes and also for
haue
I
that
sent vnto me ... acertenyng
ye
your storkes whiche vndirstond
in
I
Neuyrtheles
in
trust
be
right glad to se you these parties.
you that I wolde
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short

133The King's letter reads:`Wee

havelicensiedhym to executehis said pcregrinage,and wol that
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with
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...
...
kept to his propreuseunto his saidRetournynge'Wey, iii-iv.
134Whom he describesas 'quite mad - an incurablehysteric with a large paranoidtrend' Howard
(1980),34-5. SeeChapterX: 2 on MargeryKempe.
133PastonLetters,Part II, 484.
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It is this down-to-earth, everyday approach to place pilgrimage which seems to fit
most closely with the Canterbury pilgrimage as Chaucer presents it. fie even takes
pains to set this particular journey within the context of his pilgrims' lives. For the
Knight it marks the customary thanksgiving for a safe return from the Crusadesand
for the Wife of Bath, yet another entertaining interlude in her restless existence.
None of the pilgrims gives the impression that they are journeying away from their
everyday lives as they travel towards Canterbury. This is a short-term expedition to a
local shrine, not a grand metaphor for life. It may, therefore, be possible on the basis
of manuscript evidence or literary conjecture to determine the evolution of Chaucer's
intentions for the structure of the Canterbury Tales. What we cannot do is say that, in
terms of medieval theology or popular practice, the pilgrimage to Canterbury was of
its very nature a one-way journey.

C. Modes of Pilgrimage: Opposition or Integration?
It is in the nature of the constructthat the Parsonconcludesthe tales of a
journey whose destination becomes thereby neither Southwark nor
136
Canterbury,but the Holy City of Jerusalem.
The selectionof the last speaker leadsto a changeof guide,which further
...
Canterbury
from
to
the
earthly
pilgrims'
goal
of
coincideswith a redirection
137
heavenlyJerusalem.
No longer can the pilgrimage frame associateitself with the fiction about a
is
journey.
The
bound
company
on a temporally specific
particular company
General
Prologue
The
longer
humankind,
the
and
the
pilgrims of
no
now
...
136Baldwin (1955),84.
131Wenzel(1981),94.
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the goal is not Canterburybut "thilke parfit glorious pilgrymage/ That highte
Jerusalemcelestial.s13a
The above examples illustrate the tendency in Chaucer criticism to assume that a
radical shift of direction takes place during the Parson's Prologue and that the
Canterbury pilgrimage is totally superseded by the newly-introduced goal of the
heavenly Jerusalem. Yet all of these comments ignore what the Parson actually says.
His offer is

To shewe yow the wey, in this viage,

Of thilke partfit glorious pilgrymage
That highteJerusalemcelestial.
(Parson's Pro!. 49-51)

That thereis a differencebetweenthe two forms of pilgrimageis indicatedby the use
139
of this and thilke; that they are not necessarilyin oppositionbut are capableof
integration'40is signalledby the Parson'sclaim that they will be taught the way in
this viage. Moreover, such a polararisationof destinationsis neither necessaryto
Chaucer'sstructure nor true to medievalunderstandingsof pilgrimage. As I have
alreadyestablished,there were two main views of pilgrimage availableto Chaucer
and his contemporaries.The first regardedpilgrimageto holy placesas theologically
unsound,since God was equally available to all people everywhere;as spiritually
18 Lawton (1987), 14.
139CompareGen. Prol. 7234: 'And after wol I teile of our viagclAnd al the rcmcnauntof our
pilgrimage.' Is Chaucerhimself implying that he hasmorethanonekind of journey in mind?
140Patterson'sinterpretationhints more at the possibility of integration:'[The Parson]gives not so
much directionsto the heavenlyJerusalemas the prior and more radical knowledgethat `this viage'
itself, the specificjourney to Canterbury,can be so undertakenthat it can itself becomea 'parfit
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unhelpful, since it was better either to continue in one's daily life of service or
prayerful contemplation; and as morally dangerous, since the traveller was exposed
to a wider range of temptations and was free of the normal constraints imposed by
society. The second saw the different interpretations of pilgrimage as mutually
supportive and capable of reconciliation. In this latter view, pilgrimage to holy
places could assist spiritual growth through prayer, penanceand the contemplation of
evidence of God's grace at work. This, I suggest, is the Parson's view of the matter,
since he is not only taking part in a Canterbury pilgrimage but mentions with
approval the practice of pilgrimage as an expression of true penitence (105). I have
already indicated that the role of the Parson's Tale is to offer a spiritually-secure
route through life, rather than immediate preparation for death, which is after all the
only way of actually entering the heavenly city. He is not counselling a withdrawal
from the world but equipping his audience to live in the world in such a way that
they will indeed reach heaven rather than be led by sin to hell. He is thus offering the
means to utilise place pilgrimage properly, lifting their eyes from the prospect of
contemplating the saint in his shrine to a vision of God in heaven. The matter of his
tale, which, though it is unlikely to be of Chaucer's invention, is certainly the result
of his selection and shaping, first establishesheaven as the pilgrims' long-term goal,
then turns to the daily pattern of obedience and repentance which forms the way
there, concluding with a final, motivating glimpse of the joys which await the
faithful pilgrim. Robert Boenig141describes the Parson's Tale as neither `mystical'
nor `visionary; ' yet the final lines suggest something of the warmth of devotion
associatedwith the contemplative life.

Chaucerpresentsthe Parsonhimself as a role modelfor an integratedlife of teaching
and service, `riche of hooly thoght and werk', who practiseswhat he preachesand
gloriouspilgrymage,' a pilgrimagewhich doesnot merelyleadto but in fact constitutes- 'is highte' 'Jerusalemcelestial.' Patterson(1978),379.
141Boenig (1995), 39.
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whose`bisynesse'is to `drawenfolk to heveneby fairenesse'(Geis.Pro!. 519-520).
Here we have the same kind of commitment to the pilgrimage of life as that
exemplifiedby Piers Plowman.Unlike Langland,however,Chaucerdoesnot reject
placepilgrimageout of hand.Instead,he placesit in the largercontextof earthly life,
marred by transient relationships,trials and uncertainties,yet also holding out the
prospectof the eternalsecurityof heaven.

3. FROM PROLOGUE TO PARSON'S TALE:

PILGRIMAGE AND THE TALES `IN BETWEEN'
If pilgrimage itself, as an informing concept (rather than simply a mechanism
for gathering storytellers together) is persuasive in relation to the beginning

and end of the poem, it accounts less persuasivelyfor what passesin
between.'42

Everybody agreesthat the Canterbury Tales has a coherentbeginning and
.
end, but the large undistributed middle remains to challenge the ingenuity of
143
the exegete.

If the role of the Parson's Tale is essentially to integrate various understandings of
pilgrimage, what then is the place of the tales which precede it? Many answers to
144
is
function,
have
debated.
I
been
Their
this question
suggest,
offered and
straightforward yet profound, for they depict the everyday world through which the
journey
home
both
its
its
heavenly
towards
the
attractions
and
pilgrim must
with
flaws clearly displayed. The tales and their prologues are lively and witty, full of

142Blamires(1987),5.
43Patterson(1978),372.
44Patterson(1978)summarisesa numberof views on the relationshipbetweenthe Parson'sTaleand
the othertales.
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humour and colour; yet into them are woven a number
of `pilgrimage cluster'
concepts, such as transience, sin, judgement and the precarious nature of human
achievement. The blend of fun, honour, bawdiness and betrayal reveals the tensions
between human aspirations and the realities of a fallen
world, the affirmation of
human life shadowed by the theme of mutability, and constant
reminders of the
transience of human existence and the frailty of human pleasures. It is not necessary
to trace detailed links between the Parson's Tale and the other tales to see the
connection. The tales, simply by presenting the excitement and the insecurity of
being human, demonstrate the need for the kind of eternal sikernressewhich the
Parson's Tale, with its emphasis on the ! if perdurable, offers to those who know that
death, unfaithfulness and the unpredictability of Fortune threaten even their greatest
triumphs. The strong sense of the transience of earthly pleasures derives from the
recurring themes of the closenessof death, both physical and spiritual, the reality of
human suffering and the unreliability of human love. There are in fact very few tales
through which the dark thread of death does not run, whether they are heroic or
comic in tone. In his discussion of the very first tale, Edward Irving comments:

Death certainly plays a major role in the Knight's Tale, where an
unforgettableand truly central image is the taas, the tangled heap of dead
bodiesthat thepilours or plundererspaw their way through and from which
they rip the nearlydeadPalomonandArcite.'45
It is in fact the contemplation of the reality of death (`they lyvede never man", he

seyde/Inal this world, that somtyme he ne deyde') which promptsEgeusto declare
This worlde nys but a thurghfareful of wo,

"s Irving (1995),45. Irving also comments:'In
actualitydisorderand violenceare everywherein the
Knight's Tale,built into the very natureof thingsasin Beowulf' (48).
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And we beenpilgrymes,passyngeto andfro
146

(Knight's Tale,2847-8)

and to expoundupon the transienceof this world in a passagewhich recalls the ubi
147
laments
in
Old
English
sun!
which appear
poetry:
The grete tounes se we wane and wende

Thannemay ye sethat al this thyng hathende.

(3025-6)

Such solemnity sits well with a heroic theme; yet as we turn to the boisterous
Miller's Tale we find that even in fabliaux the idea of death, particularly sudden
death, plays an important role in the plot. Not only is the carpenter the more ready to
believe in Nicholas' illness becausehis own mind has been running on the frailty of
human life:

This world is now ful likel, sikerly'49
I saughtoday a cors yborn to chirche
That now, on Monday last, I saughhym wirche
(Miller's Tale, 3428-30)

`46Kolve suggeststhat hereChauceris presentinga limited, pre-Christianview of life Kolve (1984),
156-7.
147This point is madeby Irving (1995),58. Seealso Westlund(1964),534. The u61suet formulaalso
appearsin the Parson'sTale: `Wherebeenthannethe gayerobes,and the solle shetesand the smale
' (197).
shertes?
1' An interestingconjunctionof ideaswhich suggeststhat the only surething aboutthis world is its
insecurity.
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but the ever-presentthreat of God's judgement149
lends credibility to the Clerk's
deception.As the Reeveintroduceshis response,he too refersto the fact, expounded
in the Fathers,'sothat from the momentof birth, deathis comingcloser:
For sikerly, whan I was bore, anon
Deethdroughthe tappeof lyf and leet it gon,
And ever sithebath so the the tappeyronne
Til that almoostal empty is the tonne.
(Reeve'sPrologue, 3 891-4)

Even the comic confusion of the end of the tale rests in part, as Robert Boenig has
15'
pointed out, on the parodying of a devout death-scene.Death, it seems, is almost
everywhere in the Canterbury Tales.

The Friar's

Tale concerns a Summoner

snatchedaway without warning to hell, and the Summoner's Tale includes the death
of a baby. The Clerk in his Prologue pausesto muse on the deaths of Petrarch and
Lignano:

But Deeth,that wol nat sufre us dwellenheer
But asit were a twynklyng of an ye,
Hem bothehath slayn,andalle shul we dye
(Clerk's Prol. 34-6)

and omens of death weigh heavily on the mind of the hero of the Nun's Priest's Tale.

Even the squeamishPrioressrelates a tale of bloody murder, while the exuberant
149Emmcrson and Hertzman (1988), 406n.

150For exampleAugustine:'For no soonerdo we begin to live in this dying body than we begin to
toward death...the whole of our life is nothingbut a racetowardsdeath.' Augustine
moveceaselessly
of Hippo, City of God,Bk XIII. Ch 10.
131Boenig(1995),48-9.
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Wife of Bath's Prologue'52 not only records the deaths
of five husbandsbut
acknowledgesthe sad truth that the beautyand vitality with which she has secured
her triumphsarewaning fast:
But age,alias,that al wole envenyme,
Hath mebiraft my beauteeand my pith.
(Wife of Bath's Prologue, 474-5)
The Pardoner's Tale has been described as

a narrative fraught with the mystery of spiritual as well as physical death,
'53
innate
inexorable
justice.
God's
the
with
mysteryof man's
evil andof
There is real suffering in these tales, its poignancy intensified by the fact that it is so
often inflicted by those from whom love, protection and loyalty should be expected.
Thus in the Man of Law's Tale, Constance is subjected to an unwanted marriage by
her parents and twice exiled by successivemothers-in-law, while in the Clerk's Tale
Griselda endures endless cruel tests at the hands of her husband. Love, it seems,
'54
is
life.
Infidelity
offers no more security than
rife,
no relationship is safe, no
'"
marriage sacrosanct.

Good women are oppressed, bad women betray their
husbands; both sexes are portrayed as lecherous and predatory.156 Even the
seemingly idyllic partnership of Dorigen and Averagus is made vulnerable by
Dorigen's fear for her husband's safety and the opportunism of Aurelius. Such fears
were not without foundation for even if, by chance, your loved one is neither

'52The WifeofBath's Taleis a story of rape
and the threatof capitalpunishment.
133Ruggiers (1965), 126.SecalsoEmmersonandHertzman(1988),420.
'-" For exampletheMiller's Tale,the Shipman'sTaleandtheAferchant'sTale.
'" Despitethe Christianteachingabout monogamyand fidelity it was an age when family life was
often brief and fragile. SeeDu Boulay(1974),452.
156For examplethe figuresof Januaryandthe Wife of Bath
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faithless, nor inclined to make unreasonabledemands,they may yet be snatched
from you by death,as Constancediscoveredfollowing her reunionwith Alla:
But litel while it lasteth,I yow heete,
Joyeof this world, for tyme wol nat abyde;
Fro day to nyght it changethasthe tyde...
For Deeth,that takethof heighand logh his rente,
When passedwas a yeer, evene as I gesse,

Out of this world this kyng Alla he hente.
(Man of Law's Tale, 1132-4,1142-4)
The picture painted by the tales, therefore, simply reflects the realities of medieval
life, both positive and negative. Interwoven with the threads of humour, romance and
illness,
betrayal,
darker
the
violence and
greed,
unabashed sexuality are
strands of
judgement. The Parson's Tale requires no other setting to give it significance. Nor is
there any need to postulate an intricate pattern of influence either from the tales to
the Parson's Tale or vice versa. There are, of course, echoesto be detected, since the
conversation and interaction of the pilgrims inevitably reveal the characteristics of
the Deadly Sins which influence human nature and the Parson presentsan analysis of
be
is,
however,
There
to
tidy
pattern
no
the nature and effect of those same sins.
observed nor should we expect one.

4. Conclusion
Many critics feel that with the Parson's Tale and the Retraction, the Canterbury
Tales comesnot merely to an end but to a `deadend', with a rejection of life and
literature,fun and fiction. '" ThusDerekPearsallcomments:
's' ScePatterson(1978);Cooper(1983),207 speaksof the Parson'sTale as 'a blind alley.'
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The finality of the Parson's Tale is the finality of a terminal illness: you are
going into a hospital where you will die; various things will be done to you;
you will never come out. There is no doubt either about the finality of the
Retraction. It is the final act of The Canterbury Tales, the act of contrition
which answers the urgent call for penitence at the end of the Parson's Tale,
and it is ostensibly the final act of Chaucer's poetic career, in which,
symbolically, he unwrites those of his writings that have to do with sin, that
is, with earthly desires or matters. It is not just the closure of a fiction but the
denial of fiction and of any non-doctrinal value that might be attached td it,
'58
from
fiction-making.
the
the
and
exit
world of
Pearsall in fact argues that the ending, as he describes it, was supersededby a later
plan which included a return journey to Southwerk and a four-tale per pilgrim
structure. This `new' scheme he sees as involving 'a healthily unspiritual view of
pilgrimages' which includes thinking of `coming back and having prizes and
159
dinners.
'
As I have indicated earlier, I do not see the Parson's Tale as
celebration
signalling a withdrawal from life, nor do I feel that there would necessarily have
been anything unspiritual, either in having in mind the return journey or in
celebrating with a feast. If the Parson's Tale, as I have suggested,offers a means to
integrate the moral pilgrimage of daily life and the seeking of holy places into the
longer journey to the heavenly city, then there is no need to see the alternative
structures proposed by critics as fundamentally irreconcilable. Whether Chaucer
intended his narrative to conclude as the pilgrims neared Canterbury, or whether he
intended to bring them back triumphantly to the Tabard Inn before they returned to
their homes, does not in fact make any difference from the perspective of medieval
158Pearsall(1997),34.
159Pearsall (1997), 36. Derek Brewer, commenting on an earlier version of this view sees it as overingenious Brewer (1998), 274-8.
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spirituality. The endingof the CanterburyTalesdoesnot mark an endto living either
for the characterswithin the fiction or for the fiction's audience.Both have a long
journey still aheadbut the Parsonoffers not only guidancethrough the difficulties
but inspirationto keepmoving in the right direction. In their study `The Canterbury
Talesin EscatologicalPerspective,
' EmmersonandHertzmancommentthat
the Canterbury Tales does not conclude, as do The Pearl and the Commedia
with a vision of the New Jerusalemor a journey into Paradise160

yet the Parson does in fact provide a description of the New Jerusalem,which though
brief, fulfils the same function as the vision of the city in Pearl: to make the recipient
want to reach heaven and be willing to change their way of life accordingly. This is
161
`passionless
but a word-picture carefully constructed to move and
not
piety'
motivate.

Sympatheticreadingsof the Parson's Tale have beenunderminedby the apparent
Retraction.
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fiction
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160Emmcrson and Hcrtzman (1988), 415.
161Lawton (1987),

162Emmersonand Hertzman(1988),411, cites Acrs (1980)as an exampleof 'critical refusalto deal
both seriouslyand sympatheticallywith theRetraction.'
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rejects fables, that is stories which contain falsehood,163in favour of 'moralitee and
vertuous mateere,' a not unreasonablestance for a preacher to take. He encourages
his audience to review their lives and work and to
ask mercy for all that has fallen
short of perfect obedience to God's standards. He also notes that they should recall
their failures not for `delit'(134)164 but for repentance. Chaucer in the Retraction
reviews his own work as a writer and apparently feels that some parts of it are more
acceptableto God than others. He does not reject all his Canterbury Tales, only those
`that sownen into synne' and it is possible that as a writer possessedof moral
awareness,he may have wondered if characters such as the Wife of Bath had not in
fact achieved a vitality and stature which would make an audience unduly
sympathetic to their misdemeanours. Certainly either Alisoun of Bath or Alisoun of
Oxenford makes a far more dynamic figure than the worthy Griselda. The problem
of making virtue as exciting as vice is that which Milton faced in Paradise Lost. His
response,therefore, is in effect a review of his own earthly pilgrimage and in Mark
Allen's summary, `a recognition of the flaws in all earthly activity. 165John Wall
likewise seesthe form of Chaucer's Retraction as

both sincereand adequateexactly becauseChaucer,by professiona writer,
makesa responsibledistinction betweenall his works: someare unarguably
edifying but the secularworks will always be that samefallible mixture of
good andevil which we haveseenportrayedin the `synful folk unstable'(VII
[B2] 1877) of the pilgrimage. Chaucerthe writer as penitent acknowledges

163Parson's Prol. 30-34. The Parson is
citing 1Timothy 1.4; 4: 7 and 2 Tim 4:4 in which the apostle is
concerned about false teaching, which will lead believers astray. Falsehood is not necessarily the
same thing as fiction.

'6' `Cookehe that thilke remembraunce
ne be to hym no dellt by no way but greet shameand sorwe
for his gilt' Parson's Tale, 134.This contrastswith the Wife of Bath's rememberingwhich is marked
moreby self-congratulationthanby signsof remorse.
163Allen (1987),96.
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firmly that his works are the best he was capableof and yet must be flawed
becauseof `worldly vanitees.' In that senseonly doeshe disownhis works.'66
This perspective on the ending of the Canterbury Tales and the Retraction is, I
believe, consistent with the spiritual understanding which undergirds the whole of
the work. Chaucer's approach to both Christianity and creativity tends towards
inclusivity rather than exclusivity, yet it is clear that he is intensely aware of tensions
in both these spheres.In so far as any medieval writer was able to do, he achieves a
degree of harmonisation between the different understandings of pilgrimage current
at the time, while remaining aware that neither the world of fiction nor the world of
human endeavour can in the end match the world that is yet to come.

"" Wall (1986), 191.
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CHAPTER X

INNER JOURNEYS
There is no need to run to Rome or Jerusalemto look
for [Jesus]there, but turn your thought into your own
soul where he is hidden.
(Scale, 1,49)'
Fro spot my spyryt ker sprangin space;
My body on balke per bod. In sweuen
My goste is gon in Godez grace.

(Pearl, 61-3)2

Introduction
In examining the meanings of pilgrimage in Middle English texts, I have thus far
concentrated in the main on the relationship between moral pilgrimage and place
pilgrimage, and the outworking of this relationship in the writings of Langland and
Chaucer. There is, however, a third strand of the pilgrimage motif clearly discernible
in medieval literature: the paradox of inner journeying or `interior' pilgrimage, in
which progress can only be made by staying still. This particular aspectof pilgrimage
plays a significant role within monasticism, anchoritism, mysticism and meditation
Ancrene
is
importance
in
texts
the
the
such
as
and of considerable
consideration of

1 Sincethe projectededitionof the Scaleby the Early EnglishTextsSocietyis not yet complete,I have
usedthe modernEnglish renderingof CambridgeUniversityLibrary MS. Add. 6686and MS. Harley
6579,the manuscriptschosenfor theforthcomingeditionsof Book I and2 Hilton (1991).
2Poemsof thePearlManuscript.
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3 the Scale Perfection, Pearl and the
Wisse,be Pilgrimage of fie Lyfe of%eMannhode,
of
Book ofMargery Kempe.

The forms taken by inner journeys were many, including prayer, dreams, visions and
the sanctified use of the imagination. Those who advocated suchjourneying within the
soul commonly insisted that physical stability, together with a correspondingdegreeof
detachment from the world around, was a pre-requisite for spiritual growth. The
theological basis for such an approach was of long standing and, for its proponents at
least, its logic was unassailable. As has been demonstratedin the earlier chapters of
this thesis, the primary justification of Christian place pilgrimage was the desire to
encounter the person whose presence made the place holy. Yet New Testament and
patristic writers repeatedly asserted the omnipresence and universal accessibility of
God through the Holy Spirit. If, as must ultimately be the casefor all Christians, God
was the primary person sought, a different kind of journey of encounter was surely
indicated. Monks, anchorites mystics and lay people,4 therefore, were encouragedto
in
did
inwardly.
They
in
from
travel
to
so
the world around them
order
withdraw
varying degrees and using different strategies and the extant accounts of their
different
flexibility
the
writers employed
with
which
responsesreveal
extraordinary
the linked motifs of exile, pilgrimage and longing for the heavenly Jerusalem.

It is evident,therefore,that within medievalspirituality, interior pilgrimage and the
popular practice of place pilgrimage stand at opposite ends of the pilgrimage spectrum,
in
between.
It
by
Langland
daily
life
the
was of
service
advocated
of obedient
with
Just
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to
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as some people sought to combine place pilgrimage and moral obedience, so others
journeying
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Life
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attempted
3 The anonymousfiiieenth-ccnturyMiddle Englishprosetranslationof dc Dcguilc%ille'sLe Pelerinage
de !a Wehumaine.
4 SeeHilton'sAlixedLife.
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ContemplativeLife. ' Few, however,soughtto reconcileall three. The most notable
exceptionin the contextof medievalEnglishliteraturewasthe irrepressiblyspirituallyin this areawill be consideredin due
ambitiousMargeryKempe,whoseachievements
course.

1. PEREGRINATIO INSTABILITATE:

THE CLOISTER AND

THE CELL
From its very beginnings in the desertsof Egypt and Judea,6 the monastic life had been
7
form
regarded as a
of exile, a particular expressionof the pilgrimage of life. Men and
women left their homes, families and communities and entered upon a life of
deprivation in this world in order to become citizens of the world to come. This
movement was characterised by a rejection of the values of human society and a
willingness to venture (quite literally in the early days) into the desert. Like Abraham'
they respondedto the call to leave their homeland; like Moses and the people of Israel9
they travelled through the wilderness to the Promised Land; like Jesus'° they faced
temptation and spiritual struggles in the desert. The fame of the Desert Fathers spread
into Western Europe inspiring not only the Celtic peregrini who sought their own
`deserts in the ocean'" but the coenobitic orders developed by St Benedict and
'
2
others.

s In the Fire of Love Ch 21, Rolle statesthat this is impossible but Hilton encouragesit Hilton (1986).
6 SeeChapter II: 2.

`Depuissesorigins, le monachismeavait etd considCr4par certain de scslv*sentants, et desplus
authentiques,
commeuneformed'exil.' Leclcrcq(1964),35.
8 SeeChapterI: 1.D.
9 SeeChapterI: I.E.
10Luke4.
11Adomnan,Life of Columba,1.6.SeeCh. VI.
12SeeLawrence(1984).
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An essential feature of this highly-specialised pilgrim life
was stability, stability of
purpose, matched increasingly by stability of location. The peregrini who travelled
extensively across Europe during the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries, were
committed to the paradoxical principle which Jean Leclercq has describedas stabllitas
in peregrinatione. 13 As the first millennium drew to its close, the
pendulum was
shifting towards the literal stability exemplified in the Benedictine Rule: monasticism
becameinstead a life of peregrinatio in stabilitate:
L'institution cenobitique apparaissaitcomme permettant ä tous, et meme aux
plus ardents,ä ceux qui jadis fusssentpartis en de lointain deserts,une synthese
superieure de tour les elements inclus dans la traditionelle peregrination: le
monasterepouvait etre pour tous un desert oü l'on reste stable avec un esprit
d'exile. On avait jadis pratique une stabilitas in peregrination; on decouvrait
14
'
in
maintenant uneperegrinatio
stabilitate.

From the twelfth centuryonwardscamea growth in the numberof anchorites,who in
many respectsinherited the mantles of both the Desert Fathers" and the Celtic
peregrini. Their interpretation of stability took the most extreme form possible as they

13 Leclercq (1961), 51. Constable (1976), 131,
points out that `even the highly individualistic Irish
monks were expectedto seek the permission of their superiors before setting out as peregrini. There are
many stories in the Lives of the Irish saints about would-be pilgrims who were dissuadedfrom leaving
by holy men or angelic visitations and about devils who sought to persuade monks to leave their
monasteries.'

14Leclercq(1961),51.
15Warren(1985),8-9, comments:`Thecell itself, thatplacefrom which theanchoritecouldnot venture,
wasinvestedwith manyoverlappingmeanings.It wasa versionof the deserthomeof the first Christian
anchorites,the arenaof spiritual warfare,a placefor contemplation... The anchorite'scell would be
both the site of the devil's attackas well as the mountainof contemplation.It wasa new versionof the
desertcave.'
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were literally walled into a cell16to exploretheir innerjourney with God,their bodies
stationarythat their spiritsmight roamfree from worldly contaminationor distractions.
Their motivation was a refined version of that which drove place pilgrims; here, at
leastin theory,'7 therewas no seekingof materialbenefitsbut simply a desirefor God
anda longingto reachthe heavenlyJerusalem.

A. Monasticism as pilgrimage
The conceptof monasticismas a specialisedform of the pilgrimageof life generates
both positive and negativeoutcomesin Middle Englishtexts. In taePilgrimageof j)e
18as in the Frenchtext from which it is derived,the would-be
Lyfe of ße Ma nhode,
pilgrim twice comes to grief as he seeksto journey towards the heavenly Jerusalem,
first in his encounter with the Seven Deadly Sins and then as he attempts to cross the
seaof the world. It is at this point of needthat the Ship `cleped Religioun' is presented
19
heavenly
for
Jerusalem:
the pilgrim to reachthe
as a costly, yet sure and swift way

be wey is lasseandmichel shortereto go bi to pe citeeker bou woldestgo to.
(PePilgrimageof%eLyle of fie Manhode,6689)
If into Jerusalemhastliche Pou wolt go, Jou mustest entere hider in and logge

in oon of kes castelles,eiperof Cluigni [Cluny] or of Cistiaus[Citeaux]or in
anooper... Alle bendefensableand strongefor to keepegerinnebogebody

16SeeWarren(1985),Ch. 4.
171tis possibleto arguethatfor someat leastthemonasticlife represented
a certainsecurityin termsof
provisionof homeandfood
18Written,accordingto thetext: `for goodpilgrymepat in bis world swishwey wole holde, at he go to
goodhaueneand at he haueof heuen bejoye (7296-7).' Secde Deguileville,Pe Pilgrimageof JieLyfe
of JieManhode;Tuve(1966),Ch. 3, Henry(1986a),Henry(1986b).
19Henry(1986b),232,pointsout thatthis is oneof the shortcutsmentionedat the outsetof Book I.
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andsoule.
(6749-6754)
Thoughthe pilgrim is warnedthat Penitencewill featurelargein life on boardship, he
is still glad to embracethe offer. His attemptto journey throughthe world hashardly
20
beena resoundingsuccess:
`Lady,' quod I, `short wey is good for a recreaunt[defeated]pilgrime, and
recreauntI am andtrauailed.'
(6695-6)

His answer illustrates the common medieval perception that the pilgrim life in the
everyday world was spiritually more hazardousthan life in the cloister, which offered
21
from
a measureof protection
temptation. The point is reiteratedby Grace Dieu:

It is betterepanbi swymmynge:Peibenin perile,pilke at passenbi
swymmynge.

(6756-7)
The ship metaphor echoesthe motif of peregrinatio in stabilitale. Having entered the
vessel, the pilgrim in one senseremains stationary as he is carried across the sea. In
another sense, however, he is made to progress in spiritual understanding and
discipline, experiencing the Gryselichhede of Helle [Horror of the pains of Hell],
submitting to Obedienceand realising that the way to the heavenly city lies through

20Henry (1986b),229, summarises
the pilgrim's progressthusfar. 'He hasno steadyroad onceout of
the church,he finds his path only to loseit at once,to be confrontedwithout warning,by the Seaof the
World,bumbleabout,andapparentlysucceedin landingonly on theshorehe originallyleft (6649).'
21SeeDyas(1997a),105-8.
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Wilful Pouerte,the voluntaryrenunciationof all that ties humanbeingsto the
present
world:
[Wilful Pouerte]singeth Patshehak nothingaboutehire at shal withholde
...
hire to passeto PeciteePereshewolde go to.
(6876,6883-4)
In many monastic texts commitment to physical stability is
equatedwith obedience.In
theological terms the disobedience and consequent exile of Adam and Eve is thus
reversed as individuals accept voluntary exile, either within their own country or
abroad, as a part of their willingness to submit to God. The Rule of the Master and the
Rule of St Benedict both22categorise monks according to their commitment to these
twin ideals. There are two types of good monks: Coenobites and anchorites, both
committed to obedienceand stability; and two types of bad monks: the worldly and the
wanderers. In reality, of course, the principle of stabilitas was frequently honoured
more in the breach than in the observanceand there is documentary evidence of many
attempts, by both Councils of the Church and individual monastic leaders, to correct
the tendency of religious to wander outside their cloisters.23Of particular concern was
the question of place pilgrimage. While it was accepted that some monks and nuns
occasionally neededto travel, either to conduct essentialbusinessor when directed to
move from one community to another, influential figures such as Anselm and Bernard
of Clairvaux consistently opposed the idea that those vowed to a life of monastic
pilgrimage should be permitted to leave the cloister to engage in pilgrimage to holy
places. Leaving aside such pragmatic considerationsas the increasedrisk of exposure
to temptation, arguments tend to focus on the relationship between the heavenly and
the earthly Jerusalem,which functioned as the archetypeof place pilgrimage. Anselm,
The relationshipbetweenthesetextsis still a matterof scholarlydiscussionbut it is significantthat
is oneof the sectionscommonto both.
condemnation
of Gyrovagues
SeeConstable(1976).
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for example (writing c. 1086), urged a young man who
was planning to visit the earthly
Jerusalem `to put aside the Jerusalem which is now the vision not of peace but of
begin the way to the heavenly Jerusalem which is the vision of
and
....
24
peace. In similar vein, Geoffrey of Vendome urged: `we should not stray from the
tribulation

journey of our profession in order to make a journey to Jerusalem.'" Bernard of
Clairvaux goes even further by assertingthat the cloister itself prefigures the heavenly
Jerusalem.26Writing of a cleric who has become a monk instead of travelling to the
earthly Jerusalem,he states:

Philippusvester,volensproficisci Ierosolymam,compendiumviae invenit, et
cito pervenit quo volebat ...Stantessunt jam pedeseius in atriis Jerusalem...
Ingressus est sanctam civitatem
Et si vultis scire, Claravallis est. Ipsa est
...
Ierusalem, ei quae in caelis est.27

Your Philip, wishing to set out to Jerusalem,found a short cut and quickly
arrivedwherehe wishedto go .... His feet arealreadystandingin the courtsof
Jerusalem He hasenteredthe holy city And if you wish to know, this is
...
...
Clairvaux.Sheherselfis Jerusalem,the onewhich is in heaven.
Elsewherehe reiterateshis understandingof the monasticlife as `aperegrinatio in which
the monk travelled with his heart while remaining stable with his body':28 `It is the
24Anselm, Letter 117 in Opera Omnia, ed. F.S.Schmitt. Edinburgh, 1946-61. Cited Constable (1976),
133. SeeChapter III: S for the argumentsput forward by Gregory of Nyssa in the fourth century.

25PL, 157,162BC.CitedConstable(1976),134.
26 Leclercq, (1982), 68-9: St Bernard defines the monk as a dweller in Jerusalem:monachusel
lerosolymita.Not that he must be bodily in the city whereJesusdied For the monk this might be
...
anywhere.It is particularlyin a placewhere,far from the world andfrom sin, onedrawscloseto God ...
The monasteryis thenaJerusalemin anticipation[my italics].'
27Letter 64 in Bernard of Clairvamx,Letters.

2"Constable(1976),136n41.SeealsoLcclercq(1964),82-4.
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vocation of a monk to seek not the earthly but the heavenly Jerusalem,and he will do this
29
by
in
his
feet
but
by
his
dispositions.
'
not
setting out on
progressing

Such exhortations put into context the less flattering profiles of monasticism presented
by Langland and Chaucer. It is noteworthy that both use the image (possibly first
"
by
in
his
Athanasius
Life
St
Anthony),
employed
of
of the monk out of the cloister
being like a fish out of water, suggestingthat they are deliberately evoking the central
importance of stabilitas within the monastic calling. Langland's criticism is overt;31
Chaucer's is veiled but equally damning.32Both these monks are hunters,33an activity
which involves illicit roaming across the countryside; Chaucer's Monk is engaged,as
is the Prioress, on a place pilgrimage which, though ostensibly a pious act, in fact
contraveneshis very identity as a religious. Recognition of such overt disobediencein
the realm of place pilgrimage prompts a re-examination of the quality of their life
fall
both
in
in
terms
also
clearly
pilgrimage
of obedience and spirituality, areas which
in
function
be
Monastic
the
to
therefore,
to
seen
can
short.
attitudes place pilgrimage,
in
indicators
highly
Chaucer
Langland
exposure of the
significant
writings of
and
as
failings of the ecclesiastical establishment. Thus the two most senior Church figures
Wife
just
like
Canterbury
Tales
the
the
of
unashamedly-worldly
within
stand exposed,
Bath, to the chargeof `wandryngeby the wey'.

B. Enclosure as journey
The anchoritic life is the ultimate expressionof voluntary exile coupled with physical
hermit
days
In
the
terms
the
anchorite
and
the
early
of
monastic movement
stabilitas.
29Bernardof Clairvaux Letters431.
,
30Writtenc. 360.
31Piers Plowman, PassusX 295-315.

32CanterburyTales,Gen.Prol. 165-297.
33Chaucer'suseof the termoutrdere (Gen.Pro!. 166)alsoservesto underlinethefact that the Monk all
too frequentlyis to be foundoutsideratherthaninsidehis monastery.
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were virtually interchangeablesince the activity (anachorein, to withdraw) was almost
always linked to one particular location, the eremos or desert34In medieval English
spirituality however, anchorite came to mean one whose pilgrimage through life was
bounded by physical enclosure. Until the end of the twelfth century anchorites had
fifteenth
frequently
but
from
been
to
the
to
the
thirteenth
most
attached monasteries
"
in
hospitals
century they often settled towns, close to churches,
or town gates. The
exile which they experienced, the wilderness to which they retreated, were not
physical but spiritual. Though the actual distancetraversed may have been small, their
in
decisive
to
the
they
world
enclosure signalled a
renouncedattachment
movement as
favour of an existence `lived out in the presenceof God alone.'36
Throughout anchoritic writings there is a strong senseof leaving the familiar and the
comfortable in order to venture into the wilderness with God, of being called away
from the world in which humankind is presently exiled, in order to seek the true
homeland. Richard Rolle (b.c. 1300), writing to a nun recently enclosed as an
anchoress,promises:

And if you havesorowefor Pi synnes,andfor kou ert swalang in exile owte of
Pi contre,andforsakesPersolaceof is lyfe, you sal havefor Pi sorowPejoy
37
heven.
of
In a passage borrowed from Bernard of Clairvaux, the author of Halt Meidhad
38
is
land
lond
describes this fallen world as a
that
a
wholly unlike
of unlicnesse,

34SecWarren(1985),S.
35SeeLeclercq(1987),69-70.
36Leclercq(1987),73.
37Rolle,Form of Living, x. 154-7in English Writings.
38'Whatcanbe a clearersign of her heavenlyorigin than that sheretainsa naturallikenessto it in the
land of unlikeness,than that as an exile on earthsheenjoysthe glory of the celibatelife, than that she
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heaven,in which the virgin, though an exile on earth, may yet live as if alreadya
citizenof heaven:
i
ant pis worlt pet is icleopet`lond of unlicnesse'edhalthire burdein [Iicnesse]
of heouenlichcunde,pah ha beo utlaheProf ant i licome of lam; ant in bestes
bodi nehliueö heoueneengel.
(Hall Meldhad, 6/15-18)

The themeof anticipationof the life of heaven39
is given concreteform in a passage
4°
heavenly
Jerusalem:
is
which envisagesvirgins as alreadyinhabitingSion,that the
meiden stont purh heh lif i Pe tur of Ierusalem.... of Pet Syon ha bihalt al Pe
kah
ha
ha
lead,
hire;
liflade
heouenlich
ket
purh
worlt under
ant
ant
englene
licomliche wunie upon eoroe, [ha stihe6 gasteliche], ant is as i Syon, ke hehe
tur of heouene.
(HaliMeidhad, 2/9-13)

This use of the idea of Sion has a curiousduality. The maidenlooks down from her
tower on thosewho, by abandoningpurity, havedistancedthemselvesfrom God.Her
has
her
(and
to
to
an
made
own commitment virginity
possibly enclosureas well)41
is
however,
from
At
tower
the
the
the
time,
presentedas the safe
same
exile
world.
Watson
Nicholas
less
have
from
themselves.
the
pointsout the
pure
exiled
place
which

lives like an angelin the celibatebody.' Bernardof Clairvaur, Works,Vol 3,79. This theme,which is
alsousedby William of St Thierry canbe tracedbackto Plotinus. SeeNall AfeidhadIntroductionand
noteto 6/15-16.
39See[Nall Meidhad,1982#901,Introduction,xxviii-xxx andsection2B below.
40CompareAncreneWisse11190/6:`3ebcoöin ienisalem.'
41Bella Millet suggeststhat the text may be addressed
to anchorcsscs
or nuns.SeeHall Afeidhad,xxiixxiii.
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paradox:
Since [Hall Meidhad] presents virginity as a tower or fortress which the
worldly are so foolish as to leave, the anchoragecomes implicitly to represent
that tower and is thus no longer a place for those who have forsaken the world
but on the contrary a place that the world has forsaken. This is a static image
instead of telling the readerto opt out, it adjures her not to opt in.42
...
In anchoritic texts images of exile frequently double as images of constraint. Not only
do anchorites experience literal imprisonment within a confined space but it is also
noticeable that those who write for their guidance and encouragement constantly
employ metaphors of confinement. As Watson also notes: `Ancrene Wisse is
dominated by images of enclosure or fixity
bodies,
crucifixions, walls,
-wombs,
castles.'43 Yet the thrust of these images is not negative but positive; the chamber
where the anchoress is confined, which must constantly be guarded from external
assault, is also the place where God will come to her and she will experience a
foretaste of heaven.44

The thirteenth century Ancrene Wisserepeatedly employs pilgrimage imagery, though
the precise point of the metaphor changesaccording to the context. In the section on
Temptation, the author weaves together the concept of anchorites as the spiritual
descendants of the Desert Fathers and the Exodus motif of the people of Israel
travelling towards the Promised Land. As in the monastic writings examined earlier in
this chapter, the attention of these stationary pilgrims is repeatedly directed towards
reaching the heavenly Jerusalem:

42Watson (1987), 142
43Watson (1987), 138
44Ancrene esse (cd. Tolläcn), 21/18-23.
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Wildernesseis anlich lif of ancrewununge Bi Pis wildernessewende ure
...
lauerdesfolc as exodetele3towardto eadi lond of ierusalem Ant 3e mine
...
leoue sustrenwendeöbi be ilke wei toward to heheierusalem...gab pah ful
warliche.for i Piswildernessebeoöuuelebeastesmoni. Liun of prude.Neddre
of attri onde.vnicorne of wreaööe.Beore of deadslawde.Vox of 3isceunge.
Suheof 3iuernesse.
Scorpiunwiö be teil of stinginde leccherie.
(Ancrene Wisse, 101/10-11,16-24)

Dusmine leoue sustreni PewildernessePer3e gaö in wi8 godesfolc toward
(108/19-20)
ierusalemeslond.
It is interesting to note that the author explicitly links resistanceto the Seven Deadly
Sins with the idea of the pilgrimage through life. 45 The image is given additional force

through the associationof the desertwith demonsand monsterswho opposeGod's
46The
themeof pilgrimageis also woven into the sectionson Confessionand
servants.
Penance.The powerof confessionto redeemthe sinful soul is likenedto the entry of
the people of Israel into the Promised Land: `Schrift reaueö pe feond his lond. `a is be
helle'
(Anrenne
fine
feondes
ferd
be
[Canaan]
&
todriue8
of
sun
mon.
al
chanaan
Wisse V. 155/2-4). In introducing the section on Penance, the author refers his
life:
`Ich
St
Peter's
the
those
to
to
engagedupon
pilgrimage of
audience
exhortation
hal si ow he seih as elbeodie & pilegrimes.j3 3e wiöhalden ow from fleschliche lustes
be weomö a3ein pe sawle' (VI. 178/6-8) and comparesthe motivation and rewards of
those who travel to holy places on earth and those whose goal is heaven:

Pis beoö hali men PePahha beoni Peworld, ha beoÖkrin as pilegrimes.&
Pe
Non
&
heouene.
liflade
to
toward
segge3wiö apostle.
richeof
gaö wiö god
habemushic manentemciuitatem,set futurum inquirimus ah habbeöhare
...
4SIncluding a description of the appropriateremedia. Compare the Parson's Tale (Chapter IX: 2A).
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heorteeauertoward heouene.& alienwel to habben.for oöer pilegrimesgab
mucheswincto sechenanesontesbanesas seinlamesoOerseingiles. Ah beo
pilegrimesbe gaOtoward heouene.ha gaö to beonisontet.& to findengodd
seolf& alle his half halhen.
(AncreneWisse,VI. 178/13-17,20-25)
Here however, the pilgrim model, though expressiveof detachmentfrom the world, is
insufficient to convey the fullness of the anchoritic calling. The author of the Ancre,,e
Wisse,here as elsewhere,is following St Bernard,47who suggeststhat there are in fact
three stagesof detachmentfrom the world: pilgrimage, death and crucifixion. Pilgrims,
though dedicated to their task, are still capable of falling prey to distractions and
making but slow progress with their journey; the life of the anchorite requires that its
proponents be not only detached from the world but dead to its call and even capable

of rejoicingin the experienceof crucifixion. Suchexperiencesof joy in the anchoritic
life stemfrom experiencingthe presenceof God, andthus anticipatingthe glories of
heaven.The reasonthe anchoritesare wooed away from the world is to meet with
God. The `desert'of the anchorholdis thus seento function in the samepositivesense
48
in
God
Israel:
the
as wilderness which
wooedthe peopleof
Broht tu haues me fra pe world to bur of ýi burde.stekedme i chambre A
...
*5SeeChapterI: 1.E.
e See Ancrene Wisse (ed Shepherd), Appendix, for a translation of the text of Bernard's Seventh
Sermonin Lent (PL 183.183-6).

48'1 will allure her and will leadher into the wilderness:and I will speakto her heart' (Hosea2:14-15).
SeeChapterI. I. E. 'If the anchoressrepudiatesthe world, physicalcomfortand the pleasureof sexual
intimacy,andengagesin a heroicandanxiousstruggleagainsther own sinful natureandthe promptings
of the devil, shedoesso not only for the hopeof a high heavenlyreward ... but for a union with Christ,
her beloved,which beginshere in this life.' [AnchoriticSpirituality, 1991#18], Intro. 24. Compare
Hilton: 'Your staterequiresyou to be contemplative- for that is the purposeand intention of your
enclosure'Hilton, Scale,1.3.
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iesu
swete
mi liues luue wiö blod ku hauesme boht.. & fram be world bu
hauesme broht.

(Wohunge
of UreLmierd,572-5,587-90)
Yet in these early writings, such as Ancrene Wisseand the Katherine Group texts, the
experience of inner encounter with God still remains on the whole somewhat
49
embryonic. For a fuller development of the meaning of `interior' pilgrimage we must
turn to the mystics of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

2. MYSTICISM: SEEKING THE INTERIOR JERUSALEM
There is no need to run to Rome or Jerusalemto look for [Jesus] there, but turn
your thought into your own soul where he is hidden.
(Scale of Perfection, 1.49)

Thanowre lordeopennedemy gastlyeyennandschewydme my saulein myddys
of my herte.I sawemy sauleswalargeasit warea kyngdom... my thoughit was
a wirschipfullecite. In myddysof this cite sittesourelordeJhesu.
(A Bookof Showingsto theAnchoressJuliwi of Norwich, ShortText, 268)
It is generally agreedthat the writings of the Middle English mystics representa
further stagealongthe road which the anchoritesand spiritualwriters of the twelfth"
51
had
begun
to explore. In somerespects,and this is
and thirteenthcenturies
already
49SceDinzelbacher(1987)and Watson(1987)of the differencesbetweenthe experiences
describedin
anchoritic texts of the thirteenthcentury and those of the mystics of the fourteenthand fifteenth
centuries.
S0Dinzelbacher(1987),120-5,notesaspectsof mysticalexperience
emergingin twelfth-centurywriters
suchas Christinaof Markyate,Ailred andGodric,which includea 'turningof the individual to its own
interior,the 'loving relationto Jesus',and 'emotionalreaction at contactwith thedivine.'
...
S' Therehasbeenmuch discussionaboutthe differencesin contentand spiritualexpectationof earlier
are
anchoritictextsandlatermysticalwritings.Therearealsodifferencesof opinionaboutwhich N%Titcrs
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particularly evident in the writings of the Cloud-author (well-known for his anxiety
lest unsuitable persons should gain access to his teachings), 52 they become more
exclusive. In other ways they seem to reflect something of the growing desire of the
laity to be able to experienceGod more directly. 33To read the work of Rolle, Hilton,
the Cloud-author, Julian of Norwich and Margery Kempe, is to become aware of the
tremendousrange of personalitiesand mystical approacheswhich existed in this period
in
the
and
of
variety
of
ways
which the pilgrimage motif is employed. Rolle
encouragesthose who wish to draw close to God to meditate upon the Passion of
Christ, visiting through the imagination the events and places which feature in the
biblical narrative. This type of meditation, also encouraged by the PseudoBonaventuran Meditations on the Life of Christ is itself a kind of peregrinatio in
stabilitate, a place pilgrimage of the mind, which is designed to evoke the emotion,
compunction and desire to imitate Christ which should also accompanya literal visit to
the Holy Land. It is this route which is taken by Julian of Norwich as her expressed
desire `to hauebene that tyme with Mary Mawdeleyne and with others that I myght
...
haue senebodylye the passion of our Lord' is fulfilled through visions of the Crucified
Christ rather than through travelling to the site of the Crucifixion. For Rolle and Julian
such meditations on God's revelation form a vital part of the spiritual route to be
taken; for the Cloud-author, on the other hand, true spiritual journeying is described in
terms of the via negativa, a processof moving away from all that is known in order to
encounter the one who is beyond human thought. Walter Hilton offers a middle way,
quick to warn of the dangers of spiritual excess,yet writing with a kind of controlled

entitledto be calledmystics.Examinationof the pilgrimageconceptwithin thesevarioustextsoffers,I
suggest,an opportunityto tracethe extentto which this conceptprovidesa commontheme,together
with insightsinto the differentwaysin which this motif couldbeemployed
52Cloud Unknowing, 2119.
of

53Watson(1987), 134-7observesthat late medievalEnglish spiritualityis 'a spirituality of ascentor
' 'almost exclusivelya spirituality of the interior life' and yet is 'in anothersenserelatively
progress,
unspecialised,
maltinglittle distinctionbetweenthe solitary,themonasticandthesecularlife.'
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passion which is extraordinarily powerful, about the possibility of encountering God
within the inner reaches of the soul. Passion also characterisesthe Book of Margery
Kempe, though control is not such an obvious feature of Margery's
responseto God.
Many have dismissed or marginalised Margery's Book, yet there are core elements
of
her approachto life which have more in common with other, more structured,
mystical
writers, than might be supposed.Placing the works of such a disparategroup of writers
within the framework of the pilgrimage motif provides valuable insights into their
common heritage, bringing to the fore three elementswhich are both deeply-rooted in
biblical and patristic tradition and highly characteristic of the later middle ages:
interiorisation, anticipation and the prioritisation of personover place.54

A. The interior Jerusalem
In exploring the relationship between place pilgrimage and the inner spiritual journeys
experienced by writers such as Rolle, Hilton and the Cloud-author, Victor and Edith
Turner observe: `Pilgrimage may be thought of as extroverted mysticism, just as
mysticism is introverted pilgrimage. The pilgrim physically travels a mystical way; the
mystic sets forth on an interior spiritual pilgrimage. '" An insistence on the interior
56
journeying
is
indeed
intrinsic
nature of spiritual
to medieval mystical writings. In his
influential treatise,ltinerarium mentis in Deum, Bonaventure (c. 1217-74) describesthe
stagesof `interior progress' (gradus interiores)57by which the individual may arrive

54All of which can be observedin Pearl. SeeSection 3.
ssTurner and Turner (1978), 33-34.

56Dinzelbacher(1987), 120, speaksof the `turning of the individual to its own interior.' Jeffrey
comments:'The goal of the mystics,briefly put, is to be so carriedout of the physicalworld in the
ecstasisof contemplationthat the soul entersinto an inner and utter communionwith God, an
"inexpressibleforetasteof eternalsweetness,
" asRolle says.The experience
is profoundlyemotionaland
interior.' TheLaw of Love, 16.
57Bonaventure: ldnerafre, I. 1
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at the `interior Jerusalem'(irr interiori Hierosolyma).3 The treatisedraws heavily
59
Biblical
images
homeland:
upon
of exile andpilgrimage,exodusandpromised
We shall be true Hebrewspassingover from Egypt to the land promisedto
their fathers(Exodus 13:36); we shall also be Christianspassingover with
Christfrom this world to thefather (John 13:1).
(I. 9)
By the staff of the cross he passesover the Red Sea,going from Egypt into the
desert, where he will taste the hidde,i manila; and with Christ he rests in the

tomb asif deadto the outerworld but experiencing,asfar as is possiblein this
wayfarer's state,what was saidon the crossto the thief who adheredto Christ;
Todayyou shall be with me in paradise. '

(VII. 2)

The soul, by entering into itself, enters the heavenly Jerusalem, where
beholding the choirs of angels,it seesin them God.'
(IV. 4)

This inward movementdescribedby Bonaventure,foundedupon prayer,holinessof
life and meditation,60lies at the heartof the experiencesoutlined by RichardRolle61

58Bonaventure:
I ineraire,VII. 1
59'The Latin term ifnerarium,
cnture's day
which could be renderedby the English "itinerary, " in Bona%,
meant what pertains to a journey in general, a plan for a journey or a description of a journey; in
ecclesiasticalterminology it also meant a prayer for a safejourney or a pilgrimage to, or a description of
a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. In his title Bonaventure seems to include all of these meanings
symbolically, since they are all contained in some way in the piece itself. ' Bonaventure, The Sous
Journey, Intro. 21.

60We must first pray, then live holy lives and thirdly concentrateour attentionupon the reflectionsof
truth. By concentratingtherewe must ascendstepby stepuntil we reachthe height of the mountain
wherethe Godofgods is seenin Sion.Bonavcnture,TheSoul'sJourney,1.8.
61' [Rolle] throughouthis worksassociates
the solitarylife with theinteriorlife of the spirit; in his model
the hermit'sconversionfrom the world is a turningfrom fleshto spirit, andfrom outerto inner.' Watson
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and Walter Hilton. Both, like Bonaventure, seethe mystical life as a steadyascentbut,
while Rolle believes that only those committed to the solitary life are able to enjoy
such communion with God,62 Hilton, writing nearly half a century later, is more
flexible in his approach. His Mixed Life offers advice to layman
a
on combining
elementsof the Active and Contemplative lives and in the secondbook of the Scale of
Perfection he also seemsto open up the way of contemplation to a wider audience.63
This apparent liberality also marks a shift towards greater interiorisation, since Hilton
seemsto be less concernedwith physical detachmentfrom the world than with an all-

absorbingspiritual focus upon the desiredgoal. He dealsin considerabledepthwith
the inherentsinfulnessof the humanheart,pointingout in Book I that to be enclosedis
not in itself to be free from sin. His thorough-goingexpositionof sin is matchedwith a
persuasive account of the efficacy of penance and a powerful exposition of interior
65
inverted
image
Jerusalem:
the
pilgrimage" as a
of
pilgrimage to the earthly

Thereis oneway... anyonewho takesandkeepsto it shallcometo the city of
(1989),136.
62`TheharmonybetweenRolle's sense himselfandof
of
otherhermitsasspecialistsof the innerlife and
his evangelisticdesireto sharehis knowledgebreaksdown in the insistencethat the spirituallife at its
highestis practisedonly by hermits.' Watson(1989),142.
63John Clark in his introduction to the Scale notes a `shift of emphasisbetween the two books; Scale I
envisages the contemplative life as the preserve, in principle, of those vowed to the contemplative
religious state, while Scale 2 sees `contemplation" or (as it is them called) "reforming in feeling," as
something to which every Christian should aspire, whatever his or her statein life' Hilton (1991), 19-20.
This shift in emphasis opens the way for someone like Margery Kempc to explore new ways of
integrating mystical experienceinto life in the wider world

64This conjunctionof themesmirrorsthe three-cornered
relationshipbetweenthe SevenDeadly Sins,
Penanceand the pilgrimageof life toposobservedearlierin Piers PloKmnan
and the CanterburyTales
(seeChaptersVIII and IX above).
65 Hussey (1989), 121, when speakingof compilationswhich include extractsfrom the mystics,
commentsthat `the pilgrimageto Jerusalemfrom Scale II becamesomethingof a filtcenth-ccntury
classic.'
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Jerusalem,andneverlosehis life or be slainor die of want.He would often be
robbedand badly beatenand suffer great distresson his journey, but his life
would be safe...
Whatever you hear, see or feel that would hinder you on your way, do not
but always go forth on your way and think that you
willingly stay with it
...
If men want to delay you with stories and feed you
want to be in Jerusalem.
...
with lies, trying to draw you to pleasuresand make you leave your pilgrimage,
turn a deaf ear and do not reply, saying only that you want to be in Jerusalem.
The beginning of the highway along which you shall go is reforming in faith
if you are now reformed by the sacrament of
the
you
are
on
right
road
...
penance...
Just as a true pilgrim going to Jerusalem leaves behind him house and land,
wife and children, and makes himself poor and bare of all that he has in order
to travel light and without hindrance, so if you want to be a spiritual pilgrim
you are to make yourself naked of all that you have
...
You shall within a short time come to the city of Jerusalem.

(2.21)

Do not believe [your enemies]. Say nothing else but that you want to have
Jesusand be in Jerusalem
Keep on your way to Jerusalem.
...

(2.22)

When you are in this darknessyou are much nearer Jerusalemthan when you
are in the midst of that false light ... the desire to love Jesus, felt in this
darkness,kills all sins
then you are fast drawing near to Jerusalem.You are
...
not there yet, but before you come to it you will be able to see it from afar, by
the small suddengleamsthat shine through little cranniesfrom afar.

(2.25)

There is a curious tension involved in Hilton's use of this extendedpilgrimage
from
metaphor.So vividly realisedare the incidentsand attitudeswhich he selectsTM
the experiences
of placepilgrims that the exemplumis in dangerof overshadowing,or
66Accountsof pilgrimagesto holy places,suchasthoseof Felix FabriandMargeryKcmpc,suggestthat
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even contradicting the application. Hilton's general attitude towards visiting holy place
is less than positive. Not only does he insist that travelling to `Rome
and Jerusalem' is
unnecessary(1.49); he also suggeststhat place pilgrimage representsan easier option
than living a life of charity, that is pursuing a life of moral pilgrimage of the kind
advocatedby Langland: `There is no difficulty in
Rome and Jerusalemon
to
going
...
But it is a very difficult thing for someone to love his fellow
your bare feet
...
Christian in charity' (1.65).67 Yet for all its potential ambiguity, the
power of the
pilgrim image in this context is unmistakable, communicating in poetic yet intensely
practical form the essentialsof the journey: the distractions which will beset those in
search of God, the need for single-mindednessand perseverance,and, above all, the
need to be possessedby an overwhelming desire to reach the goal. To reject physical
journeying is only half the story; what Hilton puts in its place is a journey in
which
every positive characteristic of the place pilgrim is taken and set alight with a burning
desire for God.68

B. Anticipation
A striking elementof the spirituality of Rolle, Hilton andthe otherEnglish mysticsis
the temporal duality of their ambitions and experiences, a factor noted by Marion
Glasscoewho speaksof

the mystics' witness that true human fulfilment is the concomitant of what is
experienced as a spiritual journey to a goal beyond time that is occasionally
anticipated and known in time, the element within which our curiously mixed
physical and spiritual natures cohere and mature. They convey a double sense

this is a somewhatidealisedsummary.
67CompareGregoryof NyssaandJerome(Chapter111.5).
68As anothergreatEnglishmysticalwriter of the periodmadeclear,echoingthe wordsof St Augustine
and St Bernard,it is to be `ronneby desires,not by pasesof feet.' Cloudof Unknowing,112/14.
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being
linear
but
that
of experience:
process;
of a
also of an eternalstateof
which informs and transcendsit, andwhich is accessedwithin the structureof
human nature, itself programmed with a restlessnessthat can be assuagedby
nothing less.'69

The mystics,therefore,are prepared,as pilgrims and strangerson earth,to travel the
long road to heaven; yet they also wish, through their interior journeying, to be
in
his
Inceiulizim
in
heaven
Rolle
to
the
allowed
present.
experience something of
Amoris, speaksof his initial astonishment that such a thing could be possible: `I had
his
%70
have
known
own
thought
that we exiles could possibly
never
such warmth, yet

homeland:
heavenly
leads
foretastes
him
the
to
to
experience
of
urgeothers enjoysuch
And pi thoght sal al be on Jhesu,and so be receyved aboven at erthly thyng,
intil
Joke
hert
pi
Pe
pat
Pe
firmament
Pe
mai
egh of
aboven
and
sternes,so
heven.7'

Hilton speaksof the contemplativebeing ' illumined by the graceof the Holy Spirit to
seeintellectuallythe Truth, which is God, and also spiritualthings, with a soft sweet
burning love for him' and encouragesthe belief that `the beginning of this
in
heaven.
P72
In
is
kept
it
fullness
`the
be
in
life'
felt
though
this
of
contemplationmay
Eight Chapterson Perfectionhe outlinesfive stagesof contemplation,the fifth being
`whannea man is reisedup to pe biholdyngof heuenlipingis. And janne feelik
...
69Glasscoe(1993),4.
70Rolle, Fire of Love, Prol.

" Rolle, Ego Donnio, 259-262in English Writings.Similarly in Angels' Song, 15, Hilton comments:
`Piswondyrfulonyd may nou3tbe fulfilled parfiitely,contynuelly,holyly in 1,is lyfe for cornqcion of !e
flesche,bot anly in be blis of heuen'YorkshireWriters,176.
72Hilton, Scale, 1.8. Compare Adam of Dryburgh. SeeJamesHogg who quotes Adam's insistence that
'the life of the cell is as essentialto the interior life as water is to fish and shccpfold to sheep' and notes
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7'
he
heuenly
blis'
(Chapter
lV).
For the Cloud-author,
andperseyueb a glymeryngeof
suchexperiences
aremorerareandrarified,yet nonethe lessreal:
pan wil he sumtymeparauentureseendoute a bemeof goostly li3t, peersyng
pis cloudeof vnknowyng Panschaltyou feie pine affeccion enflamidwip
...
be feire of his loue,fer morepenI kanteile pee,or may,or wile, at pis tyme.74

C. The priority of person over place
ThoughBonaventurespeaksof seekingan `interior Jerusalem'it is clear that in this
context, as in the Psalms which Bonaventure expounds, that Jerusalem is of
importance only as the place in which God is to be found.75 The goal of the
76
is
definitely
but
contemplative quite
not a place
a person:
According to our spiritual proposition, Jerusalem is as much to say sight of
peace and standsfor contemplation ... for contemplation is nothing other than a

(2.21)

is
Jesus,
sightof
who true peace.'
Hilton's

statement makes apparent a simultaneous correspondence and
have
between
interior
As
seen,
pilgrimage. we
contradistinction
placepilgrimageand

his claim that 'he who lives in the cell lives in heaven' Hogg, 1989#400], 75.
73Hilton, Eight Chapters on Perfection.
74Cloud of Unknowing, 62/14.

'S Bonaventurestates:'we mustascendstepby stepuntil we reachtheheightof the mountainwherethe
Godofgods is seenin Sion (Ps.83.8)' Bonaventure,TheSoul'sJourney,1.8.CompareHilton: 'the God
of godsshallbe seenin Syon.... he shall give gifts of graceto his chosensouls ... throughwhich grace
they shall profit and grow from strengthto strengthtill they cometo Syon;that is until they cometo
contemplation,in which they shallseethe Godof gods.Hilton, Scale,2.19.
76As Husseypoints out, the mysticsdescribedwhat they did as 'contemplation'Hussey(1989), 109.
The objectof their contemplationwasGod
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the desire to encounter a person was fundamental to the Christian understanding of
journey
in
journey
Jerusalem
to the
To
to
to
the
was essence
place pilgrimage.
earthly
place on earth where God was most especially present. Hilton's stress on the
heavenly
both
brings
the
true
the
the
the
nature of
earthly and
etymology of
out
name
Jerusalemsas settings in which God is to be contemplated and worshipped. At the
same time it suggeststhe irrelevance of physical travel in such a quest. Dinzelbacher
is
feature
later
`The
the
that
the ecstatic meeting with
mystics
notes
of
characteristic
God, rather than the ecstaticvisit to eschatologicalspaces(which exist in their spiritual
importance).
'"
less
but
as
well
are
clearly
of
world

D. Margery Kempe: a model of integration?
78
The Book of Margery Kempe has intrigued and infuriated modern critics, just as its
heroine seemsto have intrigued and infuriated her contemporaries.The work claims to
be a `short tretys and a comfortabyl for synful wrecchys' (Proem), charting the
from
journey
a condition of going astray and experiencing
spiritual
of one who moves
joys
her
lead
to
the
instability
of
the
to
to commitment
way which would
spiritual

heaven:
ben
[wayward]
had
unstable
and
evyr
this creaturwhych many yerys
gon wyl
by
drawen
the
to
perfeccyon.
of
wey
andsteryd entren
was parfythly
(Bookof Margery Kempe,Proem,18-19P
Yet the text, produced according to the Proem under circumstancesof considerable
80
those
life,
the
is
as
treatise
such
difficulty,
way
mystical
a
on
nor
neither a saint's

77Dinzelbacher (1987), 125.

7$SeeMcEntire(1992b),Introduction.
79Quotationstakenfrom TheBookof11largeryKempe(ed. Staley).
80SeeSzell(1992),on parallelsbetweentheBookandfemalesaints'LJve.
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81
by
Rolle
Hilton.
Its unique character derives largely from the fact that,
produced
or
although it is written in the third person, the narrative voice is in fact that of the chief
82
herself.
Hagiographic texts, though always shaped by a
Margery
protagonist,
specific agenda, usually claim a measure of detachment since they are presented as
biographies rather than as autobiographies. In Margery's Book, however, we are
apparently offered an `inside' view of how the world appearsto the one struggling to
achieve sanctity, a self-portrait of a would-be saint. Before acceptingthe lessonswhich
the Book claims to impart, it is therefore necessaryfor the reader to evaluate the one
is
for
It
this reasonthat the majority of those seeking
whose experiencesare portrayed.
to interpret Margery's Book have focused upon the problem of understandingMargery
herself, together with her relationships with the wider community. Like these critics, I
too wish to concentrate upon the figure of Margery as presentedin the text. Unlike
key
however,
to the
I
the
to
that
these
most useful
suggest
many of
critics,
wish
interpretation of Margery's character and conduct lies not in seeking to identify
"
in
but
have
from
diseases
the
suffered,
may
which
she
or
emotional
physiological
believe,
her
I
to
which,
and
various understandingsof pilgrimage which were available
her
history.
curious
shaped
The remarkably frank account contained in the Book of Margery Kempe outlines the
history of a proud, ambitious woman, daughter of one wealthy tradesmanand reluctant
illness
by
life
and spiritual
of
a combination
was changed
wife of another, whose
dream
(I.
in
joy
heavenly
by
Urged
a
she
received
the
which
on
glimpse of
revelation.
3), Margery expressedher passionatelonging to encounter God in a tireless round of
Assisi,
Jerusalem
Rome,
Compostela,
Canterbury,
and
pilgrimaging as she visited

81In fact as Atkinson observesMargery `meanther book to be a witness,not a theologicaltreatise'
Atkinson(1983)24
82I disagreewith Lynn Staley,who in the introductionto her editionof the BookofAforgery Kempe,810,differentiatesbetweenKempethenarratorandMargerythefictionalheroine.
83Thoughthesemayhavebeena contributoryfactorin theexpression
of herspirituality.
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many other holy places `for gostly [spiritual] helth'(I. 10). Not for Margery the quiet
of the cloister or the anchorite's cell: indeed Maureen Fries, in comparing her with
Julian of Norwich, comments that the two resemble `constant motion opposed to
complete stasis.'84 Margery's earnestdesire for `hy contemplacyon' (Proem) resulted
in visions, conversationswith Christ and his mother and noisy fits of weeping. These
became more pronounced when she journeyed to Rome and Jerusalem and, not
surprisingly, made her an uncomfortable travelling companion. Yet Margery's
85
for
its
lack
narrative,
all
apparent self-promotion and
of order, reveals two elements
its
her
important
figure
in
discussion
the
the
which make
an
of
pilgrimage motif and
degree
boundaries
to
various strands of meaning: a refusal recognise
and a surprising
life
but
integration.
is,
innate
Margery's
believe,
There
I
to
one
spiritual
of
an
order
in
is
immediately
The
tendency,
to
the
observable
which not
apparent
modern reader.
both those who would dismiss her mystical pretensions86and those who would defend
her as a proto-feminist, to focus on the perceived disorderlinessof her behaviour, has
her
barrier
to
to
own
within
she
achieve
understanding what
was seeking
acted as a
terms of reference.

Therehavebeenmanyattemptsto analyseMargery and her behaviourand assessher
87
dismissed
'88
has
`quite
been
She
tradition.
and
the
as
mad,
statuswithin
mystical
describedas an exampleof `hystericaldevotionalism'whose caseillustrates`social
been
have
'89
There
in
later
the
also
suggestions
medievalworld.
and sexualrepression

84Fries (1984), 229.

83Both in termsof structureandin termsof thebehaviourdepictedwithin it.
86Knowles,(1961),148,concludesthat her book `haslittle in it of deepspiritualwisdomandnothingof
'
truemysticalexperience.
87McEntire(1992b),Introduction,hasa usefulsummary.
88Howard(1980),34.
89Weissman(1982),202.SeealsoPartner(1991),60-66.
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that her behaviour was triggered by a variety of physical and psychiatric problems.90
Her approachto spirituality has been written off as bizarre; it has also been recognised,
with I believe a considerable measure of justification, as `solidly rooted in medieval
spiritual traditions. '91 The influence of the Continental women mystics is clearly of
92
here.
Margery enters into the biblical narrative as outlined in
particular significance
the pseudo-BonaventuranMeditatiofis, 93 she manifests a gift of tears, like Mary of
Oignes (d. 1213);94 she undergoes a mystical wedding to Christ like Dorothea of
Montau (1347-94) and Catherine of Siena (d. 1380), and fearlessly confronts powerful
establishment figures in the manner of St Bridget of Sweden (d. 1373).95 It is no
accident, I suggest,that Margery consistently describes herself as this creatur. She is
in a sensea construct of all the available spiritual models which her age offered to her
in
them
them
all
of
at
once
and
all
of
still
embryonic (some would say, `half-baked')
form. Yet there is a thread of consistent identity running through Margery's selfrevelatory narrative - and it is the identity of a pilgrim. Margery's greatest attribute,
(and greatestproblem) is that she wants to be a pilgrim in every senseof the word. In
this sense she is to be regarded not only as an heir to long-established spiritual
traditions but as someonewho seriously attempted to develop and apply them to her
own time and situation. According to her Book, she is conscious of the `wretchyd
wordelys exile' of humankind (Ch 42) and filled with longing for the `blysse of heven

90Suchas various forms of epilepsy.Whilst not excludingthe possibility that some of Margery's
behaviourmay havebeenpromptedby physiologicalor psychiatricdisorders,her Book remainsa text
which presentsitself as a work of spiritualvalueandpart of it wasapparentlypreservedas suchby the
Carthusian.
91Armstrong (1992), 17.

92Riehle(1981)explorestheseconnections.
93Enteringinto the biblical narrativewas supposed
to shapethe perceptionsand spiritualgrowth of the
disposition
hand,
Margery,
to
to do the shaping,as
the
strong
seems
show
a
on
other
one meditating;
in a disputewith theapostles(Ch 73).
whensheengages
94SeeAtkinson(1983),31-31.
95Bridgetof Sweden,Liber Celestis.
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(Ch 3). She longs for intimacy with God in this world and her running dialogue with
the various persons of the Trinity functions as her personal equivalent of the
experienceswhich Rolle, Hilton and the Cloud-author, in their different ways, interpret
joys
in
inner
journeying:
the
as progress
of heavenvouchsafedto those
anticipations of
who are still on the road to the heavenly Jerusalem. As Professor Stan Hussey
comments perceptively: `[Margery's] direct accessto Christ - in which he often takes
the initiative - becomesher way of transcendingthe world while still remaining in it. '96
Margery, as I indicated at the beginning of this chapter, refused to be bound by the
conventional wisdom which, in effect, restricted Christians to enjoying at most two out
highlyinstead
the
to
three
a
of
experience
chief modes of pilgrimage:
she sought
unusual97 combination of interior, moral and place pilgrimage. This instinct to
integrate rather than select, may be linked with a principle of specifically feminine
spirituality suggestedby SandraJ. McEntire:

The patternof femalespirituality doesnot divide a womanfrom herselfbut
...
integratesher in her very self, including everythingthat entersher sphere.She
For
for
woman's spiritual
as
completion.
strives not so much
perfection
journey, union includesall that is homelyand earthlyaswell as the mysticand
have
her
includes
It
the
contradictions
which
essentialnatureand
visionary.
98
beenimposedupon herby her societyandculture.
Whether her attitude was due to her gender, temperament, lack of theological

Margery's
devotion,
tempestuous
career was
whole
overflowing
or
understanding
96Hussey(1989), 118.Dickman(1980), 169suggeststhat Margerymay havebeeninfluencedby the
in
it.
'
'way
in
the
St
Bridget
staying
to
transcend
while
world
seekinga
exampleof
97Shemay be in part following the exampleof St Bridget who foundeda monasticorder as well as
(1992).
Holloway
See
her
the
visions.
of
as
result
undertakingplacepilgrimages
1 McEntire(1992a),54-6.
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shapedby her desireto simultaneously visit holy places,grow in obedienceto God and
anticipate the joys of heaven through intimate personal encounters with God. It was
this very refusal to choose between the traditional pilgrimage options, together with
her determination to integrate what many would consider irreconcilable, which made
her so difficult for the ecclesiastical establishment to understand and for more
conventional Christians to accept. Margery's whole life is characterised by the
breaking down of commonly-accepted boundaries; indeed her eclectic spirituality
leaves her vulnerable to chargesof Lollardry. Her attempts to integrate her experience
of God into everyday life are at the root of many of the difficulties which beset her.
She shocks clerics through the earthinessof her spirituality yet she also unnerves her
fellow pilgrims by taking her spiritual concernsto the dinner table I. 26). She seeksthe
counsel of Julian of Norwich; yet her desire for God does not move her to follow
Julian's example of enclosure. ' Presumably Margery could have opted for an
anchorite's cell but she does not seem to view physical enclosure as a necessary
'00
journeying.
Instead her approach seemscloser to Hilton's
concomitant of spiritual
teaching in his Mixed Life and in Book 2 of the Scale of Perfection, in that externals
are seenas less important than inner motivation.

Margery defied (and continuesto defy) classification becauseshe appearsto have been
had
the
to
problems
which
exercised
either unable or unwilling
acknowledge
theologians for centuries. The tension between interior pilgrimage and place
in
for
her.
difficulty
does
She
to
cannot
any
simply
perceive
pilgrimage
not seem exist
taking experiences which were supposed to belong within the cloister or the

9' Unlike Dorothea of Montau who after undergoing marriage, child-bearing. a vow of chastity,
widowhood and pilgrimage to holy places (all experienceswhich Margery shared), became a recluse.
SeeGlasscoe(1993), 284-5.

10°Beckwith(1986),37 comments,`Margerywasa religiouswomanwho refusedthe spacetraditionally
allottedto religiouswomen- the sanctuary(or imprisonment)providedby the anchorcss'scell or the
nunnery.'
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anchorite's cell, out on the road with her, as she deals with the stressesof daily life at
home in East Anglia, and as she travels far and wide in search of holy
places.
Strangely enough it is this very lack of perception which gives Margery's life story its
integrity and its stability. Stability may seem a curious word to apply to Margery
Kempe; yet there is, I believe, a certain propriety in so doing. Of all the pilgrimage
narratives which I have examined, it is Margery's account of her life and spiritual
experiencewhich comes closestto resolving the tension between physical and spiritual
journeying. Firstly, there is an essential continuity in her spiritual life in that the
experiences which she undergoes in Compostela, Rome and Jerusalem are merely
different in degree,not in kind, from those which characteriseher life at home.101Like
Julian, Margery is profoundly affected by meditating on the events of the Passion at
home: unlike Julian, she also travels to seethe setting for herself and weeps and sobs,
`as thow sehehad seyn owyr Lord wyth hir bodyly ey sufferyng hys Passyonat that
tyme (I. 28). 102Her Book claims that her desire to know God and to obey him is
equally strong in both contexts. When rebuked during her travels abroad for speaking
of `the love and goodnessof our Lord, as much at table as in other places,' she replies,
`Owyr Lord almyghty is as gret a lord her as in Inglond, and as gret cawse have I to
lofe hym her as ther.have as great cause to love him here as there' (I. Ch.26).
Secondly, she regards her journey to the earthly Jerusalem as part of her life-long
103
it
for
pilgrimage, using as an opportunity
moral and spiritual growth:

Schehadevyr mechtribulacyontyl schecamto Jherusalem.
And, er schecam
101It is noticeablethat Margery's accountincludeslittle aboutthe experienceof travel. Sheis much
more concernedwith the spiritual significanceof her experiences:`God drow not hys gracefro hir
neithyrin cherch,nein schip,nein the see,nein no placethat sehecamto, for evyr schchadhym in her
sowie.' Book(cd. Staley)11,3.
102The parallelis pointedby the similarity in phraseology:Juliandesired'a bodily sight' of the Passion
of Christ(Bookof Showings,Ch,2). SeeChapterXI below.
103In this respectMargerypartakesof the stabilityof purposemanifestedby theperegrini of theearly
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ther, sche seyd to hem fat sche supposyd thei weryn grevyd wyth hir. "I prey
yow serys, beth in charite wyth me, for I am in charite wyth yow, & forgevyth
me that I have grevyd yow be pe wey. And, yyf any of yow hath anything
And, whan this creatur
trespasyd agens me, God forgeve it yow and I do"
...
saw Jerusalem...schethankyd God wyth al hir hert, preyng hym for hys mercy
that lych as he had browt hir to se this erdly cytd Jerusalemhe wold grawntyn
hir grace to se the blysful cite of Jerusalemabovyn, the cyte of hevyn.
(Book ofMargery Kempe, I. Ch. 28)
I know of no other contemporary account in English in which the sight of the earthly
Jerusalem prompts the pilgrim to pray for grace to see its heavenly counterpart.
Moreover, although Margery records and acceptsthe indulgences on offer at various
holy places in Jerusalem,she is told in a revelation that her sins `wer forgovyn the er
thow corn her' (I. Ch. 29)104and that there is no need for her to travel to Rome or
Compostela, `les than thu wil thin owyn seife.' When, later, she wishes to return to
Jerusalem,she is told that she may worship there in thought just as well as in body. It
is clear from this account that, although totally committed to place pilgrimage,
Margery does not consider her relationship with God to be dependent upon it. Her
her
begin
Jerusalem,
Rome
Compostela,
through
to
own
mid-way
and
which
visits
development, are presentedas enhancing her spiritual journey, however strange that
journey may appear; they are not regarded as a substitute for it. In this sense she is
Early
life
the
to
the
characterised
as pilgrimage which
understanding of
returning
Church,105yet also seeking to use place pilgrimage as a means of growth in
understandingand devotion.

Margery's attempts at integration expose the tensions which have fuelled the
period.
104See
alsoI. Ch 5.
los SeeChapter II.
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pilgrimage debate throughout the centuries. A mobile contemplative, whose visions
and piety were as likely to manifest themselvesas readily in the market-placeas in the
Mass, she was also a Martha turned Mary, who yet never quite succeededin shaking
off her worldly responsibilities. Much of the criticism levelled at Margery by recent
criticism centres on her supposedexhibitionism; more telling in terms of her multifaceted pilgrim aspirations is the feeling of her contemporariesthat she failed to fulfil
her moral responsibilities in terms of her calling as a wife (Ch 76). Assessmentof
Margery's successin combining her pilgrim roles is complicated by modern feminist
agendas; yet William Provost may well be correct when he suggests that the
`difference between Margery's troubled and troubling life and Julian's sereneone' is
"06
`a
With her initiation into mystical
more
matter of vocation rather than gender.
experience, Margery becomes, in his phrase, `vocationally bivalent'. Her callings as
wife and contemplative are not necessarily in conflict but any attempt to reconcile
them will, of necessity, be somewhat unorthodox. In terms of pilgrimage options,
Margery is in fact `tri-valent'. It would not have been impossible for her to combine
the Active and Contemplative lives to some degree,as Walter Hilton recommendedin
his Mixed Life; she could also have combined her home life with occasionaljourneys
to holy places. But Margery wishes to withdraw physically and spiritually from her
daily responsibilities, she wishes to be chaste, she wishes to spend her time in prayer
and she wishes to travel at will. It is therefore possible to see why her attempts at
integration could also be read as avenuesof escapefrom her proper responsibilities. It
is therefore in the area of moral pilgrimage that Margery is most vulnerable to
her
it
is
determinedly
having
true,
that
pursued
other pilgrimage
also
criticism, yet
in
goals against all opposition and mockery, the end she sacrificed the freedom she had
107
her
husband.
ailing
won, to return to nurse

106Provost(1992),11.
10'It is noteworthythat whenMargeryexpresses
concernlest caringfor her husbandshoulddraw her
Life
(1.76).
Christ
her
Active
from
the
the
of
reassures
of
value
away
prayer,
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Was Margery a true mystic? Her understanding of the technical aspectsof mysticism
was very limited and her refusal to conform to the accepted parameters of the
contemplative traditions would have hardly impressed the Cloud-author, or even
possibly Hilton. It is, however, widely acceptedthat her approachwas much closer to
that of Continental women mystics108and she did, according to her Book, receive
qualified encouragementfrom Julian of Norwich. With all her limitations it seemsthat
she had the heart of the matter in her for, like the anchorites and `accredited' mystics
examined earlier in this chapter, she found God in her innermost being, she
experienced in anticipation the joys of heaven and she focused unswervingly on the
person of God. This said, however, I believe that it is more useful to consider Margery
as pilgrim rather than mystic; as one whosejourney through life soughtto embraceand
incorporate every possible strand of spiritual experienceand whose Book is an attempt
to chronicle, explain and justify her approachto living. That she should have failed to
reconcile elementswhich must remain irreconcilable in a fallen world, is unsurprising;
what is remarkable is that a woman of her time and class should have conceived such a
radical interpretation of what it meant to be both pilgrim and prospective citizen of
heaven.

3. PEARL
Fro spotmy spyrytker sprangin space;
My body on balkeperbod.In sweuen
My goste is gon in Godez grace.
(Pearl, 61-3)109

The Middle Englishpoem known asPearl offers a numberof interestingparallelsto
for
is
it,
Sarah
in
interior
this
the examplesof
chapter
not
only
as
pilgrimageexamined
108Who also crossedboundaries.SeeDickman (1984).
109Poemsof the Pearl Manuscript.

Pilgrimswerethey all? 324

Stanbury points out, `in essencea journey to Jerusalem,' but the
narrator journeys in
spirit rather than in body, is granted a glimpse of the joys of heaven and moves
repeatedlyfrom a preoccupationwith place to focus upon a person. The poem is in fact
a journey to two Jerusalems:the earthly city where Christ died, and the heavenly
Jerusalemwhere he is revealed in glory. Significantly, the effect of this experienceof
inner pilgrimage is to enable the Dreamer to recognise his
own state of exile and to
motivate him to pursue a life of obedience in the hope that he will eventually be
admitted to the heavenly city.

Although the principal messageof Pearl is concernedwith interior and moral aspects
of the pilgrimage of life, there is throughout the poem a strong senseof place, and, in
particular, an exploration of the concept of places as settings for people. The poet
constantly plays with the conceit of the appropriate setting for his precious `pearl,' and
each location which he creates is charged with significance. Thus the opening
sequenceof the poem evokes the atmosphereof a shrine: a burial place imbued with
"°
This setting, however, is judged by the narrator as being
special significance.
inappropriate for a `perle withouten spot' (11)," for despite its beauty the garden is
heavy with the scent of mortality. The fragile beauty of flowers and fruit betoken the
transience of the present world, while the atmosphere of mourning underlines the
temporary nature of human existence.Grieving beside the grave of his infant daughter,
whose burial mound he treats almost as a reliquary, the narrator is portrayed as
desperatelylonging for physical closenessto the remains of his lost child and wholly
incapable of grasping the spiritual comfort which Christian teaching offers to the
bereaved.' 12He thus manifests the spiritual alienation which is characteristic of exiled

"o PearsallandSalter(1973),103detects`a strongsenseof enclosure.
'
11 The wordplay on the different meanings of spot underlines the importance of place in the Dreamer's
consciousnessat this point, while also setting up an implied tension between earthly existenceand the
concept of purity.

112On thephraseKyndeofKryst seeDyas(1997a),197-198.
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humankind.113

Like many a medieval pilgrim seeking illumination by the side of a saint's tomb, the
narrator therefore experiencesa vision, in which he is taught what his natural mind is
incapable of comprehending.His body remains by the grave while his spirit journeys
`in godez grace"4 to a place, usually identified as the Earthly Paradise.'" here grief
is temporarily forgotten in wonder, yet even as the Dreamer wanders enraptured
through the dazzling landscape,convinced (mistakenly) that he is in heaven,the poet
underlines his exclusion from the joys which lie beyond the river:

Bot pe waterwatz depe,I dorstnot wade,
And euer me longed ay more and more.
(Pearl, 143-144)

Ad Putter points out the similarities between this section of the poem and the Roman
de la Rose but also notes that unlike the Dreamer in the Roman, `the dreamerof Pearl
remains an outsider.'116This ongoing sense of exile is, however, part of a longestablishedtradition rather than the inspiration of a particular poet. From a theological
perspective it is inescapable:as a sinful human being, still engagedin the journey of
life, the Dreamer may glimpse future joys but cannot yet attain them. Nor is the place
itself, though comforting, the object of his quest; it is instead simply a new setting for
his `pearl'. The shift from the ephemeral beauty of the garden to the imperishable

113Blenkner(1970),225 citesHugh of St Victor. `Manwasdrivenfrom the faceof the Lord, sincefor
his sin hewasstrickenwith theblindnessof ignorance'.
114Boitani (1982), 104,recognisesthe echoesof 2 Corinthians12:1-5.This vision seemsto be of the
typedescribedin the Chastisingof God'sChildrenasa `spiritualvision or imaginatifChastising (1957),
169.
115SeePearsalland Salter (1973) Ch 3.
116Putter (1996), 154.
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splendours of `laystal clyffes' and leaves like `bornyst syluer' prefigures the
transformation which has taken place in the Dreamer's `lost' child, a transformation
which requires a radical re-evaluation of his perspectiveson life. Finding the person he
"7
in
fact
be
but
beginning
his
journey.
She
to
the
the
seeksproves
not
end
of
spiritual
is not what he thought her, nor in the end is she the one he should be seeking.Neither
the place he is in, nor the person on whom he has built his hopes can in fact meet his
needs. Before he is allowed to glimpse the Saviour, however, he must be brought to
realise his own spiritual shortcomings. The Maiden therefore begins by rebuking him
for setting his heart upon so transient a good as her own mortal self

For patyoulestezwatzbot a rose
Pat flowred and fayled as kynde hyt gef;
(Pearl, 269-70)

In condemninghis desireto crossthe river, sheremindshim that he is still a spiritual
heir
to the consequences
exile,
of Adam's dismissalfrom Eden.

Jouwylnezouerpyswaterto weue;
Er mosteyouceuerto oilercounsayl.
Icycorsein clot motcalderkeue,
For hit watz forgarteat paradysgreue;
Oure3orefaderhit conmysse3eme.
(Pearl, 318-322)

Her own assuredstatus as an innocent throws into sharp contrast the spiritual
insecurityof those,like the Dreamer,who have lived long in the world, prey to the

"'He remainsin the earthlyparadise,in a kind of `no-man'sland' from which he may glimpsebut not
yet enterheaven.
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enticements of sin.
poet
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119
motifs of purity and penance:

Graceinnoughpe monmay haue
Pat synnezpenne new, 3if hym repente,
Bot with sor3 and syt he mot hit craue,
And byde Pe payne perto is bent...

Hit is a dom pat neuerGod gaue
Pat euer pe gyltlez schulde be schente.
De gyltyf may contryssyoun hente
And be bur3 mercy to grace prY3t.
(661-4,666-670)

The life of penitent obedience is not here as siker for the soul as the Maiden's own
innocencebut it remains the surestroute available to the massof humanity.
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118Blenkner (1970), 230, detectsevidenceof severalof the SevenDeadly Sins in the Dreamer's
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`Why schal I boge mysseand mete?' (329)

The impact of the poem dependsupon this simultaneousperceptionof the
close bondthey once sharedand of the gap that hasnow openedup between
120
them.
Putterseesthis alienationasinevitable:
the Pearl-maiden has not only moved to a `strange place,' but has become
strange herself. This, of course, is what Christian teaching tells us. People in
heaven will no longer be as we knew them on earth. They live in perpetual
bliss, unburdened by the miseries that afflict human beings on earth, and no
longer consciousof past suffering.'2'
The Maiden's apparent detachmentfrom the problems of her bereavedparent does not
necessarily indicate that she is uncaring; care in this context, however, is denoted not
by emotion but by education. Having exposed the Dreamer's state of spiritual exile
his
broadens
him
the
and enlightened
on
vital subjectsof grace and penance,she now
horizons to encompassthe two cities of Jerusalem. First, she weaves a glancing
referenceto eachinto her discussionof salvation:

"Lorde, quo schal klymbe 1y hy3 hylle,
Oper rest withinne by holy place?"
Hymself to onsware he is not dylle:
"Hondelyngez harme pat dyt not ille,
bat is of hert boke clene and ly3t,

Derschalhys stepstableandstylle":

120Putter (1996), 180.
121Putter (1996), 185.
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De innosent is ay saf by ry3t.

(Pearl, 678-84)
IseLambes vyuez in blysse we bene,
A hondred and forty powsandeflot
As in Je Apocalyppez hit is sene

...

On Pehyl of Syon
...
De nwe cyte o Jerusalem.

(Pearl, 785-7,789,792)
In the Old TestamentSion was understoodto be the mountain in Jerusalemwhere God
122
his
dwelling;
in Christian thought it also stood for the heavenly city where
made
Christ reigns in glory. What is particularly interesting in the Maiden's discourse,
however, is the way in which the main presentationsof the two cities are both used to
focus attention on the person of Christ. The significance of the earthly Jerusalemin her
account is as the setting for Christ's crucifixion. Her description sets forth, in emotive
phrasesreminiscent of the Passion lyrics123and the meditations of Rolle, the nature
and the sacrificial death of Christ:

In Jerusalemwatz my Lemmanslayn
And rent on rodewith boyezbolde

...

Datwatt so fayr on to byholde
(Pearl, 805-6,810)

Whenher gazeshiftsto the New Jerusalemit is the awesomemajestyand authorityof
Christwhich comesinto focus(834-840).

122SeeChaptersI and II.
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When her uncomprehending parent confuses the old Jerusalem with the new the
Maiden is provided with a useful opportunity to explain the relationship between the
earthly and the heavenly cities: the old Jerusalembeing the setting where forgiveness
was purchased,the new Jerusalemthe place where its benefits will be enjoyed.

Of moteztwo to carpeclene,
And Jerusalemhy3t bobe nawbeles

...

In pat on oure pes watz mad at ene;
With payne to suffer pe Lombe hit chese;
In bat oiler is no3t bot pes to glene
Dat ay schal laste withouten reles.
(Pearl, 949-50,953 -6)
The Maiden's descriptions function in much the same manner as the meditations
in
by
Rolle,
Richard
the
operating
pseudo-Bonaventureand
outlined
writers such as
heavenly
imagination.
With
Dreamer's
the
the
the realm of the spiritual
own sight of
Jerusalem,the tone of the poem changesradically. The Dreamer moves in an instant
24
it
himself
for
from a position of being taught about the New Jerusalemto seeing
from hearing about the Crucifixion to gazing upon the wounds of the Lamb. He is
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but
in
fact
focus
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by
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place
not
awed
shining splendour, yet once again
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is:
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is
for
it
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Christ,
Person
what
presencewhich makes
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Of sunnene mone had pay no nede;
Ise Self God watz her lombe-lY3t,
Pe Lombe her lantyrne, withouten drede..
Best watz He, blypest, and moste to pryse,
Bot a wounde ful wyde and weete con wyse
123Selection of Religious Lyrics, nos 17-36.
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Anende Hys hert, ýur3 hyde torent.

(Pearl, 1045-7,1131,1135-6)
Here we are close to the immediacy of the mystical experience, as the dreamer is
touched by compunction, glimpses and longs to join in the joy of heaven.His
his
is
by
immaturity
his
to
accept
present
revealed
refusal
continuing spiritual
state of exile and by his fruitless attempt to join the heavenly throng. Yet when
he wakes to find himself back in the garden, it is the lost vision, rather than his
lost child, 125which now preoccupies him. Penitent and possessedof a new
stability of resolve, he vows himself to a life of obedient journeying to the
heavenly city, so that he too may become one of those who rejoice in the
is
heaven
foretaste
joys
brief
Saviour.
His
thus seento
the
the
of
of
presenceof
in
becomes
Pearl
Inner
pilgrimage
motivate a process of moral reformation.
the suprememotivation for the pursuit of the pilgrimage of life.

124On thedescriptionof theNew Jerusalem
seeField (1986).
125SeeBlenkner(1970),24.
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CHAPTER XI

JOURNEYING TO JERUSALEM:
AN OVERVIEW
PILGRIMAGE

OF LITERAL

AND METAPHORICAL

IN MIDDLE ENGLISH LITERATURE

For to speke of Jerusalemthe holy cytee
...
(Mandeville 's Travels)'

Introduction
If one example above all others serves to focus the extraordinary variety which
characterisesthe use of the pilgrimage motif in Middle English literature, it is the idea
of journeying to Jerusalem.In medieval spirituality Jerusalemwas, in effect, not one
city but three, each being the goal of a different mode of pilgrimage. To examinethe
ways in which medieval writers describejourneying to Jerusalem,therefore, is to gain
a valuable overview of the use of the theme of pilgrimage as a whole. It is also a very
fruitful exercise,for the idea of Jerusalemservedas inspiration for a remarkablywide
range of writers. There are a number of extant pilgrimage narratives detailing the
journey to the earthly city, which combine piety and practicality in varying degrees.2
In both Pearl and Piers Plowman, the dreamersnot only learn in graphic detail of the
death of Christ in the earthly Jerusalem3but are challengedto embark upon lives of
4
by
high.
Jerusalem
Even Chaucer'spilgrims,
moral pilgrimage their glimpsesof the
on
I Mandeville's Travels, 54. This
work, though 'a compilation at second-handof other men's travels'
containing `a sufficient number of inaccuraciesand inconsistenciesto make it extremely improbable that
its authorever left his native Europe' (op. cit. Intro. xiv) is relevantto this discussionin that it claims (and
through its popularity demonstrates)the fact that `many men desirenfor to here spekeof the I loly Lond
and han thereof gret solaceand comfort' (op. cit. 3).
2 SeeDavies (1992) for
an analysisof the different types of material produced by and for pilgrims.
3 Pearl, 793-828; Piers Plowman, XVIII. 6-91.
4 Pearl, 960-1194; Piers Plowman, I. 1-16.
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though ostensibly travelling to the shrine of St Thomas, are urged by the Parson, the
spiritual member of the group, to focus on reachingthe `Jerusalemcelestial.'s Spiritual
writings in prose similarly testify to the abiding fascination exercisedby the idea of
Jerusalem,Ancrene Wisse speaking of the anchorhouse as `Jerusalem' where the
anchoressneed never seeanything but peace6and Walter Hilton choosing to use the
pilgrimage to Jerusalemas a dynamic image of the mystical life. 7

1. MEDIEVAL

CONCEPTS OF JERUSALEM

Such profound preoccupation with the idea of Jerusalem was hardly surprising
Jerusalem,centre of the earth;8 Jerusalem,city of David, whose Psalmsformed the
very backbone of medieval worship; Jerusalem,whose stoneswitnessedthe ministry,
death and resurrection of the Saviour and was thus, supremely,the place where the
visible presenceof God had been made manifest on earth.9 Moreover, in Christian
theology, the earthly city foreshadowed a yet more dazzling prospect: behind the
earthly Jerusalemthe devout believer could glimpse, distant but glorious, the holy city
describedin the Book of Revelation,the new Jerusalemwhere the Lamb of God reigns
in triumph and all Christians find their true home. The earthly Jerusalemwas the
supremepilgrimage goal, not only becauseof its past but becauseof the heavenlycity
of which it was both antetype and guarantee.

It is evident,however,that asfar asMiddle Englishwriters wereconcerned,beliefin
both stimulatedandchallengeddevotionto the earthlycity. This
a heavenlyJerusalem
tensionwas of dual origin, being both an integral part of the spiritual inheritanceof the

5 Parson's Prologue, 51.
6 Ancrene Wisse(ed.Tolkien), 11190/6: `3e beoö in ierusalem.'
7 Hilton, Scale, 2.19-26.
8 SeeFrench (1992).

9 BernardHamiltondescribes
for no otherplaceon earth
Jerusalem
asthe`greatest
relic in Christendom,
had
been
his
Son
hallowed
by
God's
than
the
where
city
crucifiedandhadrisenfrom
presence
wasmore
the dead.' Hamilton (1994), 696.
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Middle Ages and an expressionof contemporarydebate.As I havealready
established,
during this period the general concept of life as pilgrimage encompassedthree
main
strands of expression: interior pilgrimage, moral pilgrimage and place pilgrimage.
There had always been questions about the extent to which these various forms of
spirituality could be reconciled. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in England,
however, thesequestionsmultiplied and took on new force. Not only did the followers
of John Wyclif begin to query the authenticity of relics and the value of place
pilgrimage10but the widespread development of lay spirituality" also prompted
questionsabout modes of spiritualjourney such as monasticismand pilgrimage to holy
places, both of which could be construed as escapist and both of which were
demonstrablyopen to abuse.Contemporarydebateabout the relative value of different
forms of pilgrimage, intensified by the growth in lay piety, found a particular focus in
the multi-layered significanceof Jerusalem.Medieval allegorical interpretation offered
a four-fold reading of Jerusalem:`the material Jerusalemis the city placedin Judea,the
mystical is the Church, the moral is the faithful soul, the anagogical the heavenly
home.' 12In Middle English texts we seetheseconceptsdevelopedin ways which both
complement and contradict one another. Jerusalemcan be seento function not as a
single place but as a series of images, each of which develops a different strand of
theological understandingand devotional practice. It is, by turns, an earthly city made
holy by God, the heavenlycity describedin the Book of Revelation, the cloister,13and
an inner spiritual reality within the soul where God may be encountered. In
approachingeachtext we needto ascertainpreciselywhich Jerusalemis in the writer's
mind and how they seekto journey there. Somevalue highly the practice of travelling

10SeePart III, Introduction.
11 Fuelled in

part by the preaching of the friars and the growth in literacy.

12 `Quatuor siquidem civitates in divina Scriptura fuisse perhibentur, quarum unaquacqueI iierusalcm
nuncupatur,id est,materialis et mystica,moralis et anagogica.Materialis Hierusalemcst quaedcmcivitas
in Judaeaposits, mystica vero est Ecclesia,moralis quaelibetfidelis anima, anagogicacoclestispatria.'

Hughof Folieto,De ClaustroAnimae,4.1,P. L., 176,1131.
13ThusSt Bernarddeclaresof the abbeyof Clairvauxas`Sheherselfis Jerusalem,
theonewhichis in
heaven.' Bernard of Clairvaux, Letters, 64. SeeChapterX I. A.
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to the earthlycity; othersregardit with deepsuspicion.Thesewidely-varyingattitudes
towards the status of the earthly Jerusalemcan only be understoodby referenceto the

deep-rootedand,asI havesuggested
in this study,fundamentally
irreconcilable
tension
inheritedfrom the earlycenturiesof the Church.
As I have noted earlier, it is a significant characteristic of Jewish and Christian
pilgrimage that placeshavetraditionally been madeholy only through associationwith
14
a person. In the Old Testamentesand the early chapters of the Gospels,16Jerusalem
was regarded as special becauseit was the place where God dwelt: "Blessed be the
Lord out of Sion, who dwelleth in Jerusalem" (Psalm 134:21). Two main factors
prompted a revision of this view within the Early Church. Firstly, the rejection of
Christ by the Jewish authorities and the subsequentdevastationsufferedby the city in
AD 70 and AD 135, meant that Christians came to seeJerusalemas an example of a
"
had
judgement
God.
Secondly,the belief that God had
placewhich
come under the
of
sent the Spirit at Pentecostmeant that he was now understood to dwell in the Church
in every place. There was no longer, therefore, any sensein which God could be said
to be especiallypresent in Jerusalem.'8 For the first three centuriesof the Church the
significance of Jerusalemwas thus historical19rather than theological or devotional20
and those who travelled there during this period appear to have done so in order to

14 In

pagan religion holiness was regarded as `impersonal and inherent in the place, in nature,'

MacCormack (1990), 10.
15 SeeWilken (1992).
16 SeeWalker (1996) for an examinationof the way this perceptionchangeswithin the Gospelnarratives.
17 Pionius: `I
saw the land which until now has borne witness to the wrath of God' Mart. Pionii. iv 18.
Cited Taylor (1993), 313.
18 `In

contrast to Judaism ... there was no place in Christianity for a devotion to Jerusalemor a belief in

its inherentholiness... The New TestamentinsteadencouragedChristiansto focus their spiritual attention
for
22)
4.26;
Heb.
12:
heavenly
Jerusalem
(Gal.
this heavenlycity now fulfilled all that the earthly
the
on
city had been intendedto enjoy.' Walker (1990), 40-1.
19 As for

examplein the visits of Melito of Sardis,Alexanderof Cappadociaand Origen. SeeChapter111.

20 Walker (1994).
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elicit information rather than to encounterGod. The pagesof the New Testament2land
the writings of the early Fathers22portrayed Christians as strangersand pilgrims
on
earth, exiled from Eden by Adam's sin and called to citizenship of the New Jerusalem
through the sacrifice of Christ. Their priority was not to seek God in any earthly city
but to concentrate on a life-long pilgrimage through this
perilous world to the
homeland of heaven.

In the fourth century, however, with the conversion
of Constantine came a
reaffirmation of the spiritual significance of `place,' a development which probably
owed somethingto the paganbackground of the emperor.23Palestineas a whole (and
Jerusalemin particular), was reclaimed as a geographical area, a Holy Land,
where
God had not only acted in the past but could still be encounteredin the present.What
Helena did through her `re-discovery' of sites, Constantine through his building
programme,and Cyril of Jerusalemthrough his teaching and developmentof liturgy, 24
was to restore to the earthly Jerusalema senseof the immanent presenceof God.
Jerusalemonce again cameto be seenas a placewhere a Personcould be encountered.
The resultant changein the status of Jerusalemwas paralleled by the emergenceof a
25
holy
Christendom.
This development,of course, did not go
network of
placesacross
26
in
the
time
unopposed either at
or subsequentcenturies. What I have termed place
pilgrimage was to its supportersa valuable componentof the pilgrimage of life. To its
detractors it was at best an irrelevance and at worst a dangerousdistraction from the
true pilgrim life of devotion to God in the place of one's calling. This controversy
surfacesmany times during the succeedingcenturies but never with such force as in
21 Hebrews 11: 13-16; 13: 12,13; 1 Peter 1.1; 2.11.
22 For

examplessee Chapter II.

23 `Constantinebrought to Christianity

a pagannotion of the sanctityof things andplaces' Taylor (1993),

308.
24Walker (1990), 17,33). See
alsoEgeria's Travelsfor an accountof the liturgy which developedunder
Cyril's guidance.

25 SeeMarkus(1994).
26 SeeConstable(1976)

and Cardman(1982).
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late medievalEngland, where orthodox and Wyclifffite voices both raiseddoubts about
traditional practices. Medieval pilgrims travelled to Jerusalemin searchof forgiveness
27
devotion
Christ.
But could not all these objectives be
to
and salvation and out of
equally well if not better fulfilled at home? This is a question with which Middle
English writers wrestled and which fuelled so much of their creativity. The idea of
journeying to Jerusalem,preciselybecausebiblical and patristic writers sanctionedsuch
a wealth of possible interpretations, provided a unique focus for the spiritual debates
and tensions of late English medieval society.

2. JOURNEYING TO THE EARTHLY CITY
The Jerusalem pilgrimage was, unquestionably, the most dangerous and the most
by
Christian
Holy
Land
The
concept
of
a
promoted
significant of all placepilgrimages.
Constantinecontinuedto grip the heartsof believersdespitethe loss of Jerusalem,first
to the Persiansin 614 and then to Moslem forces in 638. Throughout the succeeding
have
holy
Some
their
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the
to
to
appear
way
city.
make
centuriespilgrims continued
lost
incident;
holy
their possessionsand even their
the
others
places without
visited
lives.28The sufferingsof Christiansin and around Jerusalemwere usedby Pope Urban
29
II in 1095 in proclaiming the First Crusade. One account of his speechnot only
but
fellow-believers
to
also asserts the centrality,
the
protect
need
argues
3° spiritual and emotional, of the city of Jerusalemin Christian thought:
geographical,
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has
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27 SeeWard (1987), 124-5.

28 SeePeters(1985),Chs6 and7.
29SeeHamilton (1994).
30 SeeFrench (1992),
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therefore,situatedat the centerof the world, is now heldcaptive sheseeks
...
31
desires
be
liberated.
to
and
The Crusaderswon, then lost the city but the pilgrims continued to make the journey,
32
by
'Saracens
feature
in
sometimestolerated, sometimesmaltreated the
who
so many
narratives. Unfortunately there are very few extant accounts in English of pilgrim
journeys to Jerusalemduring the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.33A Latin text
relates the journey of Simon Fitzsimons, a Friar Minor who, modelling himself on
Abraham, set off from Ireland in 1322, full of high-sounding phrases:

Having refused the crown of honour and having removed entirely other
loss
things
annoying
of time and which are wont to tighten fetters
which cause
and beget difficulties, and, wishing to go forth ... from my native land and
34
home,
did
Abraham
for
Holy
Land.
the
paternal
as
of old
we
set
out
...
After such a high-flown opening, his description of Jerusalemis surprisingly brief and
confined to factual information, an attitude which characterisesthe majority of pilgrim
indulgences
be
Although
the
to
this
accountsof
most record
period.
won at particular
sites,they show a marked tendencyto concentrateon the practicalitiesof the journey,
anxious to warn other travellers of the pitfalls of moneychangers,mouldy food - and
fellow
College
Eton
Wey,
Itineraries
William
Saracens.
The
of
a
of
who
marauding
travelled to the Holy Land in 1458 and 1462, are typical in this respect.He is careful
to note the spiritual rewards to be gleanedfrom the long and hazardousjourney:

be
whenwee passydthat place,

31Kre, (1921),30-32.CitedPeters(1985),281-2.
32The
term `Arabs' was usually reservedfor the Bedouin. SeePeters(1985), 433.
33 SeeSchur (1980) for
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We shal se Jerusalemin short space.
Then knele wee downe apoun oure kne,
When wee that holy cyte see;

For to all that thydyr come
35
ful
Ys yeveandgraunt remmyssioun.
He is, however,alsoconcernedto warn of the dangersof consumingunfamiliarfood:
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for those Saracenswho will `go talkyng [with] you [and] make gode chere:but thi
woll
stele from you yf they maye.' This delightful work lists the sites to be visited and the
pilgrimagesto be madebut, aswith many others of its kind,39its tone is practical rather
than devotional.40The chief exception to this pragmatic rule is the Book of Margery
Kempe, which is more concernedto chart pathways of the spirit than to offer advice
on selecting a docile mule.

3. JOURNEYING TO JERUSALEM IN PIERS PLOWMAN,
THE CANTERBURY TALES AND PEARL
A. Piers Plowman
It has already been demonstrated in this study that with the exception of the travel
accounts and guides describedin the previous section, the majority of extant Middle
English texts view geographical pilgrimage with considerable suspicion, if not
downright disapproval. As we have seen, the harshest criticism is found in Piers
Plowman, where wandering is viewed as synonymouswith sinfulness4'and pilgrims
and palmers are characterisedas hypocrites and liars:

Pilgrymes and palmeresplighten hem togidere
To seken Seint Jameand seintesin Rome;
Wenten forth in hire wey with many wise tales,
And haddenleve to lyen al hire lif after.
(Piers Plowman, Prologue, 46-9)

In the poem Langland offers two kinds of journey to Jerusalem.Firstly, in the Prologue
39There are accountsin Latin by pilgrims from other Europeancountries, such asFelix Fabri and Pietro
Casola,which have a strong devotional emphasisbut thesedo not come within the scopeof this study.
40Duff
for
hardly
'the
to
the
traveller
to
that
seems
apply
whoseinformation the
name
pilgrim
comments
book was issued' Information for Pilgrims, Intro. xiii.
41 Langland is fnmly committed to the idea of stability and the needfor men andwomen to serveGod in
their allotted place in the community. SeeChapterVIII. 1.
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the Dreamer is confronted with the heavenlyJerusalem,42describedinitially as a tower
on a bill (Prol. 14) and subsequentlyas a castleon a mountain (I. 1-4) The tower is the
dwelling place of Truth, 43the mountain is Zion upon which is built the
44
God.
city of
From this symbolic representationof the heavenlyJerusalemdescendsa `lovely lady'
clothed in linen Her nameis Holy Church, her task to point the Dreamer to the tower
where Truth dwells and to teach him the way of salvation. Theseearly passagesin the
poem are deeply indebted to the picture of the heavenly Jerusalemcontained in the
Book of Revelation, where God is described as the one whosejudgements are `true
and just, ' Christ is pictured standing on Mount Zion and the Church, the Bride of
Christ, is revealed`clothed in white linen' (19:8). It is not surprisingtherefore that the
remainder of this complex poem is devoted to teaching about the pilgrimage of life:
how to avoid sin, how to live a life pleasing to God and thus to come at last to the
heavenlycity (I. 130-3).

Ac tho that werche wel as Holy Writ telleth,
And enden as I er seidein truthe, that is the beste,
Mowe be siker that hire soule shul wende to hevene,
Ther Truthe is in Trinitee
(Piers Plowman I. 130-3)

Clearly Langland does not believethat geographicalpilgrimage is likely to contribute
to the longer spiritual journey which every Christian must make. In one of the bestknown sections of the poem Reason preachesa sermon on Christian living which
explicitly condemnsjourneying to holy places:

And ye that sekeSeyntJamesandseyntesof Rome,

42Comparethe opening vision of de Deguileville's Pilgrimage of the Lyfe of the Manhood,
which was
translatedfrom French into Middle English in the early fifteenth century.
43 The C-text

reads: `And say [saw] a tour [tower], as Y trowed [believed]: Treuthe was thereynne'

Langland (1978), Prologue, 15. For Truth as a biblical name for God seeJohn 14:6 and Ps. 30:6.
44SeeSchmidt William Langland The Vision
ofPiers Plowman, 413, n 1.
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Seketh Seynt Truth, for he may saveyow alle.
(Piers Plowman V. 56-7)

Moreover,whenhis sermonpromptshis audienceto a masspilgrimagein searchof
Truth, no one knows where such a saint is to be found:

There was wight noon so wys, the wey thider kouthe.
(Piers Plowman V. 513)

Even a professional pilgrim, his hat laden with the emblemsof Assisi, Compostela
and Rome, who has travelled the Holy Land and visited the shrinesof many saints,
declaresthat he has never heard a palmer (a Jerusalempilgrim) enquire for such
a
person. Piers the ploughman alone knows the way to Truth's dwelling, a path which
leadsvia the Ten Commandments,to the experienceof Love, Penanceand Grace (V.
560-608). Truth subsequentlysendsPiers instructions not to travel in searchof his
dwelling but instead to stay at home and to live out his faith within his calling as a
ploughman (VII. 1-8).

It is plain from thesepassagesthat Langland regardsthe visiting of saints' shrinesas
a substitute for living as a Christian and the seeking of saints as a substitute for
highlights
in
Himself.
His
Truth
the
tensions
two
the
of
great
seeking
attitude
pilgrimage debate:the dangerthat within popular spirituality pilgrimage to an earthly
goal could obscure or even undermine the longer term objective of reaching the
heavenly Jerusalem,and the concern that use of the saints as intermediaries might
harm rather than enhancea direct relationship with God 4' Langland instead points
.
his audienceto the importanceof repentance,the dangersposedby the SevenDeadly
Sins, and the need to learn the truths of Christian doctrine. As part of the learning

43Jeromefelt it
latria
between
(worship) offered to God and the doulia
distinguish
the
to
necessary
(veneration) properly accordedto the saints. P. L., 23,390. The point is also made by the Second
Council of Nicea (787).
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journey
incorporates
to Jerusalem,this time a dream visit
the
process
a second
poet
to the earthly city to witness Christ's sufferings and death (XVII). This witnessing
of the Passionnarrative is a necessarypart of the Dreamer's theological education.
In its dramatic presentation and sense of involvement it mirrors the meditations
advocated by Richard Rolle

and the author of the pseudo-Bonaventuran

Meditations on the Life of Christ among others.The meditative techniqueof entering
into the biblical narrative, and in particular the practice of journeying in the
imaginationthrough spaceand time to witnessthe crucifixion of Christ, was common
in late medieval spirituality and offers an interesting parallel, in its objectives and
effects, to the practice of place pilgrimage. Those who desired to enter into the
eventsof Christ's Passion,whether through the use of their spiritual imaginationsor
by standing in the very spot where the Saviour had suffered, were seeking an
immediacy of experience which would enrich and inspire their spiritual journeys.
Langland taps into this rich vein of spiritual encouragementin order to move and
motivate his audienceas they pursue their daily journey to the heavenlyJerusalem.

B. The Canterbury Tales
Thereis no explicit criticismof placepilgrimagein the CanterburyTales,not even
becauseof his dislike
from the Parson,who, thoughaccusedof Lollard47sympathies
49
48
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disapproval
Lollard
thread
a
of
of pilgrimages.
of swearing, showsno
46Rolle (c. 1300-1349) in his Meditations
on the Passion speaksas though present in Jerusalem:`A
Lord

in uis gronynge,and in kis mychel pyne, you gort owt of Jerusalemtoward pi deth. 1 e cyte is
...
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Introduction.
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questioningof this practicecanbe seento run through the work, the most obvious
examplesof this techniquebeing the descriptionsof the Monk and the Prioress,both
of whom have strayedfar from their cloisters, and the inappropriate behaviourof the
SO
the
majority of
would-be pilgrims, who are shown riding in comfort rather than
"
walking, and indulging in indecorousconversationrather than religious observance.
The extent to which Chaucer's presentation of religious and lay
participants in the
journey to Canterbury correspondswith criticism levelled both by
membersof the
Church hierarchy and Lollard criticsS2would seemto indicate his own
awarenessof
the potential for abusein this ostensibly spiritual exercise.

A particular exampleof the question marks which Chaucerappearsto place
over the
practice of place pilgrimage, and one which is particularly relevant to the role of
Jerusalem,is his portrayal of the Wife of Bath who is, significantly, the most widely
travelled pilgrim in the Canterbury Tales. The journeys attributed to her are certainly
impressive. Not only has she been to Rome, Compostela and Cologne but she has
visited Jerusalem no fewer than three times, a prodigious feat when the perils
described by real-life pilgrims such as William Wey are taken into account. Her
journeying, however, is summarisedin a phrase which by its nature and context
placesa questionmark over the spirit in which it is undertaken. Insertedbetweenthe
list of holy placesshehasvisited and a description indicating her disposition towards
lechery, comes a line which suggeststhe use of double (if not triple) entendre: she
knows much, saysChaucer,of `wandryngeby the weye' (Prof. 467). Since the Wife
of Bath herself in the Prologue to her Tale revealsthat sheusespilgrimages to look
for new lovers (551-7), this line seemsto imply that despite the time and effort she
has devoted, particularly to travelling to Jerusalem, her journeys lack spiritual
direction and presumably spiritual profit. Her supposedlypious activities are in fact

their motivation is `more to have richessesandprosperiteof pis world pan for to be enricid wip vcatucs
in her soulis' (63).
50SeeChapter IX: 1.
51 SeeConstable(1976), 130-142.
52On
pilgrimage by religious seeChapterX: l :A; on criticisms of the laity seeChapter IX: 1.
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have
for
as
seen in Piers Plowman, has a
occasions wandering, a word which,
we
S3
lostness.
Her gender is also highly significant in this
strong connotation of spiritual
context. As we have seen,pilgrimagesby women had been regardedwith suspicion
from the creation of the Holy Land onwards.54Jerome, writing in the late fourth
dress,
female
by
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whose
conduct and companions
a
century, was scandalised
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century poem makes a similar point:
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and,
56
she frequents them more than the shrines.

Such insinuations, of course, form part of a broader misogynist tradition, yet seem
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The presentation of Chaucer's pilgrims in the Prologue and subsequentlythrough
their tales and interaction suggestsstrongly that participation in placepilgrimagedoes
for
however,
It
itself
a
context,
provide
a
space
reflection,
may,
change.
not of
effect
in which such changemay be more readily experienced.Certainly this appearsto be
the hope of the Parson,a characterto whom Chaucerattributes a rare integrityS8and
S9
The
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his
fellow
he
tale.
tells
travellersthat
the
to whom
concluding
allocates
he will show them the way

in this viage
Of thilke parfit glorious pilgrymage
That highte Jerusalemcelestial.
(Parson's Prologue, 49-51)
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passedof this present lyf... ther as the body, that whilom was syk, freele,
inmortal
feeble,
is
ther as ne is neither hunger, thurst, ne
and
and mortal,
...
coold, but every soule replenyssedwith the sighte of the parfit knowynge of
God.

(Parson'sTale, 1076-9)

C. Pearl
The supremevision of the heavenlyJerusalemin Middle English literature comes in
the exquisitely-fashioned alliterative poem Peart° (c. 1390) which, like Piers
Plowman, concerns a narrator whose dream journey is intended to inspire him to
perseverein his life journey to that eternal city. The poem also offers an intricate
exploration of the relationship between person and place, through a seriesof scene
during
changes,
each of which the focus shifts from a place associatedwith a person
to the person themselves.Grieving beside the grave of his infant daughter, whose
burial mound he treats almost as a reliquary or shrine, the narrator is transported in
a dream to meet his `lost' child in person and discovers that shehas in fact become
form
Lamb
God
144,000
Pearl
Maiden,
the
the
the
of
of
who
retinue
virgins
one of
a
in the new Jerusalem.Like Holy Church in Piers Plowman, the Maiden's function is
to instruct. In the processof enlighteningher somewhatobtuseparent,sheintroduces
him first to the old Jerusalem, then to the city described in the Apocalypse.
Significantly, in both instancesthe place is important only as a setting for the Lamb
for
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60 SarahStanburyassertsthat `Pearl is in essenceajourney to Jerusalem,' Stanbury(1988), 117-31.
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4. JOURNEYING TO THE INTERIOR JERUSALEM
A similar pre-eminenceof person over place can be also be seenin Walter Hilton's
treatise on the contemplativelife: the Scale of Perfection Here the pilgrimage of life
.
is expressedin terms of an innerjourney of the soul towards what Bonaventurecalls
an `interior Jerusalem.'6' This journey requiresconstantmovementaway from sin and
62
heaven;
is
inward.
Hilton, however, choosesto
towards
this movement essentially
express it in an extended metaphor based upon the geographical pilgrimage to
Jerusalem,an image from which he elicits remarkably positive lessonson sacrifice,
single-mindednessand security. A pilgrim `going to Jerusalemleavesbehind him
house and land, wife and children
if you want to be a spiritual pilgrim you must
...
make yourself naked of all you have' (2.21). `If men want to delayyou .... trying to
draw you with pleasuresand make you leave your pilgrimage turn a deaf ear and do
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The goal of the contemplative is, once again, not a place but a person: `According
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the history of monasticism,shapedthe lives of most mystics63and anchorites.Thus
the longing expressedby the anchoressJulian of Norwich to `be there' at the
Crucifixion was fulfilled not by visiting the sites of the Passion in the earthly
Jerusalem,but through revelations granted as she lay on her sick-bed in England.

Thus far it would appear that surviving Middle English literary texts do not incline
towards the practice of place pilgrimage, preferring instead to emphasise the
pilgrimage of life and, in the caseof the mystics, the quest for the interior Jerusalem.
Yet as we have seen,there is one English text which seeksto combinethe attributes
of every kind of pilgrimage,the Book ofMargery Kempe. ProfessorStanHusseyhas
commented that Margery's Book ` reads like a despairing attempt to bring some
journeys,
kaleidoscope
to
of
visions, accusations and sobbings.'66 If,
order
a
however, we place Margery's book against the background of multiple
interpretations of pilgrimage, we can see that it is the pilgrimage motif with its
various strands of meaning which gives shape and some degree of meaning to
Margery's narrative. Defying the conventions of medieval spirituality, Margery is
attempting to tap into every strand of pilgrimage spirituality simultaneously,
highlyimpossible
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I haveseen dull andunprofitablepilgrims... not havingthe spirit of God,
...

65With the exception of someEuropeanmystics such as St Bridget of Swedenwho travelled widely.
6611ussey(1989), 117.

67Felix visitedtheHoly Landin 1480and1483.
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who stood and smiled mockingly at the prayers, tears, prostrations, beating
of breasts and the like, which were done by the rest. What is even more
damnableis that these brutish men

hold such devout people to be fools,
...

hypocrites,vainglorious, deceivers,and brain-sick, and ever thereaftertreated
68
them with scorn.

Pious pilgrims such as Fabri were consciousthat place-pilgrimage involved several
different levels of journeying - physical, emotional and spiritual. Those who merely
covered the geographicaldistancewere but `unprofitablepilgrims,' resemblingthose
journeyed
by
Those
Langland.
also
condemned
who
within their soulshad much to
deserves
it
Kempe
inclusion. With all her faults,
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In
this
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terms
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seems
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admitted many,
Margery achieveda remarkabledegreeof integration.

5. Conclusion
This chapter has sought to illustrate some of the many ways in which images of
Jerusalemwere used in the depiction of literal and metaphorical pilgrimage. One
important question,however, hasnot beenaddressed.Much modem criticism refers,
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Jerusalem, the eternal reality of which the earthly city is but a shadow. As a
thirteenth-century sermon points out:
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Many of us have taken up our cross of penance...intending to
go towards
that holy celestial Jerusalem.Such are truly pilgrims... This pilgrimage is
superior to all other pilgrimages,becauseit is for its sakethat the others are

undertaken,andif it is not realised,all the othersare of little value.69
It would not seem unreasonable, therefore, to suggest that
within medieval
spirituality, it may in fact have been `geographical' pilgrimage which was the
metaphor,a miniature version of that longer, more complexjourney which every soul
must choose to undertake.

What then was the value of journeying to the earthlyJerusalemand other holy places?
It is clear from this study that, from the fourth century onwards, there were
inherent tensions within the pilgrimage concept as Christians struggled to
reconcile aspects of interior, moral and place pilgrimage within an overall
70
life.
The Anglo-Saxon Churchcan be seen
commitment to the pilgrimageof
to have absorbedmany different interpretations of pilgrimage from its roots
in Celtic and Roman Christianity," though in time the emphasesof the latter,
particularly in terms of pilgrimage to holy placesand a geographically-fixed
form of monasticism,gained precedence.By the later Middle Ages attitudes
towards various modesof pilgrimagewere becomingmore polarised.Yet, on
the very eve of the Reformation, it is possible to observe some kind of
Chaucer's
fictional Parson and the
tensions.
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of
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70SeeChaptersI-IV.
71 SeeChaptersV-VII.
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CONCLUSION
At nyght was come into that hostelrye
Wel nyne and twenty in a compaignye
Of sondry folk, by aventure yfalle
In felaweshipe, andpilgrimes were they alle.
(Chaucer, Canterbury Tales,Prologue, 23-27)
Cleophas ne knew hym noght, that he Crist were,
For his povere apparaille and pilgrymes wedes

...
And al was ensample,for sooth, to us synfulle here,
That we sholde [lowe be] and loveliche of speche,
And apparaille us noght over proudly for pilgrymes are we alle.
(Piers Plowman, XI. 233-34,238-240)

This study asks a fundamental but hitherto largely ignored question: what
precisely did pilgrimage mean to medieval writers? That deceptively simple
query has prompted many others. How many meanings might pilgrimage have?
Where did these meanings come from? How well did various understandings of
pilgrimage combine within medieval spirituality? Who were the true pilgrims those who sought `ferne halwes' (Gen. Prol. 14), those who withdrew into the
cloister or the anchorite's cell, or those who simply walked the path of daily
obedience? In order to answer these questions it has been necessaryto examine
the way in which Christian ideas of pilgrimage came into being, shaped by the
Bible, the classical pagan world, the writings of the Church Fathers and the
impulses of popular religion. In the processI have identified a number of factors
which need to be borne in mind in any discussion of the pilgrimage motif.

Firstly, it has become clear that the primary meaning of pilgrimage within
Christian thought is concerned with the journey of individual believers through
an alien world to the homeland of heaven. Like Adam and Eve, all are
involuntary exiles from the joys of Eden; those who wish may imitate Abraham
and other biblical figures in choosing to become pilgrims en route to heaven.
Through this theological, historical and literary survey, I have demonstrated the
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consistent presenceand significant influence of the concept of the pilgrimage of
life, from the earliest days of the Church through its
expression in Anglo-Saxon
spirituality and literature, to its widespread use in Middle English literature. The
weight of this influence, I suggest, has not always been fully recognised in
discussionsof Old and Middle English texts. It is
evident that the linked concepts
of exile on earth and of seeking a homeland in heaven, together undergird a
surprising number of Old English poems and prose works. Similarly, Middle
English writers exhibit a strong awarenessof the life pilgrimage
motif which has
important implications for the interpretations their
of
works. As I indicated in my
introduction, there has been a strong tendency in discussions Middle English
of
literature to concentrateupon the practice of place
pilgrimage, thus failing to give
due weight to aspectsof interior and moral pilgrimage which
are crucial to the
interpretation of texts such as Piers Plowman and the Canterbury Tales.
Secondly, it is apparent that, within the over-arching concept of life as journey,
there are three main elements which have been held in tension (with varying
degrees of success) throughout the centuries: interior, moral and place
pilgrimage. In attempting to summarise the relationship of these elements it is
helpful to regard moral pilgrimage as the core element of the pilgrimage of life,
to which some individuals added interior pilgrimage or place pilgrimage but very
rarely both. During the period under discussion, both interior and moral
pilgrimage tended to emphasise physical stability. The former advocated
withdrawal from the world that the would-be pilgrim might travel more freely
within their spirit; the latter implied an on-going commitment to a particular
calling, religious or secular, expressedin daily obedience. Place pilgrimage, in
contrast, was essentially about mobility; not only did it remove men and women
from their normal context but it also carried an in-built element of physical and
moral danger, thus exposing those who undertook journeys to holy places to
accusations of irresponsibility, instability and immorality. In theory, place
pilgrimage was a valuable way of expressing and strengthening the life
pilgrimage of an individual; in practice it was often seen as a distraction from, or
a substitute for, real devotion.
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Thirdly, there has been through the centuries an
observable process of oscillation
between these different modes of pilgrimage. It is
as if a form of spirituality
which advocates the worship of an omnipresent (but invisible) God and the
pursuit of a remote (and equally invisible) heavenly goal is constantly subverted
and re-orientated by an innate human impulse towards modes of religious
expression which are both tangible and quantifiable. Thus there is a persistent
tendency to supplement (and, in popular spirituality, almost to replace) a life-long
journey to heaven in the company of a God
who cannot be seen,with journeys to
holy places and prayers to saints whose relics at least
can be touched. This
tendency manifests itself in a pattern of shifts between an emphasison journeying
into the unknown with God, expressedthrough a life of daily
obedience, and
journeying to a holy place to in order to meet God either directly or through
intermediaries. This is expressed first in the Old Testament
narrative in the
contrast between the experiences of Abraham and the Exodus journey of the
Israelites, and the system of fixed-place pilgrimage, with its emphasis on
Jerusalem as the place where God dwelt. In time, the clear emphasis in the
writings of New Testament and the Early Church on the omnipresence of God
and the moral dimension of life pilgrimage was likewise subtly modified as, from
the fourth century onwards, a network of holy places spread across Christendom.
Even the Reformation, with its re-affirmation of life pilgrimage and rejection of
relics and holy places, was not the last word on this subject, since the last one
hundred and fifty years have seen remarkable developments in place pilgrimage,
not only within Protestantism, but also amongst those of little or no faith at all.

My object in seeking to establishthe theological and devotional heritage of
medievalwriters has been to facilitate the study of the pilgrimage motif within
Old and Middle English literature. The perspectiveswhich I have identified
above are, I believe, of value in interpretingand evaluatingthe use of various
pilgrimage conceptsin medieval texts and I have sought to illustrate ways in
which their application may shed some light on well-worn problems. Such a
surveymust of necessitybe incomplete;sucha journey must leavemanybyways
asyet unexplored.This particularpilgrimagecanmakeno claim to completeness;
it hasmerely soughtto identify and map someof the roadsto be taken.
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