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Pilgrimage as Narrative, Narrative as Pilgrimage: The Unfinished Process 
Susan Signe Morrison (Texas SU, San Marcos) 
 
This paper comes from a forthcoming book entitled Fourteenth-Century Pilgrimage Poetics. My 
own earlier research into the presence and representation of women pilgrims as they intersect 
historical and literary works [see my Women Pilgrims in Late Medieval England: Private Piety as 
Public Performance (London: Routledge, 2000)] showed me that pilgrimage literature has much 
to offer in conjunction with theory. Steven Justice has suggested that "Pilgrimage… implies a 
lack."  I argue that pilgrimage narratives address lack on various levels: lack of whole body (as in 
the saint's relic), desire for (and the implied lack of) God's presence, disjunction in narrative 
representation (the extensive use of similes in Dante suggests how divinity can only be 
expressed by means of something else), and lack of closure (fragmented or multiple endings—
this is where I use Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the rhizome). 
 
In terms of the pilgrimage narrative, space functions in various ways.  One way narrators can 
control space is through what Mieke Bal has called mastering. Dante practices mastering through 
the retrospection of the dead; but while he may start his poem in the middle of this dark wood, 
this “selva oscura,” and end with God, after the poem he still must return to the middle of his life, 
of all our lives, the “selva oscura” which is living. Dante clearly transcends out of the mediating 
space of purgatory, but Chaucer’s and Langland’s narrators arguably remain in the transitory 
space of mediation, of the living.  The “selva oscura” is the space which interests the narrators of 
the Canterbury Tales and Piers Plowman. I argue that late fourteenth-century pilgrimage 
narratives consist almost entirely of this dilatory space.   
 
While the Commédia begins with “Nel mezzo del cammin de nostra vita,” Dante’s poem has a 
linearity in contrast with that of late fourteenth-century pilgrimage poems.  Later poems embrace 
a distinct aesthetic concerning endings and closure what A. J. Minnis calls the “aesthetic of the 
unfinished” or, in Robert Sturges’ term, the “aesthetic of the fragment.” Frank Kermode, in 
perhaps the most well-known of scholarly treatments of endings, The Sense of an Ending: 
Studies in the Theory of Fiction, shows how the idea of Apocalypse has structured both sacred 
and secular literature. But these late fourteenth-century works conclude in the middle, not at the 
end as envisioned by the Christian system.  D. Vance Smith has argued that Piers Plowman can 
best be understood according to a model produced by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Rather 
than an arboreal model of thought, Deleuze and Guattari propose the “exploratory rhizome.” I 
would argue that this genre of fourteenth century pilgrimage literature is best thought of as 
rhizomatic, as representing the between.  This open, protean quality is, I would argue, true of late 
fourteenth-century pilgrimage texts. These works exemplify the Barthian “writeable text” in that 
the reader must work hard to participate in the text. The journey home is written by the reader, 
who must finish a work without closure. 
 
Robert Pogue Harrison contends that pilgrimage represents "the fact of narrative itself."  In the 
case of Dante, the images of circularity dominating the close of the Paradiso reproduce 
narratologically the experience of the actual pilgrim circling the apse of the church. What 
happened to pilgrimage to make Dante’s poem impossible to imitate by Langland and Chaucer? 
The pilgrimage narrative of the late fourteenth-century proves to be an ideologeme (see Fredric 
Jameson) which articulates a social and historical contradiction.  Genre, in Jameson's reading, is 
a symbolic act. The ideologeme dictating the sign in the case of late fourteenth century pilgrimage 
works is the fiction of pilgrimage as a unitary and closed system, while, in fact, it was polysemous 
and fraught with tension. 
 
After the plague comes an anxiety about movement spatially which these late fourteenth-century 
pilgrimage narratives reflect. In the late fourteenth century there was no longer a way for 
pilgrimage to simply lead to the presence of God. God must somehow be found in the chaos of 
the present or not at all. Redemption lies not in order, beyond life, but in life, in the thicket of life, 
in the dark wood. The circularity and closure of the Commédia are resisted by the fragmentary 
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structure and multiple versions of subsequent poems.  They reflect a way of reading pilgrimage 
itself as a social process and ritual in crisis, increasingly under attack by both heretical and 
orthodox groups. This paper shows how the historical moment of pilgrimage is replicated on the 
narratological level. 
 
This fragmentary structure also reflects the purpose of pilgrimage:  the journey to the relic, the 
part.  Madeline Caviness has written about how fragmentation can be reclaimed as a 
“sophisticated tactic” in cultural formation.  The divided body, just as the divided, fragmentary text, 
can be used as a powerful strategy for artistic creation The structure of deferral, epitomized by 
the use of simile, allegory and irony, gesture to an absent signified and are the literary means by 
which one can gesture towards instability in this world; they are the ideal means to express 
pilgrimage as a structure and a process of amendment and change.  
 


