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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 Jamés bridge worship, Il 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 thq 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.



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 sirat, which every person fnust cross over on the
“Day of Resurrectioh”, in order to gain access to Paradise. The Muslim sird¢ has many similarities
with the Zoroéstr’ian 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 sir@t, 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 sirar 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 ofogizoshi, and in popular
funerary or expiation rites, of which many are still practiced today, though the performances are
often simpler and shorter fhan 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 vAsia, 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 concepf 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 sﬁamanic roots are largely confirmed by early
eminent scholars and researchers, two of them being Mircea Eliade and Anita Seppilli. In the final
chapter Qf the dissertation I describe the image of the bridge sacrifice, which was a form of building
sacrifice. However, this is usually considere;d to have different origins from the bridge of trial,
because it is supposed thaf 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
metaphoricél passage, expressed through stereotypical rituals, but it was reinforced with concrete
“earthly” significance. Therefore Roman Ca;[holic peasants, when they gathered around the degd 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
humans ultimate 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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Il ponte del capello (D) ¥ % -~ UT A - ET—J#E vlb—h-TINVT 44—/ Ty
) (1429 48) %
5 RAYOLD MO ERIEH ORI E-Sb B RGN SR OBE - BEEIC S AT TS,

% T LAIBEEITARY —7 ZOYFETBT TN F—) U AMEOHEEFE L TWH LD LRI
T\ 5, (Gizzi, Corrado. Il ponte del capello. Elementi della tradizione islamica e della Visione di Alberico nella
poesia di Dante, lanieri editore, 2008)
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hTna?,

1.8 A Z Y TITBWTEEX Cb3B&THOBICED 5 #IL
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Y Kitab al-Mi’ rag /)i@‘?ﬂ‘%/%@ﬂiﬁi’kf@@ﬁ?@ Yy —YarThHo, fPﬁiEl =AY 5
wrr<m@otouwﬁ&1%m$®%h7w7¢//wﬂﬂgi)@%Ar£ﬁ®E%777AA-
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DLTEEL I o — ADTRBOEYETH D, BIEFOEELRHIERBRYICESL T, FERER
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BAMWEEH B L, M THERTRUEBO L Z A~ERTITIN G, KEOCHRERESTITIS
LT BN, DIFESORVEETIIHE D OB CAE L RKT D, HILS0FELWVOIRFMBIESL LR
QAP REARBRTET, MOBRBOLBERIEY, REDOL E~EDVELOTH S,

® «Q figlia mia, quanto me chiagne I’arma de la desgrazia toia! tu vale a lo macello, dove passarra pe lo Ponte de lo
capillo(..)” ((MTEENZBPTL LD, THER TG LIMEI D, HR7ITE - LBRCED»D, HO
E2DE (=—AOEZO LD MV ZEHRDIZRETLL S @&, r g Aa—X] 0 Lo wrzo
doro (TE&DE]) RWT, MEOKBEPITERENR VAT Yy TITNTEIEETHD,
(Basile,Giovan B. Lo cunto de li cunti (a cura di Michel Rak), Garzanti, Milano, 1995, p.436).

0 By a2 BEOEMT-OVWTIE, Lombardi Satriani, Luigi M.. Meligrana, Mariano. I/ Ponte di S.Giacomo
—L’ideologia della morte nella societd"contadina del sud, Palermo, Sellerio, 1996, pp.161-193 ZZ I L7z, L
MU, £ ZIEE SN TV AIERIT 1979 EILEHE TORBICESVELBOTH Y | HRIFOMEHRE T
HeWnWZ L x> Tk,
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3! 1 ombardi Satriani, Luigi M.. Meligrana, Mariano. I Ponte di S.Giacomo—L ideologia della morte nella
societd contadina del sud, Palermo, Sellerio, 1996, p.171. 7272 L. & D REIT Lascala, C. Usi funebri nella
zona di Mileto, tesi di laurea, Facolta di magistero, Universitd di Messina, a.a 1976-1977 Thd,

[
32 «[] piunt del sant chiaveli vores iudali a passa” /2 5ZOBEES O LTIV, [ U7 DL (1
sogno di Maria) & V5 REEOFD—ETH 5, (Toschi, Paolo. Rappresaglia di studi di letteratura popolare,
Firenze, 1956, p.62).

33 I penitenza siam ridotti//(...) passerem pe’n ponticello ch’¢ piu stretto d’n’capello// ce ’ha messo Gesn Cristo//
¢’ Paltare ¢ il Crocefisso// ce so io col cor beato// 1 cor beato & ‘n grande ajuto// avanti a Dio ce son venuto// a
confessare i miei peccati”’(Lombardi Satriani, Luigi M., Meligrana, Mariano. Il Ponte di S.Giacomo
—L’ideclogia della morte nella societd contadina del sud, Palermo, Sellerio, 1996, p.174 B, =L, Rt

I3, Marinelli, Franca. Folklore contadino nella campagna di Gubbio, Gubbio, ed. S.Girolamo, 1990, CH 3),

¥t — o o ROF Y R MEEEEBICE o TRATbI Y v F 7 -7 - 2 v RAT —7 (Santiago

de Compostela : lagol Santiago {X 74 VFETIEY a2 7 DEK) B ~n%ILE HIE B> TV AITE
ThD, BEVFUVTECE, rn—<, TAYLALYFLFT I T aVRAT =T ~DOREICBT S
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FO—oRLEZ NG, BEVTF Y TETITONEE Yy 3TDFEMITE2DBITEICOVT, 2009
F£ 8 ADTENH D (http:/ricercarepubblica.it  “Il culto di S. Giacomo tra zuffe ¢ penitenze”%iﬁ’i) o

% Jackob's Ladder ¥ L ThHHE BTV A, BED MRS 28:12)IKF oM TV D ¥ a 7 BFICRZRIZ
BT (bAERTE CETIME) Oy — K2EHELTAEHTHE, YITOILEAF
YTFETHE., [Vyavx), [va®), ki@ Pryax] 205, 377V THOBRD Yy aEOMRK
®hWk/?JT%@%?Eﬁ®%¥-%&DEWKMJ%®l5&MMJE&%ﬂ®%®4%—9k
AT ORTORELDEESBREND, 51T, YFIUTBOEMTE, BEOMNEDZD vy
v OfiE] vk Ty e s o] RROJIER—R I T3, (Lombardi Satriani, Luigi M.Meligrana,
Mariano. Il Ponte di S.Giacomo—L’ideologia della morte nella societa contadina del sud, Palermo, Sellerio, 1996
p-176)

36 Hallet, Judith P. “Over Troubled Waters™: The Meaning of the Title Pontifex, Transaction and Proceedings of the
American Philological Association, vol.101(1970), pp-223-226 % £,
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HIXEE IZ M D> THOH~DRBEEFBHEHE N AT —F GEHF) 2Tz, £O
WL, EPHOUTHD 2 LR EADEFERICEZ L VBT HEHDOELRND LD
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My A AT RED Bifa=iEN5 | & rost= EH> bR D EEE, Brewer, Cobham E. Dictionary of Phrase and Fable,
Tokyo, Sanseids, p.133. ¥ 72 i3 Hastings, James. Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, vol.2, Edinburgh, 1971, p.
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38 Scott, Walter. Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, vol.2, 1802.
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4 Lugzel, Frangois M. Legendes chretiennes de la Basse Bretagne, Paris, Maissoneuve, 1881, vol.1, pp.247-248. %
7-. Barillari, Sonia. Immagini dell’Aldila, Roma, Meltemi, pp.63-64 &2,

1 Seppilli Anita. Sacralita dell’acqua e sacrilegio dei ponti, Palermo, Sellerio, p.251. ¥ 7=, Zanzucchi Castelli,
Maria, J| pane-universo di simboli e riti, Modena, 2000, pp.137-138 © &R, k

2 Frazer, James G. Folk-lore in the Old Testament, vol.2: Studies in Comparative Religion, Legend and Law.

Macmillan Press, London, 1919, p.57.
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¢ Seppilli Anita. Sacralita dell’acqua e sacrilegio dei ponti, Palermo, Sellerio, 1990, pp.248-254. EEZED—EIX
(BE1R) FHDHIZHO>WTTH D,

TAVF A Fﬁ?k Al (A¥EFHK (RR)) HIEEE  p96.
8 HEREVLT LI, R UL Yy OHUBICB W THEBRRZVE DL W L 9 THD, Y u7 A%
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YAl R FRBHEL (F) ETHK GR)) SiEE 2008 p.g4.

1 Seppilli, Anita. Sacralité dell’acqua e sacrilegio dei ponti. : Persistenza di simboli e dinamica culturale, Palermo,
Sellerio, 1990, p.235.

" EH BT TR BE ECODBPR OO DICEROBICARMMME STV I &3 T
AU DEEROERBOXIEOT, HAUAFTOV=) aDfMEOTRELITLD, HRPOEKL 2ET
SEWMOTIZRIT BB ORI X > THB Sz (Seppilli, Anita. Sacralita dell’acqua e sacrilegio dei
ponti,p240 L),

2 INF T )T —F e —vm Rh—E= s 25 v—8ili—] (F) GE— GR) HEEE 2004
p.300. ‘

65



b, DEYD, POTAEICL s TORBKEREEITTHIHESORR (0L E= inilo
tempore) Wpo>T, ANxIFREHESRSEE b > TAOEEL R LICKRA~NES 2 &8
TEEDTHD, VWIETHLRITRE (SEOFELEY) BREHRTLH o, (FiE
ZH BT AAOROEBEER, BREECRET I Y27 OMF2 IR 0BEHO
T D,) LnL, ROBIZEBINEZED [BE Thol) SSBITVOH 5 I ihE
STLEW, BEELF VY —< WS X 2BE - il (=3ERER) REICE
WT LA BERRL ozt & THD, LM Zo@BRIIR#ECTCHD, BET
MiZ, ERBH OB NBEOBEERLH L) [RERE] CRSKOBO MEE) ok
ST (L] LELOREEVIHEBTHD, HOTTRTOLOMNEBTE BB, T
TOHNRIEKEY ZBHbDTIIRLR2T=DTH D, HETVHEEL LY, FhbiE
AR L L) T3ERRMAEE L. BIZEMICK< 2> CHREZROBIE & HIET
B, LER-T, [#) 2260, HHEO LS KENRNE L bDL, £FRIIA =V =
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MOBT « BOETF—71EF Y X FERA A7 — 2HOBERICHEEICRI Ahbhiz,
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MOHOMIZHTEEROBEICHEDIZEDEFEOHTNHDELEX LN,

BRI a2 BERRLOBHE N2 W AR OEREENTIX, BCOT VT
s TAREWFEETDERLE S, oo PAFA - =) GERBRERTIE R
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i172<, R EN B, B 20 LB MRz, MANCin S I oxt g,
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Doy DEANELIZBERDAL THoTz, ~r KFhRIZIhiE, =7 PARBRETEROEE, T
DZEEENTTHLRY v NiZ5EoT, FU U YHEACERRP-EHEE. BICWLTUAEZNT
THFANMEFTHE LI L Thd ] 239) GhAs— iR & Bkl pp.4s-49 LEM]R),
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2L, 2o miaRiEao T, REBERIC L 2 EBBEN D ED b [EE)
OEHE L TEFRIC, WThOBSITHER - BT 52MOBERE SO TV D TH D, 2
FY, BREbBARZEE, i< THROHL, EEXFRFRICE L BEEZE T AR

 ERBCRHEEROMERE -0 THS, A HRES TR, RROBR[Z bcoTR

R b OBV A BRI 2 BE N o, Bb, BRMLO T & AEREBELD
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TV EEbRB, TOED, BRORER SIEEGET B bOTERL . BLAED
B R VRN EECh oD Th D, 5o RAOHEIEL &5 L5 Iic,
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 BEEBOEREDICHET SV AL, EIRS—EREB CTHR - RA, HORBICRT
BREAEDT b & T, ER R HIREIRE S 0 & FRFC . BRIV T b EE- T,
i, BB TN Y 87 X4 — M [7 V=22 —] OF LU MET

16 Budge, Wallis E.A. From Fetish to God in Ancient Egypt, Dover Publications, 1988, p.346.

7 Frazer, James G. Folk-lore in the Old Testament, vol.2: Studies in Comparative Religion, Legend and Law.

Macmillan Press, London, 1919, p.57.
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DINHETDHDTHD (Seppilli Anita, Sacralita dell’ acqua e sacrilegio dei ponti: Persistenza di simboli e
dinamica culturale, Palermo, Sellerio, 1990, pp.259-260) .

2 dmilm— Tk - AEBOBEE L —SEBOBYF) [ROB L E—r o & Am—l. BRI,
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D@L, B B & R oEFED 1) ThoD,
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