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Introduction: Place and Space

Meg Boulton

‘Space’ and ‘Place’ are terms that can be said to have had a ‘renaissance’ within medieval scholarship in recent decades, being increasingly employed to describe aspects of the cultural, material and intellectual landscape of the Middle Ages. Indeed, ideas of place and space have been brought to the forefront of thinking in the humanities more generally throughout the so-called ‘spatial turn’, influenced by scholars and thinkers such as Yi-Fu Tuan in Space and Place (2001) and Doreen Massey in For Space (2005) who have helped to crystallize the widespread understandings of these terms.1

Generally speaking, ‘Place’ is most usually understood to denote ideas of physical location and to describe actual, mapped, known, named space in geographical terms. The term is used to identify and discuss lived places in relation to human geography and habitation, albeit with fluid and ambiguous boundaries that are reliant on human agency and activity to recognize and create them. ‘Space’ is a more ambiguous term, being frequently used to discuss the unknown, the unmapped and the unlived—the conceptual places and spaces beyond those which are quantifiable, finite and experiential—as well as describing the lived and known, equally applied to the actual, the depicted and the imagined. Space is also employed to describe continuous areas or expanses that remain unknown, or unoccupied—empty, negative, void. Space, as a term, is also traditionally used to define the dimensions of height, depth, and width within which all things exist and move, in Cartesian terms, whereas place is primarily concerned with the lived and local, the quantified and the created.2 These are broad understandings of the terms as they are applied throughout this volume to case studies that are often concerned with actual places and spaces, as well as appraising their use as abstract or critical terms. Despite their widely recognized importance to current academic discussion, there has been some scholarly debate about whether one has primacy over the other in terms of how we conceptualize and discuss the medieval world. Most volumes employing these terms therefore tend to choose to emphasize one or the other, centralizing either place or space even while ostensibly considering both.3 While taking into account the value of such approaches, this publication set out to extend the conversation surrounding these terms and ideas in a considered and critical manner that treats space and place as equal and vital terms through which to examine the medieval world, although the individual contributors were welcome to explore these as they saw fit in relation to their own research. The volume thus addresses the critical terminologies of place and space (and their role within medieval studies), through thematic case studies that consider a wide range of visual and textual material through the lens of various understandings of space and place. Each essay considers extant visual and textual sources from the medieval period alongside contemporary scholarly discussions to examine place and space in their wider critical contexts. The essays themselves are written by scholars who are specialists in a range of disciplines from across Europe, including art history, archaeology, history and literature, and it is, in part, this breadth of specialist engagement that allows the volume to highlight the importance of the ideas of ‘Space’ and ‘Place’ to contemporary academic thought.

It therefore crosses disciplinary and theoretical boundaries to examine the words, metaphors, images, signs, poetry and structures with which medieval society used ideas of place and space to conceptualize, recognize and understand their world. Further, the volume asks how, as modern scholars, these terms may help us consider the medieval world more fully from our twenty-first-century perspectives, highlighting the necessity of critically considering terminology that has become central to contemporary research, in order to more fully understand its usefulness to the discipline/s.

In introducing the debates that are involved in persuing this line of study it may be stated that there are four main types of evidence available to those seeking to engage with medieval conceptualizations of space and place: firstly, these vestigial landscapes that remain from the period; secondly, the architectural structures that inhabited these largely lost landscapes that survive; thirdly, the extant literature; and finally, the material objects produced in this milieu. This fragmented and incomplete corpus has resulted in a body of scholarship traditionally largely concerned with explaining the material in terms of its archaeological and historical contexts which includes little attention to questions of the concepts of place and space articulated by the material itself, as tends to be foregrounded in more recent scholarly treatments. The scholarship to date has provided us with a formalized ‘language’ and typology through which we, as modern viewers and thinkers, engage with the spaces and places of the early medieval world, and subsequently, with the conceptualized understandings of spaces they present, but not much more. In the face of the spatial turn, it is an apposite moment to inquire if a fuller exploration of ideas of place and space can shed further light on the medieval period and the objects that have come to define it.

Equally, scholarship to date has also failed to fully acknowledge the ways in space (and to a lesser extent place) is understood to act by its modern viewers, who are generally accepted to be at some remove from spatial understandings common to the medieval.4 Given that there is no standard modern methodology of exploring ideas of space and place which is easily compatible with early medieval articulations of them,5 it is a complex endeavour to acknowledge our various reactions and relationships to medieval material as modern viewers alongside those which may have been evoked for their contemporary makers and viewers.6

To set the stage for the various discussions of place and space presented in this volume it is first necessary to address the existing scholarship on this subject. Space, per se, has only really been part of the scholarly vocabulary of medieval studies in the last decade or so, although place has a lengthier scholarly lineage. This omission is perhaps due to the fact that most of the foundational scholarship on the medieval found its roots in nineteenth-century antiquarian and archaeological practices,7 leading to the intellectual focus being largely on individual objects, and their role in constructing chronological or taxonomical understandings of the milieu, and the key typological objects by which these categories are recognized.8 Consequently, space, a decidedly non-concrete concept, has been addressed as a back-grounded factor to extant material (if addressed at all), treated as a type of contextual agent against which the material is addressed, rather than an active agent in its own right, which can both affect and effect the material and the way it is conceptualized.

In studying individual artefacts and objects, or indeed, in constructing wider corpora of similar objects, space—and to a lesser extent, place—has been reduced to a component part of the cultural agents which have effectively come to together to ‘produce’ the artefacts that form the focus of so much of the scholarship on this period, if it is addressed at all. More recently, the spatializing trend has also become much more pronounced in medieval scholarship. Nevertheless, no study yet exists which has tried to suggest that there may have been a widespread cultural understanding of space and place as concept or construct in the medieval world: in their employment, their vocabularies and the ways in which they are examined, viewed and used. If hypothesized, these may lend a deeper understanding to the objects they are more usually applied to. Space and place, in the context of this discussion, are not simple, are not ‘givens’, as we cannot blindly transpose our modern ideas about them onto a medieval context, but rather are required to undertake an extended engagement with the objects and spaces of the period in order to bridge the possible understandings between our relationship with these ideas and those posited for space and place in the medieval world.

It is fair to say that the modern perception and recognition of space, both in the wider, conceptual sense, and in the more narrowly drawn parameters of the discussion as it pertains to the construction of place, is largely reliant on the formal and specific systems which originated in the Renaissance and early modern periods with the birth of enlightenment thought and the systemic device of linear perspective.9 There is a clear disparity between the type of spatial conception that is applicable to, and discernible from, the spaces and places conceived, produced and depicted within an early medieval milieu, and that which is generally produced from consideration of a more modern space (and to a lesser extent, place), more conventionally rendered in linear perspective in later periods. In terms of a wider scholarship, it is important to acknowledge that place, too, has seen a growing prominence within academic discourse across the humanities, and has also been discussed in terms of its significance to the early medieval. Indeed, place has, if anything, been given a more thorough consideration than its spatial counterpart with the prevalent emergence of human geography and the popularity of certain trends in current archaeological practice. In an early medieval context, work by scholars such as Helena Hamerow, Della Hooke, Peter Hunter-Blair, Thomas Charles-Edwards, Richard Sharpe and Alan Thacker, to mention but a few, have all highlighted the importance of place when constructing an understanding of the people and the period in relation to Anglo-Saxon England specifically (as the sustained locus of their collective research) and the early medieval more widely.10

While themes of place, and to a lesser extent, space, have been more cogently addressed in the field of recent archaeological scholarship (perhaps most clearly in landscape archaeology, human geography and cultural studies), there is really no art historical equivalent which has managed coherently to draw together the multiple aspects and concerns associated with prioritizing these concepts and constructs against the visual output of the milieu.

One of the most common sources with which to consider ideas of space or place as visual constructs that are easily relatable to both the medieval and the modern is the map. These are a practical (visual) source of evidence articulating the ways in which societies conceptualized their world and constructed their ideas of space and place,11and a number of medieval maps survive to inform our understanding of this visual device.12 In fact, as Massey has stated:


Maps are about space; they are forms of representation, indeed iconic forms; representation is understood as spatialisation […] Here is ‘space’ as a flat surface, a continuous surface. Space as a completed product. As a closed coherent system. Here space is completely and instantaneously interconnected; space you can walk across. The map works in the manner of the synchronies of the structuralists. It tells of an order in things.13



Maps thus allow us to explore the way places were conceptualized in periods long since past, such as those of the medieval world. This observation is key to the discussions presented here, particularly as medieval maps are often viewed as “analogous to the narrative medieval pictures that portray several events separated by time and included within the same scene [common to medieval representation]”,14 thus offering conceptual parallels to other visual representations of space, place and time. In other words, early maps provide concrete examples of functioning space in the medieval period that are able to be understood by the modern eye and ways of viewing, as well as producing space (and place and time) that was legible and relatable to their medieval viewers and makers.

As stated, many medieval images, objects, structures and spaces are a little more alien to today’s gaze in terms of the spaces they present than such cartographic exemplars, as their construction of space and place is markedly different to that more usually seen in the modern world, although place arguably has a much more heterogenous and relatable trajectory in both past and present. By drawing a direct comparison between medieval maps and medieval imagery David Woodward allows for the subtlety and complexity of space, as well as the depicted actualities of place, acknowledged to be present in medieval cartography, to be also present in the images. Such ideas demonstrate a way in which a more widespread understanding (among modern viewers) of the sophistication of medieval constructions of space and place may be constructed through the visual material produced by the medieval world. Cartography not only allows us (as geographically or temporally dislocated viewers) insight into the various ways place and space can be, and indeed were conceptualized—they also present ideas of time and space to those reading them. Massey has recognized this, stating of early medieval maps:


They told stories. While presenting a kind of picture of the world ‘at one moment’ (supposedly) they also told the story of its origins. Mappae Mundi advertised the world as having Christian routes, and produced a cartography which told the Christian story […] these are representations of space and time. It is not the spatial which is fixing the temporal, but the map, (the representation) which is stabilising time-space.15



As she explains, alongside sophisticated engagements with the geographical spaces and known and unknown places of their world, medieval cartographers and artists were also adept at exploring spaces which were beyond the realm of earthly knowledge, particularly spaces of the past, and of the future. This idea, seen here in a visual context of depicted place and space, is also particularly prevalent in the exegetical texts and material objects which survive from the period, as well as current ideas of encountering these concepts, such as those presented and explored by the contributors to this volume.

As with medieval maps, which were designed to represent and articulate place, space and time, including the diachronic time of the past and the future (many medieval maps, for example, show Eden as part of the earthly topography), the ideas informing the perceived need to address such issues were established by early Christian exegetical scholarship, which set out to explain the nature of the world and the meaning of the past in relation to the present and the future—centralizing time alongside space and place. As Domenic Janes has put it:


Time was dominated by the descriptions and predictions of Scripture from Genesis to the Apocalypse. The diagnostic tool for understanding this sacred and profane chronology was allegorical and typological reading, which acted to reveal universal symbols of goodness and evil from within the ancient narratives of Scripture. A similar mode of interpretive extraction of meaning was applied to description of art images in the churches, which were themselves a form of pictorial extraction from Scripture. Such forms of analysis would, likewise, have been important in the conception and depicting of more recent events, since history did not ‘just happen’, but was the mysterious expression of divine will. The use of the world and its past was for the spiritual education of the present and preparation for the future.16



Thus, when considering conceptualizations of ‘Place’ and ‘Space’ in the medieval world we see the temporally driven connections of the past, memory, space and visual representation being played out. As Janes implies, along with many of his fellow scholars, space and place are not passive. Rather they are produced, a view commonly accepted in academic circles since Henri Lefebvre produced his seminal study on social space in 1974.17

Space and place (especially as understood and constructed in the medieval world) are concepts which are rich enough to contain the uncontainable and present the metaphysical spaces, places and presences beyond earthly experience as well as a lived, physical reality, as is acknowledged by those examining maps produced in this period. Through such readings of complex spaces and places that not only recorded but created a version of medieval imagery which not only acknowledges, but relies upon spatial fluidity and complexity, new understandings of place and space in the medieval word begin to emerge.

Building explicitly on the ideas set out by Lefebvre, Massey argues that spaces (and implicitly the places through which we primarily recognize space) are produced, that they are a by-product of several complex social and mental connections, and crucially, that the space in question is not finite, but rather is part of an open-ended conversation. Further, she states, that contrary to its “casual use” it is a word which must be “actively thought”.18

Given the current lacuna surrounding ideas of space and place in the scholarship of the period, it is perhaps interesting to note that the tradition of scholarship surrounding this milieu makes provision for a language with which to discuss architecture (something linked to both place and space in conception and form) from quite early on, while space, as such, has never been fully considered, although it is there to be read throughout the extant material evidence. However, this has begun to be readdressed, with several conferences (and the subsequent publication of their proceedings) in recent years focusing on this topic, including the “Re-Imagining Jerusalem in the Medieval West” conference in Oxford in 2009,19 the Cambridge “Ex-Changes: Rome across Time and Space” conference, held in 2008, and the recent Oxford “Medieval Geographies” series, 2012,20 as well as the 2012 Dublin conference on “Making Christian Landscapes”, and that from which this publication ensues. Far from being a marginalized aspect of the subject, space and place have become topics increasingly foregrounded in current scholarship.

This is, however, a relatively recent trend, and, returning to examine the scholarship which exits on space and place one must look slightly further afield to find texts which concentrate on these constructs, albeit often finding scholarship which is couched in more general terms of the medieval more widely as a longue durée, or which addresses itself predominantly to a built architectural environment or lived landscape rather than space and/or place per se. Nevertheless, the importance and challenges of space in the medieval world has been recognized by scholars such as Hendrik Dey and Elizabeth Fentress, who published the proceedings of a conference held in 2007 on “The Spaces of Monastic Observance in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages”,21 and who, in their introduction to the volume state:


It is both the merit and to some extent the deficit of much recent scholarship that such a useful and even simple concept—surely we can all still talk about ‘space’ in everyday situations without succumbing to paralyzing intellectual aporia or cognitive overload—has been ‘problematized’ to the point of becoming a loaded word, accompanied by a wide array of theoretical and methodological implications that are themselves defined and interpreted differently by specialists working in various fields. ‘Space’ has thus become context specific enough to require an explanation, not to say a justification, by those who chose to think with it.22



In terms of their intellectual location of ‘space’ for their project they say:


Hence, the requisite explanation is best presented in the negative: the prevailing idea has been to construe space not in a narrowly literal or material sense, nor certainly to cast it in purely material or archaeological terms, at least insofar as ‘archaeological’ inquiry might be thought to be distinct from more ‘historical’ or textually-based approaches. Texts can reproduce, describe, or otherwise represent spaces and places, too, of course including spaces and places whose physical traces have been irretrievably lost or otherwise altered beyond recognition, leaving the written word as the only viable means of exploration […] ‘spaces’ are simultaneously and indivisibly archaeological and historical, material and imagined, as such they are best approached from a wide range of perspectives.23



The scholarly attitudes expressed toward space by Dey and Fentress very much chime with those that underpin this volume: to investigate space and place, it is necessary to incorporate a number of methodologies and sources, and that textual evidence is an intrinsic part of examining the cultural attitude to space in early medieval Europe, alongside material evidence, be it archaeological, historical or art-historical.24

Thus, in general terms, it may be said that ideas of space and place are understood to be increasingly central to medieval studies, and to a consideration of the cultural or intellectual landscape of this milieu—proving both flexible and pervasive. This is particularly the case since the widespread spatial and material turns experienced across the humanities, which have seen ideas of space, place and the material foregrounded as central issues throughout several disciplines and fields.

Working from this scholarly perspective, this volume is concerned with issues of space and place as primary agents affecting the medieval period and its intellectual and material outputs. More specifically, it is concerned with ideas of the manner in which space and place as scholarly terms are understood to affect scholarly understandings that shape and surround this milieu. Such ideas are not new: ‘landscape’, for example, a term intimately connected to ideas of both place and space, has been discussed for some time as being a significant aspect of the cultural milieu of Anglo-Saxon England (and the early medieval more generally) as in Clare Lees’ and Gillian Overing’s discussion of the role of place in constructing a Northumbrian identity subsequently reflected in the cultural output of the period.25 However, much remains to be said about the presentation and dissemination of both space and place as they were understood on a lived and local level and the simultaneous creation and conceptualization of meta-physical spaces and places beyond those which may be experienced and understood in terms of the earthly and the actual, for both those in the medieval, and for scholars engaging with them today, as the various contributors to this volume explore.

The volume encompasses discussion of space and place as concepts; to space and place as applied to both actual places and imagined spaces; to their importance in the construction of scholarly methodologies; to their application as critical terms when addressing painted architectural places and spaces; to their use in working with architectural spaces; and in closing, to their importance in thinking about imaginary places and apocalyptic and eschatological spaces beyond the earth. Martin Locker’s contribution on ‘interior’ encounters with space and ideas of transition through place during medieval pilgrimage opens the volume. His discussion moves the reader from the actual to the imaginary, considering the significance of place and space, actual and mental journeys to early medieval pilgrimage traditions in the medieval world—reminding us of the need to be aware of the role of the environment in the construction of the sacred. Following this, Ika Matyjaszkiewicz’s essay on the spatial aspects of accessing the Volto Santo in the Cathedral of Lucca also considers the importance of space and place in constructing the sacred, but in a specific context, presenting a thoughtful treatment of the importance of space to an encounter with the sacred as experienced in the immediate environment of the votive sculpture, but also as they were recreated across Europe. This importance of space and environment is echoed in Karen Stark’s discussion of a monastic and ascetic sacred landscape in the medieval kingdom of Hungary (present day Slovakia), which focuses on two cave-spaces as cult places and pilgrimage sites, asking how their religious character transformed the landscape around them. Luke John Murphy’s essay remains with landscape, but takes us to Iron Age Gotland, providing an account of the significance of place to religious cult practice in the period of transition between the Iron Age and the medieval era, discussing distinctions of public and private, known and unknown and geographic places and social spaces as they inform our understanding of this pre-Christian landscape. This is followed by Jane Hawkes’ discussion of ‘planting’ the cross in Anglo-Saxon England which focuses on the placement of monumental stone crosses in the earth to form a powerful Christological iconography of salvation relating to place and form within the landscape. Remaining with the Anglo-Saxon, Michael D. J. Bintley’s essay on the reclamation of intramural space in Old English literature discusses the lost spaces and structures of Anglo-Saxon England, taking an interdisciplinary approach to intramural space in the medieval, using the spaces and places of the texts alongside archaeological findings to discuss the relationship between place, identity and society. This is followed by Beth Kaneko’s consideration of mapped space in medieval Kent—dealing with two medieval maps that have hitherto been seen as unconnected from each other—to discuss actual and imagined space as it was developed on two local maps by Elmham, a discussion informed by place understood on a lived and local level, but also by fluid boundaries created by anecdotal, mythological, tidal or sacred spaces. Next, Aideen M. Ireland’s essay picks up the theme of the importance of ‘local’ place in constructing scholarly understandings of objects and periods, in her discussion of the finding of the Broighter Hoard and the establishment of its (rightful) institutional ownership in nineteenth-century Britain, in terms of both national identity and the academy. From discussions of objects located in place Maria R. Grasso moves the reader on to imagined spaces, providing a detailed discussion of the hypothetical location of Abraham’s bosom in the landscape of the afterlife, asking where and what this place may have meant in the medieval mind—themes echoed in Élise Haddad’s essay on the architectural and figural spaces of Beaulieu-sur-Dordogne, which presents ideas of encountering the sacred, as both actual and actualized space. Her consideration of the tympanum addresses how it is experienced though the physicality of place, via a comprehensive treatment of the eschatological iconography on the Last Judgement tympanum over the secular entrance to the abbey church, and also explores the way this is carried through into the space of the church itself. Similarly, Rebecca Pope deals with the spaces of the afterlife in her discussion of the legend of the Three Living and the Three Dead in the Middle Ages as it appears in text and image, exploring the iconography of surviving wall-paintings in parish churches to locate the place of this motif for the medieval laity, and examining how such images impacted the creation of the text as an oral presentation. ‘Mural space’ is also the theme of Livia Lupi’s essay on fictive architecture and pictorial place articulated in the fourteenth-century frescos of Altichiero da Zevio’s Oratory of St George in Padua, which emphasizes the importance and role of place in considering the overlap between painted place and conceptual and actual space in Padua in the fourteenth century. Similarly, Sam Barber’s essay deals with the idea of space articulated in ecclesiastical decoration: here, the mosaics of the early medieval baptisteries in Ravenna. His discussion considers the glittering tessellated surfaces of these structures, alongside their iconographies, to suggest that civic and socio-political agendas were played out across the architectonic forms of the city. Heidi Stoner also considers such agendas—played out in space and form with the idea of the throne set in the hall in Anglo-Saxon England—to suggest that by tracing these now lost spaces through the literature of the period, secular and ecclesiastical, alongside the archaeological record and visual articulations of the region, it may be possible to reconstruct the complex social structures surrounding kingship in early Anglo-Saxon society. Aimone Grossato’s contribution also deals with the visible trappings of power, in the spaces of the ninth- and tenth-century Islamic courts of Spain, by highlighting the complicated network of spaces encountered in the caliphal court, a draped and half-hidden world of highly ritualized social and ceremonial space that reflected both the court itself and contemporary western perceptions of such exotic spaces. Likewise, through his examination of cross-cultural perceptions of the ‘other’ (Christian and Islamic) Francesco Furlan considers the formation of eschatological meta-geographies in Byzantine and Muslim traditions, an apocalyptic narrative that is continued in Emily Goetsch’s consideration of cartographic conventions and innovations, with an account of mapped Christian space and the importance of place in the politically fraught space of the Iberian Peninsula as reflected on the mappaemundi found in Beatus manuscripts from the period. Finally, bringing the volume to a close, is Jennifer O’Reilly’s seminal discussion of the sites of pilgrimage as internalized spiritual places (the soul as the site of pilgrimage), constructed through conceptualized spaces, symbolic representations and accounts of actual pilgrimage—to Rome, Jerusalem and the ‘Middle East’—throughout the early medieval period. This draws together many of the ideas discussed throughout the book, while underlining the importance of these concepts to representations, conceptualizations and experiential encounters of both place and space within the medieval period.
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1 The Secret Language of Movement

Interior Encounters with Space and Transition during Medieval Pilgrimage

Martin Locker


Pilgrimage accrete[s] rich superstructures of mythological representations.1



Introduction

This paper was born out of research into the practicalities and sensualities of pilgrim travel in medieval Britain.2 What stood out the most during the course of this research and the treading of various pilgrim trails throughout England and Wales was the highly personal series of interactions between pilgrim and landscape, interactions which remain largely a mystery to many due to their swapping the well-worn shoe for the engine in getting from A to B. In any journey by foot, particularly alone, there is a highly individual nature to the interplay between traveller and landscape, and what will be explored further here is how this interplay might be affected by the theological and cultural trappings of medieval Christianity: in short, to consider how the medieval pilgrim experienced the landscape, filtered through their Christian sensibilities, with snatches of scripture ringing in their heads and their hearts brimming with holy zeal for the journey.3 The majority of this discussion is dedicated to rural and wild landscapes, due to their lack of coverage in the scholarship, but for the sake of completeness consideration of urban environments will not be neglected. It must be emphasized that much of what will follow is speculative; by very definition the subject matter is, to a strong degree, subjective. However, it is hoped that, at the very least, in introducing this aspect to the burgeoning field of ‘pilgrim studies’, we might finally begin to arrive at what Jennie Stopford called for in 1994: a holistic approach to the phenomenon of pilgrimage.4

Turner and Movement: The Kinetic Ritual

In becoming a pilgrim or peregrinus it was understood that one would cast off familial society, and assume the marginal role of a traveller and, before the concept of pilgrimage became so popular amongst the medieval Christian laity, the early Christian peregrinus would perhaps become almost psychologically hermit-like for the duration of the journey, shunning company as a distraction from their veneration and devotions.5 Declaring oneself a ‘stranger’ in this context echoes the words of the Hebrews in the Old Testament who “confessed themselves no more than strangers and passing travellers on earth.”6 Liminality and temporal exile are states which characterize the pilgrim experience, existing outside normal societal interactions, in their journey through often unfamiliar landscapes towards a holy destination, mirroring their travelling through life towards Heavenly Jerusalem, no longer an earthly figure but rather moving towards communion with the divine. By donning the mantle of an ‘exile’ the Christian pilgrim (temporarily) rejects the notion of their home residing on earth, and embraces the concept of their home being found in paradise. This concept of striving for reunification within the ‘true home’ of all Christians, earthly and heavenly, the shedding of normal societal privileges (or indeed disadvantages depending on one’s status) and the embracing of a liminal position in which your presence is temporary within both society and the landscapes through which one travels, are all deeply tied into the concept of a pilgrim’s ‘self-identity’.

On a more pragmatic note, it can be argued that pilgrimage, especially within monotheistic cultures, represents an attempt to understand the concept of the ‘omnipresent’ God, a concept that is as hard to conceptualize as the vastness of space. In this context, sacred sites and pilgrim centers represented tangible locations of divine activity, which acted as touchstones that could be definitely said to have seen God’s presence. This is perhaps best expressed in the Christian context through miracle sites, such as Holywell in Wales or, in more modern times, Lourdes, in France. Victor Turner termed the practice a ‘kinetic ritual’, which is perhaps the most succinct definition—a ritualized movement which aims at transformation and realization. As will be explored here, this movement obviously involves traversing differing environments, especially during longer and international pilgrimages.

Landscape and Theology

Wilderness and sanctuary, the earthly and the profane, rural and urban; the common perception of ‘the medieval mind’ paints a world of immutable duality, where two definite qualities exist in opposition to each other. However, the duality of sacred and profane elements in the landscape has long been a subject occupying scholars investigating disparate cultures. In the context of medieval Western lay society, with religious ideals and activity being fundamentally interwoven into the fabric of life, this duality is exemplified by the pilgrim; in “defining the holy”, Sarah Hamilton and Andrew Spicer argued that “for many people the mundane landscape was, and is, interwoven with sacred sites.”7 Using this assertion as a starting point, it is possible to see the laity as acting out both the rituals of everyday existence and also engaging in devotions which utilized sacred sites, all within a landscape that allowed the coexistent simultaneous presence of sacred and profane spaces. An explicit example of this coexistence of spatial uses was present at some of the more celebrated urban pilgrim sites. It would not be unusual to see merchants and pedlars within the church nave itself, jostling for position amongst the clerics and pilgrims, and there are records of tooth-pullers and cobblers plying their trade amongst the hordes of pilgrims on the steps and in the atrium of St Peter’s Basilica in Rome.8 Members of the laity were also known to celebrate feasts by coming into church and singing obscene songs, bringing the profane world into direct contact with sacred space.9 Mircea Eliade reconciles the simultaneous attributes of these spaces with the supposition that the religious person views the whole world as “the work of the gods” and consequently sacral at all times, bringing these layers of interaction into union.10 Timothy Insoll provides a similar yet more nuanced suggestion that “the same landscape can mean different things to different people, and can be one and the same, and thus lack any arbitrary division.”11

Into the Wild

Following this line of thinking at a basic level (putting aside for the moment the wealth of personal mnemonic attachments to landscape), the primary medieval literary and orthodox theological views of nature stem from two sources that formed western Europe’s mindset: the classical and the Hebraic. Through the popular culture of the sermon and the folktale, both shaping the personal response to nature, the non-urban environment represented a locus amoenus (lovely place, typically a bucolic pastoral landscape) as well as the locus horribilis (terrible place, wild and barren in character).12 The concept of locus amoenus, inherited from Greek and Roman pastoral literary traditions (in texts such as Theocritus’ Idylls and Virgil’s Pastorals),13 presented a landscape containing all that was beautiful, pure and representative of a paradisiacal state, devoid of distractions from spiritual contemplation, and thus ideally suited to hermits and religious retreat—although it was not thought of as being beyond improvement through human effort.14

The ‘wilderness’, on the other hand, was the setting for many biblical tales of interaction with the spiritual world (such as Moses’ receipt of manna, Christ’s temptation and John the Baptist’s dwelling place),15 although this interaction was not always benevolent, and it formed a realm separate from that encountered in the daily rhythm of most of the laity. This view of the ‘wild’ landscape was inherited from Hebraic literary traditions that run through the scriptures, and it was just these barren environments to which hermits and monastic communities were originally drawn in the East, something that may have started the transformative process from horribilis to amoenus simply by means of their Christian presence.16 The locus horribilis of the Hebraic ‘wilderness’ is the bleak and blighted landscape that represents the quintessential ‘wilderness’ found in scripture,17 and provided the concept of wilderness, that of a blighted topography and uninhabitable lands. It is possible that this image of wilderness was familiar to the laity due to its presence and role in some of the more commonly known scriptural stories (such as those of Moses, John the Baptist and Jesus’ temptation by the devil).

However, whilst the concept of wilderness may have been scriptural, a more practical understanding of ‘wild places’ would have been informed by the immediate surroundings of the medieval laity, particularly those living in rural settings. These settings provide one example of how spiritual, cultural and personal memories and tales can become layered over a landscape, shaping the interactions between man and nature as he or she moves through it. Moorland, fenland, woodland and other less habitable areas were the source of tales and supernatural occurrences, not to mention very real danger from both the landscape and those peripheral figures that made such locations their home, who might not welcome visitors (be they hermits, thieves or charcoal burners as suggested by Jacques Le Goff).18

Much of the laity would have been familiar with the most celebrated biblical events, through transmissive events such as sermons and the wall-paintings found within medieval churches, with many natural features of the landscape being linked, as noted, to spiritual experiences. Most obviously, water was associated with regeneration and healing (one only has to observe one of the central Christian rites—baptism—to see the importance attributed to water as a spiritual cleanser and means of transition), and rivers act as natural boundaries across which a shift from one area to another (geographically and spiritually) can be made.19 For example, the River Jordan is not only the scene of Christ’s baptism,20 but is both the conduit and symbol of the event, becoming so rooted within Christian tradition as a representation of the event that pilgrims even today gather to pray at the site and purchase vials of the river water to take home, continuing the tradition of ampullae. Trees and plants have a long and complex associated symbolism within Christian theology: grapes symbolizing, by means of their association with wine, the blood of Christ; the chestnut symbolizing chastity; the acacia, the purity of the Virgin; the fern symbolizing humility; and the cedar, Christ himself. However, it is fair to estimate that these nuanced and complex associations were known mainly to clerical scholars and monastic communities rather than the general laity.21 More importantly, trees were linked with the Cross, and the Golden Legend speaks of the True Cross being constructed from three trees that grew from three seeds derived from the Tree of Mercy planted by Seth in the mouth of Adam’s corpse:


And then he laid the grains or kernels under his father’s tongue and buried him in the Vale of Hebron; and out of his mouth grew three trees of the three grains, of which trees the cross that our Lord suffered his passion on was made, by virtue of which he gat very mercy, and was brought out of the darkness into the very light of heaven.22



Furthermore, the mountains and fissures of Israel were said to have been created “by God’s own hand”, representing God’s intimate involvement with the formation of the world.23 These motifs would have echoed down to the laity through sermons, as “neither the concept of a hallowed place nor the assumption that nature was responsive to human conduct was alien to biblical thought.”24 This may also have affected the manner in which some members of the laity experienced the landscape on a daily basis, given that many were occupied in primarily agricultural work, putting them in consistent contact with the local environment, thus allowing them to develop a perceived ‘relationship’ with the landscapes they encountered.

While scale would seem to constitute a necessary element of ‘wilderness’, the experience of walking these landscapes indicates that this is not necessarily the case. Small patches of moorland, snatches of ancient woodland and secluded landscapes which are obscured from view (or indeed general access) by agricultural and ‘civilized’ environments also render the human presence ‘invasive’, unusual and so conjure the experience of ‘the wild’. This quality, in which the human presence feels unusual or even unwelcome (primarily because of the lack of evidence of human impact within the environment) is crucial in producing the sensation which we interpret as ‘wild nature’, rather than ‘managed nature’. These ‘minor’ landscapes, sometimes found between or at the edges of fields, hedgerows, territory boundaries and other transitional areas also blur the lines between definitions of ‘natural’ and ‘wild’, sharing such close proximity with settled and potentially ‘urbanized’ or cultivated areas. The implications of these ‘micro transitions’ for pilgrims may have included an increase in the perceived distance of the journey; by encountering a vast array of changing landscape types the route can feel larger and more dynamic than it really is, and there is even the possibility that a certain mythical quality to the journey is generated, reflecting the travels of saints across countries and epic landscapes, a pilgrimage in miniature.25

The Forest Trail

The one environment that has dominated the imagination of the medieval West, as well as large portions of its landscapes, was the forest. Having featured so prominently in the myths, legends and folklore of Europe (particularly Norse, Celtic, Germanic and Slavic), and subsequent medieval romances and saint-lore (Saint Hubertus for example), it is fair to suggest that the specter of the forest would have loomed large in the pilgrim’s consciousness as a realm of mystery and otherworldly encounters. Since Tacitus’ observations on the Germanic tribes in the first century CE,26 north-western European cultures have been defined as much by their capacity in opposition to the forest as they have by their achievements.27 The forest stands as a representation of the wild, to be overcome, managed, used and possessed—in a word, ‘civilized’.

Much has been written about the liminal nature of the forest in ‘the imagination’ of the West, its role as a mediator between the worlds of the everyday encounter and the exceptional; Robert Harrison neatly encapsulates the phenomenon when he describes how “the forest appears as a place where the logic of distinction goes astray […] the inanimate may suddenly become animate […] the ordinary gives way to the fabulous.”28 These wooded environments thus represented a serviceable ‘wilderness’ for monastic communities seeking separation, who were placing themselves at the margins of society in order to escape its profanity. Like the temporary state of the pilgrim, monks (and to a more extreme degree ascetics, anchorites and hermits) were imposing an exiled status on themselves within these marginal landscapes. The 1065 cartulary of Sainte-Foy of Conques, for example, records that a cell of monks had settled where “there was no human habitation except for the brigands in the forests”.29 Bede uses this theme to a similar effect when describing the foundation of the monastery of Lastingham: “Cedd chose for himself a site for the monastery amid some steep and remote hills which seemed better fitted for the haunts of robbers and the dens of wild beasts than for human habitation”,30 demonstrating that as far as ecclesiastical institutions were concerned the forest could, as with moorland, be likened to the scriptural desert or wilderness.31 What is of interest here, is the role that the forest might play for the pilgrim during his or her travels, and how as an environment it could shape the pilgrim’s experience physically and mentally.

Visibility was a crucial factor in the melding of the different aspects of the forest, its ability to obscure and then suddenly reveal, to disorientate and enchant. It is no surprise that so many of the Romances contain supernatural interactions within the forest—it has frequently been viewed throughout the West (and beyond) as a liminal environment,32 one where normal rules do not apply and where one can experience supernatural encounters, possibly even glimpsing the Otherworld.33 This process of obscuring one’s progress, both to others and even oneself, creates an intensely private space for the traveller, in which sounds are deadened by leaf litter, the trees rustle and creak. Anyone who has stood silently in a forest can attest to this instinctual reaction to the environment, a primordial feeling of unease, of ‘not belonging’ to the surroundings—one is very much in a separate realm, be it a small coppice or a sprawling woodland. Most crucially, the traveller within the forest is a spectator; their journey along a set path allows the scenery to flow by as a visual but not interactive encounter, as fleeting glimpses that wall them in along the route through the trees. Breaking from the path to venture into the woodland does not render the traveller more involved with the forest; in fact, they are further cast as an alien presence within the environment. Their place is not within the boughs and undergrowth but along the track, and deviating from this puts the traveller at risk from encounters, both real and imagined, and disturbs their sense of orientation and direction. Paths, when maintained, typically lead through cleared spaces, and the surrounding vegetation can be impenetrable both physically and visibly.

Thus the forest was ‘opaque’, able to contain great and useful reserves of game, honey, timber and grazing land, but it was also filled with those at the social and literal fringes of society “upon whom more sedentary folk looked with suspicion”, such as “hunters, charcoal-burners, blacksmiths, honey and wax gatherers, ashmen […] and bark pullers.”34 These characters were part of the margins of civilization, much like the forest itself. As Harrison remarks:


In the history of Western civilization forests represent an outlying realm of opacity which has allowed that civilization to estrange itself, enchant itself, terrify itself, ironize itself, in short to project into the forest’s shadows its secret and innermost anxieties.35



This is no less true when filtered through the lens of Christian theology. Within scripture forests are portrayed as places of refuge, the abode of wild beasts, and as resources for building monuments and cities to the glory of God. It is constantly made ‘other’, described as a place removed from humanity, sometimes being used as a testing ground for devotion, but also used as an allegory for the possible consequences of being defeated by one’s enemies:


Through your messengers you have reproached the Lord, And you have said, ‘With my many chariots I came up to the heights of the mountains, To the remotest parts of Lebanon; And I cut down its tall cedars and its choice cypresses; And I entered its farthest lodging place, its thickest forest’.

[Per manum servorum tuorum exprobrasti Domino et dixisti in multitudine curruum meorum ascendi excelsa montium in summitate Libani et succidi sublimes cedros eius electas abietes eius et ingressus sum usque ad terminos eius saltum Carmeli eius.]36



Many of these passages from scripture are full of potent images, whose narratives are by any standards gripping, and it is not unlikely that their robust nature would have made them, if not popular, then at least familiar to the pious. If we accept this possibility, then it is logical to suggest that these representations of the forest would also be known to those devout (and in many cases curious) members of the laity who undertook pilgrimages, and along with homelier cultural influences (local folklore, personal experiences) would color their experience of the forest in a distinctive fashion. This would likely differ somewhat from that of a ‘secular’ traveller (a merchant, for instance, travelling on business), whose mind may not be focused on the spiritual in the course of their journey (although ‘secular’ considerations also no doubt crept into the thoughts of pilgrims), and for whom scriptural tales may not have leapt to mind quite so readily.

The forest in particular facilitates an atmosphere of heightened appreciation for ‘otherness’, which is aptly reflected in the figure of the pilgrim themself, a marginal figure, who walks between heaven and earth for the period of the journey. Folklore, scripture and the very physical nature of the forest make it a landscape pregnant with possibilities for a pilgrim to ponder and perhaps even experience that which lies ‘beyond’.

Through the Gates

The urban environments of the medieval West, the settings of the majority of pilgrimage shrines and religious power centers, also generated a complicated and intricate series of spatial interactions and interpretations. Dismissing the classical legacy, Le Goff cites the Judeo-Christian (Hebraic) tradition as “the most important influence on the medieval urban imagination, which is hardly surprising […] an image could become powerful only if it was supported with a biblical reference.”37 This tradition of urban representation and symbolism can be first identified within the Old Testament. The city was originally cast as inherently cursed (the first city was raised by Cain), testament to man’s pride (Babel) and his vices (Sodom and Gomorrah).38 It was only recast in a more positive light with the conquest of Jericho and rise of Jerusalem.39 David and Solomon are credited with the success of Jerusalem, both through the location and delivery of the Ark of the Covenant and the building of the palace and Temple,40 both of which represent that which comes to be typical of urban symbolism throughout the Middle Ages: the seats of the two great powers, religious and royal (or civil), which govern and provide social stability and spiritual salvation. The New Testament adds to the symbolic language of the city, Jerusalem being associated with both the life and death of Christ, and the introduction of the concept of Heavenly Jerusalem.

Traffic flowed both to and from settlements, through gates into the markets and streets, and from the gates out into the world along the roads and tracks travelled by those moving in and out of the urban environments. Writing at the turn of the thirteenth century William of Auvergne noted in his Opera Omnia that “the first thing that one saw in looking at a city was its gates, by which people gained access to a new status. The city was a civilisation.”41 The symbolic value of standing before the city gate, and the visual sensory impact of the encounter with this ‘boundary of civilization’ marks the transition between the rural and the urban. For the pilgrim, however, the visual stimuli may not have been the first clue of nearing a large urban settlement.

It is highly possible that the first sensory encounter an approaching traveller would have with a town or city would have been auditory rather than visual. Discussing the senses in late medieval England, Chris Woolgar noted that “in terms of absolute levels of sound, both town and countryside were very much quieter than today: much would have been audible that is now obscured by background noise.”42 The ‘background noise’ (not to mention, with the right winds, the ‘background smell’) of trade, industry and densely packed humanity may have preceded visual identification of the city or town, especially in forested or obscured landscapes. Church (and cathedral) bells would also have been notable. Often a source of local pride, their peal embodied the parish as well as delineating its geographical reach by their audible range: as Katherine French has noted, “parishioners worked to have distinctive bells […] they came to symbolise individual parishes.”43 For settlements with multiple churches (and in the case of the largest cities, multiple parishes), these bells may have been in competition with each other; but all rang out in defiance of the ‘wilderness’ beyond the city walls. An example of this confluence of tolling bells can be found in the early modern urban soundscape of Florence, which was “punctuated by the sounds of civic and sacred bells [which] permeated the city within a sonic exchange that regulated sleep and work and called people to prayer, meals, celebrations, councils, executions and bed.”44 The bells united the city spaces, choreographing the theaters of everyday life and sonically delineating the urban landscape from the hinterlands; they were bound to the identity of those living within the city, an expression of communal urban identity, comparable to the rural parishes’ love of distinctive peals.45 Extending beyond the city walls, just as churches along the Dorset coast in Britain rang out in dubious weather and served as a ‘landmark’ for ships finding their way towards Bristol port, so too could the bells of a city be regarded as symbolizing audible guide posts and beacons for those making their way towards civilization in inclement weather.46

Clearly, the concept of ‘the city’ in Christian and medieval minds was indelibly bound to that of civilization, Jerusalem and scripture; the urban environment played host to the most crucial of scriptural events in the New Testament, and both the classical and Hebraic legacy which informed European Christianity (whilst varying in their appreciation for the wild) emphasized the civilization and worth of that which was enclosed within the city walls. The equating of urban as civilized can be demonstrated in the evolution of the image of paradise from rural to urban, tracked through scriptural references from which evolve the opening portrayal of Paradise as garden in Genesis (mostly throughout Chapters 2 and 3), through accounts such as that found in Ecclesiastes 2:5–6 (“I made me gardens and orchards, and I planted trees in them of all kind of fruits: I made me pools of water, to water therewith the wood that bringeth forth trees”),47 to that of an eternal city (Isaiah 54:11), the motif which comes to dominate medieval literature—the earliest account being Augustine’s text City of God.48 Le Goff describes this as giving the “definitive urban basis and representation to almost all Christian political theory in the Middle Ages”, strengthening the link between sanctity and civilization with the idealized urban landscape.49 In the city the solidity of granite, limestone, sandstone and travertine mixed with the wealth of marble, bronze and gilt to produce an allegory of permanence for the laws of men (the palace) under the laws of God (the Church), with towers and walls that rose up to the heavens. This expressed the taming of the natural environment underfoot, the weight and solidity of man’s presence and dominance over the world (as expressed in Genesis 1:26).

The urban environment also represented its fair share of vice and danger, however, and the perpetual apocalyptic fears of the medieval period,50 along with the attribution of outbreaks of the plague to the sins of humanity, also suggest that the brothels, taverns, thieves and over-indulgent priests within city walls contributed to contemporary worries about the state of the urban soul. Nevertheless, broadly speaking, the city was seen as an emblem of civilization, stability and security. The walls which surrounded it created distinctions between those who dwelt without (rural, agricultural producers) and those who dwelt within (urban, industrial producers and agricultural consumers).

Conclusion

It is the movement between these spaces, both rural or urban, which has been the primary focus of this discussion, as have the transitional, frontier spaces and crossroads which act both as boundaries and gateways. The movement from hospice to street to church to city gate; out into hinterlands; crossing fields, rivers, hills and mountains; traversing forests and moving through villages; following tracks that wind ever onwards towards the pilgrim’s goal, which may become visible in the distance in the form of a cathedral spire or the sound of a tolling bell; the experience of crossing these invisible and sometimes physical boundaries of space constitute an experience of travel which is very different for a pilgrim and a merchant. As is so often the case, context is everything. The spaces therein are indeed multi-vocal, flexible in their experiential qualities and in any given mindset can vary from being uncomfortable, pretty, wearisome or welcome, to being spiritually nourishing, supernaturally dangerous and key to feeling a closer union with the divine driven by piety and sacrifice.

It could be suggested therefore that the pilgrim, being the quintessential liminal figure moving not only between the urban and rural but also between earthly and divine environments, experiences the processes of transition as a rolling series of encounters which harbor spiritual meaning. The process of Christian pilgrimage is one meant to alter a person fundamentally, placing them outside normal society, forcing them to confront discomfort and invest effort (a form of sacrifice and demonstration of piety) in order to reach a place of sacred significance and plead divine favor.51 Numerous spatial boundaries (both physical and ephemeral) may be encountered in the form of shifting territories, interiors versus exteriors, urban versus rural, natural environment type or managed versus unmanaged (wild) landscapes. The pilgrim may have encountered the crossing of these boundaries as encounters that placed them in sanctuary, danger, company or solitude in a fundamentally spiritual sense. This would mean that an environment which offered spiritual company (a chance to pray in a roadside chapel) would not be the same as one which offered physical company (a crowded street). Thus, it is possible that moving outside an urban environment was, to the seriously minded pilgrim, an ideal transition which put them in the ideal state of pilgrimage—against the elements, outside profane society and its temptations and marching ever onwards towards the saint’s shrine, God and ultimately the Heavenly Jerusalem. In addition, the transitions from woodland to open track, river crossing to city gate, street to cathedral, all held a mixture of cultural and personal memory triggers which colored the raw experience of a pilgrim’s travel, making it one of the most personal processes available in medieval Christianity.

As noted, this is admittedly a speculative and subjective exercise, based on experiences and thoughts during fieldwork. Nevertheless, if nothing else, this investment in the experience of pilgrimage brings out an important point if we are to address pilgrimage in a more fulsome way. No doubt, there are elements of landscape experience which will always remain subjective, and one should not project such experiences onto those in the past. However, if we are to address such a personal and intimate phenomenon such as pilgrimage, it is as important perhaps to tread the weary miles, as to study the material culture and chronicles of pilgrims. Only then can we gain a more holistic understanding of transformative effect of long-distance footfall towards a sacred destination and the allegory of life as a permanent pilgrimage.


Notes

1Victor Turner and Edith L. B. Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture: Anthropological Perspectives (New York: Columbia University Press, 1978), 23.

2Martin Locker, Landscapes
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