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Introduction

These be Saint Paules wordes in effecte, whereby we maye
perceiue, that the lyfe in this world, is resembled & likened
to a pylgrimage, in a straunge countreye, farre from god: &
that death delyuering vs from oure bodyes, doth sende vs
strayghte home into oure owne countrey, & maketh vs to
dwell presently with god for euer, in euerlastinge rest &
quietnes. So that to dye is no losse, but profyte and winnynge
to all true christen people.

Book of Homilies, “The Second Part of the Sermon against
the Fear of Death,” probably written by Thomas Cranmer’

These lines from the first Book of Homilies issued under Elizabeth I’s reign
encapsulate the core of the present study: life in this world is but a pilgrimage
and death—sending “vs strayghte home into oure owne countrey”’—marks
this spiritual journey’s end and a new beginning. This ultimate and liminal
stage will be called the “last pilgrimage” in the following. Deriving from
Hebrews 11, “Saint Paules wordes™ denote an almost universal spiritual pat-
tern that is particularly deeply enmeshed in the fibers of medieval and early

1 Certayne Sermons appoynted by the Quenes Maiestie . . . (London: Paul’s
Churchyard by Richard Jugge and John Cawood, 1559), Qlv.

2 Throughout the centuries, there has been speculation about the authorship of the
Epistle to the Hebrews, with some acknowledging the apostle Paul as its author,

as Cranmer does here. By contrast, his near contemporary William Tyndale re-
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modern culture: man is an exiled stranger in this world and thus keen to find
the way to his heavenly home. Concerned with how Pentateuch luminaries
like Abraham, Sarah, Jacob, and Moses epitomize this state of exile, He-
brews 11 exemplifies a spiritual ideal of living by faith alone, of following a
path through a metaphorical wilderness, and of being invariably driven by
the prospect of the promised land ahead: “All these dyed in faith, and re-
ceiued not the promises, but sawe them afarre of, and beleued them, and
receiued them thankefully, and confessed that they were strangers and pil-
gremes on the earth” (v. 13). These promises “afarre of”” are only seen “with
y© eyes of faith,” as the marginalia in The Geneva Bible (1560) imply, but
their faith impels these spiritual travelers to view their journey as a meta-
phorical pilgrimage toward “a better, that is an heauenly [country]: where-
fore God is not ashamed of them to be called their God: for he hathe prepared
for them a citie” (v. 16). John Durham Peters rightly notes that “such con-
cepts as exile, diaspora, and nomadism . . . lie at the heart of the western

3 . .
”” This state of exile was more

canon; otherness wanders through its center.
often than not characterized as a metaphorical pilgrimage in early Christian
theology and particularly so in the medieval and early modern period. As the
final stage of such a spiritual journey, the /ast pilgrimage marks the travelers’
deliverance from their earthly plight and their acceptance into a blissful eter-
nity. Examining this ontological transition and the ways in which this
pilgrimage-to-eternity-pattern is embedded in early modern English poetry
is the aim of the present book, an endeavor that will ultimately lead to a
deeper understanding of death and the afterlife in early modern England.
The epigraph from “An exhortation agaynste the feare of death” refers to
Hebrews 11 in order to do precisely what its title advertises: to deprive death

fuses to specify the author in his Prologue to Hebrews. Today, there is wide-
spread consensus about Paul’s unlikely authorship of the Epistle, whose actual
author, however, has hitherto remained obscure. See Tyndale’s New Testament,
1534, ed. David Daniell (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 345.

3 John Durham Peters, “Exile, Nomadism, and Diaspora: the Stakes of Mobility
in the Western Canon,” in Home, Exile, Homeland, ed. Hamid Naficy (New
York: Routledge, 1999), 17. My thanks to Martin Miihlheim, who pointed this

passage out to me.
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of its earthly sting. Probably written by Thomas Cranmer himself,* this ser-
mon presents the divinely prepared city, commonly taken to be the New
Jerusalem, as heralding the prospects of “oure owne countrey” toward which
the strangers and pilgrims in Hebrews travel as they leave that “straunge
countreye, farre from god.” Provided that one has lived by faith in acknowl-
edgment of one’s itinerant state as a temporary spiritual traveler on earth,
every believer’s toils in the present world and, particularly, the pangs of
death will fall into oblivion in view of the heavenly destination that lies
ahead. To this end, Cranmer’s sermon extends the passage from Hebrews to
a spiritual means of coping with one’s personal prospect of death and appro-
priates it to render death less fearful. Nevertheless, the mortal passage is in-
evitable on one’s route to eternity, but death—viewed through the prism of
the last pilgrimage—is shorn of its fearsomeness and becomes a means of
deliverance with “no losse, but profyte and winnynge to all true christen peo-
ple,” as Cranmer writes. This notion of death as a last pilgrimage to eternity
throws into sharp relief other, more gruesome and annihilating conceptions
of the end of life that have often been seen to predominate the theology and
literature of early modern England. To cast a light on more hopeful versions
of death, the present study aims at revisiting the popular metaphor of life as
a pilgrimage to focus, in an unprecedented way, on the liminality of death in
early modern England and on how this passage to “euerlastinge rest &
quietnes” is represented poetically as the inevitable apex of man’s spiritual
journey to eternity.

In its interest in the “last pilgrimage” as an early modern trope negotiat-
ing life, death, and eternity, the following investigation revolves around one
particular way in which the end of life and the transition to the afterlife were
conceived in Renaissance England. However, as the early modern saying,

4 On the authorship of this sermon, see Frank L. Cross and Elizabeth A.
Livingstone, eds., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1974; reprint, 1978), 662; John Edmund Cox, “Notes,”
in Miscellaneous Writings and Letters of Thomas Cranmer, ed. John Edmund
Cox (Cambridge: University Press, 1846), 128, n. 1.
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“Death has a hundred ways to let out life,” indicates, the period, beginning
roughly with the English Reformation and ending with the close of the
seventeenth century, offered a plethora of different correspondences between
life, death, and a potential afterlife. In a time that saw momentous theological
changes in the wake of the Reformation, conceptions about the afterlife were
not left untouched. As the historian Peter Marshall observes,

The obsession of the medieval Church with negotiating the counterfeit demands of
purgatory had engendered a crude foreshortening of the eternal perspective of Chris-
tianity. Many Protestant reformers refocused their own hopes on the end of time, an
end which some at least did not believe to be so far away.’

Despite these hopes of an imminent afterlife, the absence of a concretely
envisioned, soul-cleansing proto-eschaton like purgatory may well have cast
considerable doubts on the whereabouts and effectuality of the life everlast-
ing among both clergy and laity. This skepticism is prominently encapsu-
lated in Hamlet’s assertion that death is “The vndiscouer’d country, from
whose borne / No trauiler returnes,” which culminates famously in his nihil-

.. . . 7
istic last words, “the rest is silence.”

In their uncertainty and silence, these
lines testify to a fear of annihilation and to the possibility that there may not
be anything at all to follow after death. The chapters to come, however, will
seek to untether early modern mortality from the mooring lines of uncer-
tainty, fear, and gruesomeness to show that Hamlet’s (and other’s) deep-
seated anxieties may not represent as dominant a conception of death as one

might think. Instead, the following will show how the metaphor of the last

5 Morris Palmer Tilley, 4 Dictionary of the Proverbs in England in the Sixteenth
and Seventeenth Centuries: a Collection of the Proverbs Found in English Liter-
ature and the Dictionaries of the Period (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1950), D140.

6 Peter Marshall, Beliefs and the Dead in Reformation England (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002), 227-28.

7 William Shakespeare, The Complete Works: Original-Spelling Edition, eds.
Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 111, i, 79—-80
and V, ii, 342. Subsequent references to Shakespeare are taken from this edition

and will henceforth be indicated parenthetically.
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pilgrimage may well offer a way of envisioning a more hopeful transition to
the afterlife. These more blissful versions of an early modern English death
have been largely overlooked by most critics and literary historians over the
last few decades, which leaves open a lacuna that this study intends to fill.
Over the last few decades, it has almost become a critical commonplace
that the end of life was considered dark, uncertain, and even annihilating in
early modern England; this contention, however, has relegated more blissful
poetical conceptions of the afterlife to the periphery. This more pessimistic
strand of literary criticism takes its most extreme form in Robert N. Watson’s
The Rest Is Silence: Death as Annihilation in the English Renaissance.® He
argues that the English Renaissance witnessed an unprecedented crisis of
death that had its roots not only in “the lack of any purgatorial process,” but
also in Protestantism’s “particular emphasis on individual interiority” and in
the dogmatic assertion of man’s inherent sinfulness, all of which “must have
made it virtually impossible to imagine satisfactorily the survival of a full

. 9
selfhood in heaven.”

Although Watson implicitly acknowledges a pattern
akin to the last pilgrimage to eternity when he refers to “the proper path to
the afterlife,” he avers that such metaphors were only a psychological dis-
traction from the possibility that “there might be no destination” at all.'”
While historians like Marshall deem Watson’s assessment exaggerated,“
most scholars agree that the Protestant plow, tilling the dogmatic soil of

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England, left furrows of eschatological

8 Robert N. Watson, The Rest Is Silence: Death as Annihilation in the English
Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994). For similar
views, see Philippe Aries, Western Attitudes toward Death: from the Middle
Ages to the Present, trans. Patricia M. Ranum (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1974), 41-45; Phoebe S. Spinrad, The Summons of Death on the
Medieval and Renaissance Stage (Columbus: Ohio State University Press,
1987), 1-26; Thomas Willard, “Images of Mortality in Early English Drama,”
in Death and the Culture of Death in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Time:
the Material and Spiritual Conditions of the Medieval and Early Modern Cul-
ture of Death, ed. Albrecht Classen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2016), 411-31.

9 Watson, The Rest Is Silence, 1, 6.

10  Watson, The Rest Is Silence, 40.

11 Marshall, Beliefs and the Dead, 215.
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uncertainties that called for other, non-purgatorial understandings of the
afterlife to be (re-)discovered. Furthermore, the philosopher of religion John
Hick holds that it is probably even because of “the dark, punitive conception
of the meaning of death” that “there has always been the very different pic-
ture of human life as a pilgrimage, with bodily death as the end of one stage
of that pilgrimage and, by the same token, as a passing on to another s'[age.”12
Hence, even if death in early modern England was accompanied by a “nihil-
istic sting,” as Watson contends,"” the metaphorical pilgrimage to eternity
can be shown to provide a conceit that allows for these ontological anxieties
to be transcended linguistically in a genuine attempt to explore new and
almost invariably hopeful meanings of the life to come. After all, the abol-
ishment of purgatory may not only have led to a spiritually disconcerting
eschatological void, as Watson claims, but may well have sparked a reappro-
priation of the traditional pilgrimage metaphor to pave more concrete path-
ways to post-Reformation afterlives.

While the term “the last pilgrimage” is chiefly a modern coinage,14 the
idea of a final pilgrimage from this life to the next has its roots in the more
comprehensive Christian metaphor that conceives of life in its entirety as a
pilgrimage. This traditional and holistic form of a metaphorical pilgrimage
through life has received ample critical attention from both literary scholars
and historians alike."” There is unanimous agreement that the trope of the

12 John Hick, Death and Eternal Life (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), 208.

13 Watson, The Rest Is Silence, 40.

14 The only early modern reference I could find that resembles the phrase derives
from Hermann Kirchner’s “An Oration in Praise of Trauell in generall” in Tho-
mas Coryate’s Crudities, in which life is described as “nothing else then a dayly
trauell, to that last and heauenly pilgrimage”: see Coryats Crudities hastily
gobled vp in five Moneths . . . (London: William Stansby, 1611), COr.

15  In much of the following, I rely on Dee Dyas, Pilgrimage in Medieval English
Literature, 700-1500 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001), 9-65; Marco Niever-
gelt, Allegorical Quests from Deguileville to Spenser (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer,
2012), particularly 23-26; Barbara K. Lewalski, Protestant Poetics and the
Seventeenth-Century Religious Lyric (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1979), 93-94; Grace Tiffany, Love’s Pilgrimage: the Holy Journey in English

Renaissance Literature (Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 2006), 13—
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pilgrimage through life is not an invention of the English Renaissance but
that it can be traced as far back in the Judeo-Christian tradition as to the Old
Testament narratives of a chosen people on their quest for the land of milk
and honey (see Gen., Exod., and Deut. but also Lev. 25:23 and Ps. 39:12,
107:3-7, and many other instances)."’ As explained above, this quest is re-
introduced in the New Testament metaphor of the paradigmatic “strangers
and pilgremes” in Hebrews 11:13, roaming the plains of a spiritually foreign
country.l7 Dee Dyas holds that this Christian appropriation of “the twin con-
cepts of the sojourner-pilgrim and the citizen of a distant, greater homeland”
led to

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

43. For an earlier, groundbreaking literary treatment of the topic with a particu-
lar emphasis on its pictorial tradition, see Samuel C. Chew, The Pilgrimage of
Life (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962), particularly 174—75. For one of
the many historical commentaries on the pilgrimage trope, see Eamon Duffy,
“The Dynamics of Pilgrimage in Late Medieval England,” in Pilgrimage: the
English Experience from Becket to Bunyan, ed. Colin Morris and Peter Roberts
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 164—77. It bears emphasis,
however, that pilgrimage in its literal or metaphorical manifestations is not pe-
culiar to Christianity; see Simon Coleman and John Elsner, Pilgrimage: Past
and Present; Sacred Travel and Sacred Space in the World Religions (London:
British Museum Press, 1995), 6-33.

16  For example, in Genesis 47:9, 1n (magur), literally “sojourn, sojourning,” is
translated as pilgrimage in the 1560 Geneva translation with a marginal refer-
ence to Hebrews 11:9.

17  The rendering of “strangers and pilgremes” may seem inaccurate in light of the
Greek original £évot kai mapenidnuot. However, this phrase has its own history
of reception in the English language: it goes back to the to the Wycliffite Bible,
which was translated on the basis of Jerome’s Vulgate, “peregrini et hospites,”
thus becoming “pilgryms, and herboryd men” rather than “strangers and so-
journers,” which would be closer to the Greek original. See Philip Edwards,
Pilgrimage and Literary Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005), 5-6.
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make sacrifices in the present. Pilgrims en route to heaven would be enabled to remain
. . . 18
impervious to sufferings or abuse.

The various pilgrims whose last journeys form the central concern of the
chapters to come are very differently aware of their itinerant status and of
their other-worldly destination; ultimately, the narrative of their spiritual pro-
gress is invariably determined by their heavenly goal. Consciously or uncon-
sciously, they thus participate in a trajectory that was most influentially
delineated by Augustine in Of the Citie of God. " In this monumental work,
“THAT most glorious Society and celestiall Citie of Gods faithfull” is seen
as “partly seated in the course of these declining times” and “partly in that
solid estate of eternity”; in our fallen times, “hee that liueth . . . by faith, is a
Pilgrim amongst the wicked” while the state of eternity is still waiting to “be

2% This polarity between the fallen human

crowned in perfection of peace.
state and man’s eventual redemption is largely negotiated through the image
of the pilgrimage through life reaching its apotheosis when the pious traveler
concludes his earthly journey.

Employed already in various different hues in the Middle Ages, this cen-
tral Augustinian tenet informs the profuse use of the pilgrimage metaphor in
theological writings of the early modern period. Apart from Cranmer’s ser-
mon above, one of the most notable instances can be found in A Clovd of
Faithfvl Witnesses, an extensive commentary only on the eleventh chapter of
the Letter to Hebrews, written by the celebrated Puritan divine William Per-

kins: commenting on verse 16, he elucidates that

18  Dyas, Pilgrimage in Medieval English Literature, 24.

19 M. A. Claussen, “‘Peregrinatio’ and ‘Peregrini’ in Augustine’s The City of
God,” Traditio 46 (1991): 33-75.

20  Augustine, Of the Citie of God, 413-26 A.D., trans. John Healey (London: G.
Eld and M. Flesher, 1620), L, i, 1 (p. 1, Blr). Dyas rightly points out that similar
patterns can also be traced in the writings of Origen, Eusebius, Cyprian,
Chrysostom, Athanasius, and Jerome. Out of the plethora of Patristic writings,
Augustine’s treatment of the idea of the Christian journey seems to me the most
comprehensive and influential one. For further details, see Dyas, Pilgrimage in
Medieval English Literature, 27-36.
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the Patriarchs, being our fore-fathers in faith, and patternes whom we must followe,
did desire heauen: by their example euery one of vs is taught the same duty, to aime
at another and a better Country, then that in which we liue, euen at the kingdome of
heauen: and not to thinke that this world is the Country we are borne for.”!

It is this optimistic perspective on the last things that lets Arthur Dent de-
scribe his late Elizabethan bestseller The Plaine Mans Path-way to Heaven
as a work that “hath in it, not the nature of a tragedie, which is begunne with
ioy, and ended with sorrow: but of comedie, which is begunne with sorrow,
22 Such blissful outlooks on the afterlife are difficult to

reconcile with Watson’s earlier assertion that early modern England wit-

and ended with ioy.

nessed a major crisis of death. If there was a crisis at all, the following will
show that it was effectively addressed through the metaphor of the last pil-
grimage to eternity. As the earthly span of life becomes shorter and the pas-
sage through death to eternity a more likely scenario, such a metaphor seems
to provide the perfect bridge from the time of spiritual exile to one of divine
encounter.

The literary development of this powerful and ontologically transcendent
metaphor mainly occurred in the Middle Ages when the concept of exiled
pilgrims striving for their heavenly home became a commonplace not only
in theological texts but also in what is now known as medieval English liter-
ature. For example, in his Piers Plowman, William Langland devises twenty
(or twenty-two) passis (“steps”) as instructive elements of a journey that
prepares metaphorical travelers for the eschaton and the divine city on a hill,

teaching them “What pis mountaigne bymeneb.”23 Likewise, after all the

21  William Perkins, 4 Clovd of Faithfvil Witnesses . . . (London: Humfrey Lownes
for Leo. Greene, 1607), 302.

22 Arthur Dent, The Plaine Mans Path-way to Heauen . . . (London: Robert Dexter,
1601), Adr.

23 William Langland, Piers Plowman: a Parallel-Text Edition of the A, B, C and
Z Versions, c. 1370-90, ed. A. V. C. Schmidt, 2nd ed., 2 vols. (Kalamazoo:
Medieval Institute Publications of Western Michigan University, 2011), 1: 1, 1,
subsequent quotations are from this edition and are indicated parenthetically;
Dyas, Pilgrimage in Medieval English Literature, 232, 238—40.
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other pilgrims have told their tale on the way to Canterbury, Chaucer’s
Parson is left to tell his, in which he wants

To shewe yow the wey, in this viage,
Of thilke parfit glorious pilgrymage
That highte Jerusalem celestial. (“The Parson’s Prologue,” 1I. 49-51)*

According to the Parson, penitence is the best way for those who have “mys-
goon fro the righte wey of Jersusalem celestial” (“The Parson’s Tale,” 1. 80),
and his lengthy exhortation instructs his listeners/readers to become penitent
through contrition, confession, and satisfaction. In both Langland and Chau-
cer, the journey’s ultimate eschatological goal spurs on spiritual ameliora-
tion. Such processes can be seen as devotional and literary commonplaces
that are in no way confined to medieval English literature but that are, inter
alia, famously articulated in the work of Dante Alighieri and in that of
Guillaume de Deguileville, the latter of which will be considered more spe-
cifically in Chapter 2%

To gain a deeper understanding of the medieval and early modern impli-
cations of pilgrimage, it is important to differentiate between what Dyas has
dubbed “place pilgrimage” and “life pilgrimage,” a distinction that will be
employed throughout this study.Z(’ In essence, the concept of the life pilgrim-
age refers holistically to a mentally and spiritually motivated metaphorical
journey that reaches its apex in eternity while the place pilgrimage merely

24 Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson et al., 3rd ed.
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987), subsequent quotations are from
this edition and are indicated parenthetically; Dyas, Pilgrimage in Medieval
English Literature, 242.

25  Nievergelt, Allegorical Quests, 16. On Dante, see Peter S. Hawkins, Un-
discovered Country: Imagining the World to Come (New York: Seabury Books,
2009), particularly 4-6, 12, 68—104.

26  Dyas, Pilgrimage in Medieval English Literature, 3—4. This commonly erected
dichotomy also has its limits as will become clear in Chapter 1, in which I show
how Sir Walter Raleigh uses traditional place pilgrimage imagery for the final

part of what would strictly be a metaphorical journey through life.
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dramatizes its metaphorical counterpart in geographical terms and culmi-
nates at a sacred place on earth. Throughout the later Middle Ages, place
pilgrimages to holy shrines and to the relics usually enshrined therein en-
joyed increasing popularity and could vary considerably in length and pur-
pose. Disciplinary measures imposed by church authorities on individuals
for moral and/or spiritual deviance could be just as much of a reason to go
on a pilgrimage as more discretionary journeys for an indulgence, which
would grant the shriven penitent mitigation of his temporal punishment and
often included a foreshortening of his own or a (deceased) relative’s time in
purgatory.27 However, as the practice became more fashionable, it also drew
more skepticism.

This growing skepticism about place pilgrimages is also reflected in the
poetry of the late medieval period. Chaucer’s prologue to “The Pardoner’s
Tale,” for example, lampoons some of the vices typical of literal place pil-
grims as the Pardoner, a disreputable pilgrim and relic trader, discloses his
worldly intentions:

For I wol preche and begge in sondry lands;
I wol nat do no labour with myne hands,
Ne make baskettes and lyve thereby,

By cause I wol nat beggen ydelly.

Nay, I wol drynke licour of the vyne
And have a joly wenche in every toun. (11. 443-53)

Such volitional inebriation and uninhibited promiscuity are hardly reconcil-
able to the inherently spiritual nature of place pilgrimages, which, after all,
were intended to climax in an earthly encounter with the sacred rather than
in one with the flesh under the bedcovers of some casual acquaintance on the
road. In Piers Plowman, Langland’s allegorical preacher Reason presses in

27  Diana Webb, Pilgrimage in Medieval England (London: Hambledon and Lon-
don, 2000), xiv—xv; Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Re-
ligion in England, c.1400—c.1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2005), 288; Robert N. Swanson, Indulgences in Late Medieval England: Pass-
ports to Paradise? (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 52—56.
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a similar direction and launches even more explicitly on a diatribe against
the efficacy of place-bound pilgrimages to the shrines of holy saints:

Amen dico vobis, nescio vos.
And ye pat seke Seynt lames and seyntes of Rome,
Sekep Seynt Trupe, for he may saue yow alle. (V, 55-57)

In other words, Truth cannot be reached by venerating saints on earth, but
since “pere was wi3t noon so wys, pe wey pider koupe” (V, 513, “there was
no one so wise that knew the way thither”), Piers concludes that this holy
Truth can only be found through “Conscience and Kynde Wit” (V, 539) as
well as “poruz Mekenesse” (V, 561). These tensions between geographical
physicality and spiritual interiority together with the common Lollard accu-
sation of the negative economy of “vain” pilgrimages kept fueling the con-
troversies over the meritoriousness of place pilgrimages.28

Although place pilgrimages enjoyed increasing popularity, most scholars
concur that the metaphor of the pilgrimage through life never wavered in
importance, neither before nor after the Reformation.”” As Christian K.
Zacher maintains, place pilgrims “inevitably looked upon the journey as a
preview of their own wished-for final passage after death into the heavenly
city. To die en route or at the pilgrimage shrine usually was thought to ensure
immediate joyful translation to beatitude.”® Even though Neil H. Keeble

28  The Lollard movement repeatedly criticized place pilgrimages as depriving be-
lievers of their funds and preventing them from fulfilling “Goddis hestis [com-
mandments] in almesgyuyng to sustene Cristis pore puple”; see Anne Hudson,
ed., Selections from English Wycliffite Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1978), 88.

29  Victor Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture: Anthropological
Perspectives (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1978), 7; Giles Constable, “Opposition
to Pilgrimage in the Middle Ages,” Studia Gratiana 19 (1976): 121-46; Dyas,
Pilgrimage in Medieval English Literature, 126-204; Webb, Pilgrimage in Me-
dieval England, 233-61.

30  Christian K. Zacher, Curiosity and Pilgrimage: the Literature of Discovery in
Fourteenth-Century England (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1976), 50.
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may not agree,31 the passages above and Dyas’s work on medieval literature
and pilgrimage lead to the conclusion that the life pilgrimage as such is not
a Protestant appropriation but that it is “the process of journeying through
life, rather than travelling to holy places, which constitutes the primary
meaning of pilgrimage in the late-medieval thinking and preaching.”32 In
short, the metaphor of the pilgrimage through life was already firmly en-
meshed in the fibers of medieval spirituality, as, indeed, was the idea of a
final pilgrimage after death, as I will show in Chapter 1.

After the turn of the century, the medieval commonplace of the life pil-
grimage withstood the onslaught of the Reformation and quite possibly even
became re-emphasized through the abolition of its place-bound counterpart.
As early as 1536, the Royal Injunctions repudiated place pilgrimages, a no-
tion which was to be confirmed in the Injunctions of 1538. The latter clearly
dictate avoidance of

any other workes deuysed by mens fantasyes besyde scripture. As in wanderynge to
pylgremages, offrynge of money, candels, or tapers to fayned reliques or ymages, or

31  The evidence presented here, pace Keeble, clearly indicates that his assertion
that Protestantism “appropriated [place pilgrimages] to new purpose” is histor-
ically distorted. When quoting from a 1413 trial in which the accused John Old-
castle defended his hostility toward place pilgrimages saying that “euerye
manne dwellynge on this earth is a pylgryme eyther towardes blesse or els to-
wardes payne,” Keeble ignores that, by embracing such a view, the defendant
did not resort to heterodox thinking in any way but to an orthodox mindset that
was very much ingrained at the heart of medieval culture; see Neil H. Keeble,
“‘To be a pilgrim’: Constructing the Protestant Life in Early Modern England,”
in Pilgrimage: the English Experience from Becket to Bunyan, ed. Colin Morris
and Peter Roberts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 242-42;
John Bale, A brefe Chronycle concernynge the Examinacyon and death of the
blessed martyr of Christ syr lohan Oldecastell . . . (Antwerp: attr. Hans Luft,
1544), fol. 21v.

32 Dee Dyas, “Chaucer and the Communities of Pilgrimage,” in Chaucer and
Religion, ed. Helen Phillips (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2010), 134 (my em-
phasis).
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kyssing and lickyng the same, saying ouer a number of beades not vnderstanded ne
mynded on, or in suche lyke superstition.*

On the continent, the reformer Martin Luther was moving in a similar direc-
tion, as a glance into his Table Talks shows:

In former times saints made many pilgrimages to Rome, Jerusalem, and Compostela
in order to make satisfaction for sins. Now, however, we can go on true pilgrimages
in faith, namely, when we diligently read the psalms, prophets, gospel, etc. Rather
than walk about holy places we can thus pause at our thoughts, examine our heart,
and visit the real promised land and paradise of eternal life.**

Thus, the efficacy of pilgrimages to holy shrines was rendered moot, and the
practice was seen as tantamount to other acts of idolatry such as the burning
of candles and the worshipping of relics and images. Such outward practices
were to be eschewed at all costs because they “divert funds from more prac-
tical charitable uses” and were often seen as “an expedient of the Roman
Church to sustain (and increase) its material wealth, often through deceit and
fraudulent contrivances,” as Keeble explains.35 Put differently, the venera-
tion of saints both near and far was not only declared superstitious and un-
meritorious by the reformers but the journeys to their shrines came under
attack as well. Above all, pilgrimages to holy sites came to be regarded as a
potential impediment to salvation, and the criticism—already voiced about
place-bound pilgrimages before the Reformation—could no longer be si-
lenced.

On the other hand, the validity of the pilgrimage as a mental image for a
journey through life remained largely unchallenged. As indicated by the
epigraph above, the authoritative Book of Homilies paradigmatically adopts
the metaphor of the pilgrimage through life as a conceit for this-worldly toils
and their after-worldly obliteration. More specifically, Keeble observes that
“biblical deserts of exile, trial and spiritual enlightenment supplied the most

33 [Iniunctions exhibited the [blank] day of [blank] anno. M. D. XXXVIII. (London:
Thomas Berthelet, 1538), fol. 1v.

34  Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, edited and translated by Jaroslav J. Pelikan, et
al., 55 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1955-86), 54:238.

35 Keeble, “Constructing the Protestant Life,” 239.
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frequent metaphor to express the homelessness of saints whose destination

36
was the New Jerusalem.”

This mindset of exile, homelessness, and eventual
deliverance sparked a long list of theological manuals that were intended to
exemplify a Protestant’s righteous steps on his godly journey to the New
Jerusalem: in such works as Edward Woolay’s 4 Playne Pathway to Perfect
Rest (1571) or Arthur Dent’s The Plaine Mans Path-way to Heaven (1601),
the prospect of the life everlasting directly informed moral instruction on
how to frame one’s steps in the present world.”’ Despite this apparent preoc-
cupation with the here and now, eternity itself never went out of focus. Span-
ning from the present world to the one to come, the concept of the life
pilgrimage thus provided believers not only with an experiential model of
mapping their spiritual progress but also with a way of putting life and death
into perspective: upon the close of his earthly life, the exiled stranger-pilgrim
embarks on the last pilgrimage to his heavenly home.™ In this way, the
metaphor of the last pilgrimage as the central concern of the present study
represents the ultimate existential scenario on the trajectory of the pilgrimage
through life.

These remarks on one particular way of conceiving of life, death, and the
afterlife as a final transcendental journey invite some more general com-
ments on the existential phenomenon of death that unites cultures of all
times. Albrecht Classen is not afraid of stating the obvious when he writes
that “the living do not, of course, comprehend death, . . . but they observe
dying all around them incessantly and try to make sense of it, or to cope with
death through a myriad of cultural performances,” and he rightly insists that
“all those answers offered throughout time have only been approximations,
attempts, theoretical reflections.””’ Representing or palliating the end of life

36  Neil H. Keeble, The Literary Culture of Nonconformity in Later Seventeenth-
Century England (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1987), 280.

37 Keeble provides a more comprehensive list in his article “Constructing the
Protestant Life,” 242.

38 Keeble, “Constructing the Protestant Life,” 245, 250.

39  Albrecht Classen, “Death and the Culture of Death: Universal Cultural-Historial
Observations, with an Emphasis on the Middle Ages,” in Death and the Culture
of Death in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Time: the Material and Spiritual
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by resorting to a metaphor like the last pilgrimage can thus be seen as yet
another human attempt of coming to terms with the inevitably elusive phe-
nomenon of death and dying. In the chapters to come, this merely approxi-
mative explicability of death will lead to the assertion that death cannot be
adequately grasped linguistically: put simply, the person who has just died
has given up the necessary breath required to express the nature of death and
those standing by are too passively involved to genuinely deliver an active
account of this utterly liminal experience.40 Thus, it is, as the German theo-
logian Jiirgen Moltmann advances, one of the peculiar characteristics of
death that its earthly nature eludes those immediately affected by it."!
Despite or perhaps because of death’s immediate inaccessibility, there
seems to be a very human need to penetrate the parameters of human life to
inquire into the realm of what is not to be known. In almost all cases, the
inexpressibility of death leads to a fundamental dilemma: death cannot be
expressed and yet we somehow need to express it to answer our burning
questions of whence we came and where we go.42 The following pages will
show that metaphors and related figures will prove particularly apt to address
this dilemma on a literary scale. As one theologian expressed it on a broader,
anthropological level, man “seems to be always symbolic man, metaphor-
using, image-making, and image-using man,” and precisely because of this

Conditions of the Medieval and Early Modern Culture of Death, ed. Albrecht
Classen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2016), 1, 8.

40  Jirgen Moltmann, “Is There Life After Death?,” in The End of the World and
the Ends of God: Science and Theology on Eschatology, ed. John Polkinghorne
and Michael Welker (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000), 246.

41  Jirgen Moltmann, Das Kommen Gottes: Christliche Eschatologie (Giitersloh:
Chr. Kaiser/Giitersloher Verlagshaus, 1995), 115.

42 Near-death experiences may be a notable exception to this, but the thriving re-
search on this phenomenon again testifies to the curiosity that is piqued by the

unresolved question of our ultimate post-mortem destination.
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we use the image of our journeyings toward destinations as pictures of what we are
and what we are doing in all action. And these similes can also become symbols when
our lives become pilgrimages, move toward personal, national, or human goals.*

When such metaphorical pilgrimages are directed toward a personal or col-
lective destination beyond the end of time, they are informed by an “escha-
tological faith” that Jerry L. Walls characterizes as “a daring hope, an ‘insane
expectation’ that refuses the consolation of stoic resignation in the face of
loss and devastation.”** The early modern poets under scrutiny in the present
study will be shown in the following to express their “daring hope” by means
of metaphorical and symbolic language in a genuine attempt to access the
ineffable.

This will be shown in Chapter 1, in which I demonstrate how the pastoral
use of the pilgrimage-to-eternity trope is adopted in select poems by John
Donne, Sir Walter Raleigh, and George Herbert to palliate the prospects of
death. This early modern pastoral use of the last pilgrimage has only been
recognized cursorily by a handful of historians.*’ To expand our understand-
ing of the metaphor’s spiritual significance, the first chapter will also
consider a number of seminal early modern sermons and more general devo-
tional writings by Desiderius Erasmus, John Calvin, Thomas Becon, and oth-
ers. Furthermore, the liminal nature of the last pilgrimage requires some
theoretical reflections on the transcendental use of metaphors in general, and
how they, in John Bunyan’s later words, turn “our darkest nights to days.”46
On the basis of Paul Ricceur’s and Hans Weder’s work, I will establish a
theoretical framework that appreciates the creative and hermeneutic poten-
tial of religious metaphors and that will prove indispensable in the ensuing
analysis of the poetry by Donne, Raleigh, and Herbert. Above all, my dis-
cussion of these poems will provide a profound insight into how the biblical

43 H. Richard Niebuhr, The Responsible Self: an Essay in Christian Moral Philo-
sophy (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 153-54, 159-60.

44 Jerry L. Walls, “Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of Eschatology, ed.
Jerry L. Walls (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 6.

45  Ralph A. Houlbrooke, Death, Religion, and the Family in England, 1480—1750
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 65; Marshall, Beliefs and the Dead, 309.

46  John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, 1678/1684, ed. Cynthia Wall (New
York: W. W. Norton, 2009), 8. Subsequent quotations to Bunyan’s bestseller

will be taken from this edition with page numbers indicated parenthetically.
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origins of the last pilgrimage, the medieval practice of place pilgrimages, the
Protestant model for spiritual progress, and the palliative implications of
early modern pastoral care converge when the metaphor of a last journey
opens up to a new bodily self (Donne), a new spiritual head (Raleigh),
or—perhaps most peculiarly—a chair (Herbert).

The second chapter will expand the metaphorical concepts delineated in
Chapter 1 to its allegorical implications in the arcane world of Edmund
Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590/1596). In an Augustinian reading of
Book I, I will show how the poet first presents a rich collection of human
error and sinfulness that is allegorized in a confusingly high number of
wrong ways and turnings that lead away from the plain pathway to eternity.
I will then demonstrate how the Redcrosse Knight, the eponymous hero of
the Legend of Holinesse, first has to experience these wrong turns himself,
how they lead him to the verge of suicide, and how his restorative sojourn in
the House of Holinesse heals his destitute spiritual condition and reveals to
him his very own last pilgrimage and future identity as St. George. Unlike
the poems treated in Chapter 1, The Faerie Queene is not so much concerned
with the metaphorical representation of a last pilgrimage to eternity but, as
will become clear, with how the prospect of such an ultimate journey sparks
in Redcrosse and the Protestant reader the spiritual desire to ameliorate their
own this-worldly ways. Only when Redcrosse sees the New Jerusalem does
he undergo a transformation from a homo erro to a homo viator of sorts,
participating in a Saul-to-Paul narrative that encourages moral probity in ac-
cordance with the Spenserian virtues that lead to the “generall end” of the
epic. The more the poem progresses, however, the bleaker the prospect be-
comes as to whether these virtues can be achieved in the end. In a novel
reading of the Mutabilitie Cantos, I will put forward that this final, fragmen-
tary part of Spenser’s epic poem gestures toward a rather ambiguous end:
while, on the one hand, invoking other-worldly stability and restfulness, the
last stanza, on the other hand, points to a final eschatological battle, which
suggest that the earthly struggles are not yet over.

In my third and final chapter, I will trace the metaphorical steps of pil-
grimages to eternity in John Milton’s Areopagitica (1644), Paradise Lost
(1674), and Paradise Regain’d (1671). Although the mortalist doctrine that
Milton develops in De Doctrina Christiana would exclude an immediate
post-mortem translation from earth to heaven, patterns that resonate with the
pilgrimage-to-eternity motif can be clearly identified in his epic poetry. For
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example, Milton portrays his Satan as an archetypal wanderer, whose long-
winded journey from hell to earth can be read as an undesirable place pil-
grimage that does not lead to heaven but to the Fall of Adam and Eve and
thus to the root of human corruption. As a consequence, any direct access to
heaven is obstructed as Sin and Death enter God’s creation through the broad
highway that they pave. To take the sting out of the prospects of death, God
sends the Archangel Michael to reveal to the first man that not everything is
lost: death will no longer be something fearsome but will, through the death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ, be turned into “A gentle wafting to immortal
Life” (X11, 435). As a result, their way out of Eden is not to be seen as a road
to destruction but as a temporary providential pilgrimage to be concluded in
eternity. Like Abraham and Sarah, Adam and Eve do not receive God’s
promises but are made to see them, with the eyes of faith, “afarre of” (Heb.
11:13) through Michael’s visual and narrative instruction. He teaches them
that, on their way, a “paradise within” will provide them with a spiritual re-
sort to cope with the plights of the present. These feature again in the wilder-
ness of Paradise Regain’d in which Satan tempts the Son of God multiple
times. I will show that in Jesus’s resistance to the demonic trials Milton
exemplifies a prototypical form of spiritual steadfastness on one’s way to
salvation. When Jesus does not fall from the pinnacle of the Temple in
Jerusalem when tempted to do so by Satan, the Son of God constructs a strik-
ing textual image that represents not only a provisional stop on a metaphor-
ical pilgrimage through life but also a spiritual model for resisting the trials
of the present.

On the following journey through different versions and implications of
last pilgrimages in early modern English literature, a few literary byways
will have to be neglected. While occasionally taking recourse to prose writ-
ings, the present study’s main interest resides in poetic representations of last
pilgrimages to eternity. Therefore, the following investigation claims in no
way to be a comprehensive approach to such liminal journeys in prose, which
will eventually be represented collectively in my short discussion of
Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. It needs to be emphasized, moreover, that
the metaphor of the last pilgrimage was so influential that it even made fre-
quent entries of sorts into some of the dramatic texts of the period: for exam-
ple, when Shakespeare’s Richard III announces his own brother’s death, he
announces that Clarence should



20 | The Last Pilgrimage to Eternity

Go treade the path that thou shalt nere returne,

Simple plaine Clarence I doe loue thee, so,

That I will shortly send thy soule to heuen,

If heuen will take the present at our hands. (L1, 118-21)

These lines testify to the fact that the pilgrimage metaphor was so well es-
tablished in late Elizabethan England that even Shakespeare skewed it some-
what to fit Richard’s bitter sarcasm that anticipates his cruel fratricide of
Clarence. However, these and similar instances of a last pilgrimage on the
Elizabethan and Jacobean stage bear only little witness to the trope’s spiritual
nature, which is this study’s primary concern; therefore, last journeys to eter-
nity in early modern drama, albeit interesting, will need to be covered in a
future study with a different approach.47 Lastly, the literary material pre-
sented in the following is mainly restricted to print. Although a consideration
of hand-written sources would probably lead to an even more vivid picture
of early modern spirituality, retrieving these potential gems from the many
archives that are spread around the globe will have to be the task of a project
with a much wider scope. With poets as diverse as John Donne, Sir Walter
Raleigh, George Herbert, Edmund Spenser, and John Milton, the following
pages, however, will paint a broad enough picture to claim at least canonical
comprehensiveness.

47  To some degree, this has been covered in Edwards, Pilgrimage and Literary
Tradition, 195-204.





