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A Commentary on a textual extract from the Vision of Thurkill

The Vision of Thurkill was published in October, which happens to be in the week of All Souls, in the date 1206.1 It is written in the tradition of the visionaries, where one leaves their body behind, whilst their soul goes on what can only be described as a Pilgrimage through the torments of Hell, continuing through Purgatory, then finally Paradise.2 One is seeing this tortuous journey through Hell, that these unfortunate Souls endure, through the eyes of Thurkill. 
The character of Thurkill is an interesting one, in that he is just a simple lay farm labourer from Essex in England.3 Whereas in other visionary tales the  visionary traveller is a monk such as Tundal, or some such person of a higher status in society.4 Although historian Fritz Kemmler believes the visionaries can “…come from any walk of life…”5 that the visionaries purpose is merely to retell the tale when returned to their bodies. Although, the reason for having a peasant depicted as the teller of this moral tale, may be to make one aware that it matters not what status in society one holds, no one escapes Hells fire. Thurkill himself is not an example of a good and pious Christian, in fact he is found out to have committed a crime against the Church, when in the midst of his journey through Hell, when a foul odorous smoke emanated from the caverns, he was ‘…compelled to cough twice.’6 The coughing signified to his guide, St Julian, that Thurkill did not tithe his crops, hence not paid his taxes to help support the Church, which was indeed a capital offence at this time, and clearly marking Thurkill as a bad Christian. St Julian goes on to tell Thurkill that if in future he confesses this offence publicly in the Church and paid his tithes from then on, then his crimes would be forgiven and he would produce a more successful harvest thence on. There is a clear message to the peasantry in this dialogue, that if one were to pay their taxes to the Church, God would grant them more crops, and more crops meant a higher income and more importantly food for one’s family.
As previously stated, Thurkills’ guide was St Julian the Hospitaller, whom travellers prayed to for safe lodging.7 Saint Julian was a popular Saint in France and England at the time of this tales composition,8 and indeed, the use of Saints or real life historical figures depicted in Hell was not an uncommon occurrence during this age.9 But perhaps the use of St Julian as guide, was due to St Julian’s own crime that he was meant to have committed, that being the slaughter of his parents in a case of mistaken identity. St Julian himself changed his ways, giving shelter to a leper, hence being from then on known as St Julian the Hospitaller.10 The very nature of Julian’s transformation into a Saint, could mean that all those who have committed crimes were capable of redemption. In this extract, Thurkill also meets the well-known bishop from the fourth Century,11 St Nicholas , in a later passage - as he is helping the souls in Purgatory reach their eventual Salvation.12
Interestingly, the Souls are depicted in the colours black and white combined, if one were to analyse these colours singularly, then black would surely be the colour of darkness and evil, whilst white would be the colour of light and goodness. The combination of these two colours would suggest these souls were combined of good and evil, not wholly evil, but this does not explain that the souls with more white depicted on them were nearer the walls of hell, whilst the blacker were further away appearing ‘…deformed in every part.’13
The depiction of Heaven is an extremely interesting and singular example in the Vision of Thurkill. It is a giant Church situated on a mountain, the ‘Mount of Joy’14 The Church is described as being so large that it could ‘…contain all the inhabitants of the world.’15 This would suggest, the Church’s capacity to welcome more Christian civilians into their bosom. But before one could gain access to this paradise, one had to endure much pain and torment, with the cleansing of the fires of Purgatory and the bridge of stakes and thorns that was situated over a ‘…cold salty lake.’16 There is the mention of Masses during this segment of the story, where some souls travel more slowly than others, as it was well-known to the Medieval people by the 13th Century, that to lessen their time in Purgatory, and indeed help the Souls of the dead to reach their salvation faster, one can recite masses for the dead.17 
There is a clear moral message throughout the Vision of Thurkill, that can be clearly seen in this extract from the Chronicle. One can avoid the pain and torment of Hell and Purgatory, if one lives a good Christian life, pay their taxes to the Church and avoid sin. Historian Paul Binski describes Purgatory as ‘…the final Pilgrimage of the mind’18 and indeed, this can clearly be see through the eyes of Thurkill, with the Church of Heaven being the end of that Pilgrimage, and the Souls final resting place.
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