










ABSTRACT

The Sacred and the Profane of the Bridge:

A Study of the Origin and Meaning of the Bridge of Trial

The focus of this thesis is the motif of the "bridge of trial". Attention will be given to European,

Japanese and Chinese journeys to the 'otherworld' and both literary and folkloric examples will be

discussed.

The imagery of the narrow bridge of trial appears often in European medieval literature, and is

especially prevalent in Irish literature, and the journey to the otherworld is an inevitable passage over

Hell, or the river of Hell, just preceding the walls and the flowery path to Paradise. To the good, this

road is broad, with no impediments, but for the wicked it is thorny, slippery and finer than a hair.

However this motif is not limited to medieval literature of visions, but it frequently appears in

various religious rites related to the belief in the travel of the soul in the afterlife. One of the funerary

rites concerning the passage of the narrow bridge is the Saint James bridge worship, II ponte di San

Giacomo, which has been observed up to modern times in some rural areas of southern Italy. Similar

funerary worship and rites related to the ordeal of the bridge in this life and in the afterlife have been

practiced in many countries and many survived a long time especially in rural areas all around

Europe, where syncretism between Christianity and folk animism exists.
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From a histographical viewpoint, the oldest image of the bridge of trial in the afterlife is.found in

the Indo-European cultures, the Persian Chinvat bridge, quoted in the Zoroastrian sacred texts Avesta.

In Islam also, there's a hair-narrow bridge, called siriit, which every person must cross over on the

"Day of Resurrection", in order to gain access to Paradise. The Muslim siriit has many similarities

with the Zoroastrian Chinvat. A few early studies have been found which assume that the motif of

the bridge of trial in the European medieval literature of the Otherworld is directly influeneced by

the Muslim sirdt, however, as I will explain below, it would be more accurate to take into

consideration the fact that in each country, before the spread of the siriit model, there was already an

existing image of a narrow passage or bridge between this world and the otherworld.

The dreadful bridge that is "thinner than a hair" or "a spider's web", is not a motif belonging only

to the indo-European cultures, it also appears in the Eastern Asia. It appears in literary works, such

as the Chinese Saiyiiki and some Japanese medieval oral tales known as otogizoshi, and in popular

funerary or expiation rites, of which many are still practiced today, though the performances are

often simpler and shorter than they were in the past. We cannot say exactly when the motif of the

narrow bridge was introduced in Japan, but it's presumable that the Japanese model was strongly

influenced by the Chinese.

Furthermore we can say that this motif is found in many religions and cultures in the world, but in

this dissertation I assigned only a brief section for the explanation of the passage as viewed by the

Native American and oceanic tribe cultures. I focused most of my attention to the views held in

Europe and Asia, by making a comparative analysis between the two sides and by discussing the

propagation of this motif around the Eurasian Continent. If we assume that the oldest example is the

Persian Chinvat, we can also presume that the Chinvat model spread out both to the Western and the
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Eastern sides of the Eurasian Continent by way of the Silk Road. But at the same time, it is

necessary to remember that in each country there was already an existing concept of a bridge or of

some type of narrow passage between this world and the otherworld, one that was deeply engrained

in the local popular belief and folklore, even before the influence of the Chinvat, Christian or

Muslim eschatological thoughts.

Bridges, and other passageways, are such common images, that their presence is presumable.

Therefore, it seems appropriate that I investigate the origin of the bridge of trial itself, and the

formative elements that contributed to its origins. The shamanic roots are largely confirmed by early

eminent scholars and researchers, two of them being Mircea Eliade and Anita Seppilli. In the final

chapter of the dissertation I describe the image of the bridge sacrifice, which was a form of building

sacrifice. However, this is usually considered to have different origins from the bridge of trial,

because it is supposed that it is strongly related to the formation of the topos of the bridge of trial. By

researching the origins I discovered not only an analogy but also the "identity" between the earthly

bridge and the legendary bridge of the afterlife.

Especially among the pre-modern cultures, the journey of a soul to the otherworld was not merely a

metaphorical passage, expressed through stereotypical rituals, but it was reinforced with concrete

"earthly" significance. Therefore Roman Catholic peasants, when they gathered around the dead and

chanted the lyke-wake dirge, not only tried to guide the dead in such a way that they would not lose

their way in the unknown world of the afterlife, but they believed they were truly accompanying

souls on the journey, as they walked the "path" with them.

Over the years, this motif has been examined by many scholars, particularly in Europe, but a direct,
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comparative study of the same motif found in Europe and Asia, is one of the really innovative

aspects of this dissertation. The other innovative aspect is that the research conducted of the

primitive image of this motif is from a new perspective. I explore samples of Japanese and Italian

local folklore related to the sacred and the profane rites concerning the bridge as a mystic passage to

the otherworld.

From this study we can conclude that, through both narrative and ritual expression, we can see

humansultimate effort for overcoming death and for preserving the inner meaning of being from

decomposition and evanescence. Therefore worship of the bridge of trial could be considered just

one of the aspects among the diversified forms of expressing such human ultimate purposes.
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