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Screening the Past: Semester One

Pilgrimage (2017): a reflection of human nature  


The written histories of the medieval period in Britain and Ireland are full of stories of noble kings and gallant knights, but there are also tales of war, devastation, and turmoil. Often dismissed as the ‘Dark Ages’, the dismal perception of the medieval period has subsequently existed in our collective consciousness for generations. While this era lasted from the late fifth century to the end of the fifteenth century, it is largely ignored or relegated to images of peasants toiling in muddy fields like in Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975) or intensely dark and foreign like The Seventh Seal (1957). The acceptance of this period as the ‘Dark Ages’, a period of history flush with violence and without any real historical value, has been developed throughout the centuries thanks to authors both ecclesiastical and secular, historians, and  modern filmmakers. Director Brendan Muldowney’s film Pilgrimage (2017) serves as a borehole into thirteenth century ecclesiastical and secular life by forcing the audience to follow along a seemingly innocuous pilgrimage to Rome by a handful of Irish monks only to be faced with philosophical questions of one’s existence. This essay will argue that Pilgrimage is an exploration of human nature by exposing similarities between medieval and modern man. The filmmakers accomplish this without indulging in classic myths of the periods, relying on classic medieval troupes, or concepts associated with neomedievalism. In doing so, the film exposes the raw underbelly of human nature by treating the past as an allegory to the fragile exposed nerve of modern culture. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Before discussing the film itself, I must address the division between history and myths regarding the Middle Ages. The great paradox of this nearly one thousand years of history is that the modern understanding of the era is rooted in both fact and fiction. Therefore, the schism between the Middle Ages and modern times appears vast and alien. One reason may be that the bucolic nature of the British Isles during the Middle Ages lends itself to the idea that its population lacked education, philosophy, and ingenuity. In addition, centuries of internecine war and invasion assisted in the loss of individual culture and precious written documents. Because of the limited number of written histories and other works from this time period, myth and legend have seeped in to fill the gaps. Therefore, what Western culture generalizes as the ‘Dark Ages’ is a misnomer that has been formulated over time – most recently by novice Victorian historians and scholars nearly two centuries ago.
However, it was not solely the Victorians who spread misinformation about the medieval period. The Christian Crusades had already reshaped the opinion of the past far before the Victorian era began. As author Peter Tyerman explains in his essay “What the Crusades Meant to Europe”, there is great irony within the morality of the Crusades. He writes, the “legal authority for such Holy Wars ostensibly derived from the pope. Yet emotions and actions allied to fighting under the Cross were never the sole prerogative of papally sanctioned expeditions.”[footnoteRef:1] He continues, “Beside the admiration and sense of tradition crusading inspired among medieval enthusiasts and Romantics in the nineteenth century ran the appreciation of waste, of loss, never better understood than by observers in the late twentieth century.”[footnoteRef:2] Similarly, the “sense of tradition” the Victorians used as a basis for the romancing of the Middle Ages has indeed shaped our modern understanding of medieval culture, as well as the identity of people today. However, I will argue that it is possible to see the similarities between the past and present. One way is due to the simple fact is that there is one thing that has not changed since the withdrawal of the Romans in the fifth century: man. Humans walking the Earth today are the same as they were during the reigns of Penda, Ivar the Boneless, Alfred the Great, AEthelred Unred, and Henry VIII. Therefore, the human condition remains just as mysterious and unpredictable as it was before the Romans ever set foot on the shores of Britain. The myth of the ‘Dark Ages’ has led to the general dismissal of this period in time by modern audiences as a sort of purgatory between Roman rule and the Enlightenment. [1:  Tyerman, P. “What the Crusades Meant to Europe.” The Medieval World. 2018, pp. 143-148.]  [2:  Ibid, p. 143. ] 

Because of the myths associated with the medieval period, often critics are quick to dismantle historically based films in order to dismiss them as inaccurate, sensational, or contrived – dismissing them as a mode of disinformation. Similarly, some modern scholars continue to champion the written word over film.[footnoteRef:3] With this in mind, Robert A. Rosenstone in History on Film/Film on History (2006) states that he did not always approach historical films with an open mind. In fact the author harbored a skewed opinion of such films and, thus, approached them with a skeptical eye. Rosenstone acutely recognizes that both film and the written word seem to recreate history but do not actually do so. He writes that film “not only challenges traditional History but returns us to a kind of ground zero, a sense that we can never really know the past, but can only play with, reconfigure, and try to make meaning out of the traces it leaves behind.” The history created by film, therefore, is a way for audiences to absorb a new and unique history.[footnoteRef:4] The genius of Pilgrimage lies in the filmmakers’ ability to create a highly authentic fictional world without saddling the narrative on conventional medieval myths. I will use this insight as a basis for my exploration into the reality of the fiction in the film.  [3:  Rosenstone, R. History on Film/Film on History, (Pearson: Harlow, Essex, 2006), pp. 1-10, 18-25.]  [4:  Ibid, pp. 1-10. ] 

By stripping the narrative down to a simple story of a holy trip to Rome, the audience is left to empathize and relate to characters whom appear vastly foreign on the surface.  Pilgrimage leans on the psychology of human nature to drive the narrative instead of employing popular medieval troupes. In addition, the brutality of the film and the limited dialogue are two elements which foster the theme of questioning one’s reality and purpose. As Lindsey Fiorelli points out in her paper “What Movies Show: Realism, Perception and Truth in Film” (2018), one can apply semiotic theories to film in order to look for the underlying message or code within individual shots. Therefore, a sequence can be formed, allowing for “conventional meaning” within those shots. Pilgrimage uses conventions such as a mute protagonist and symbolism within nature to create meaning. While a more subtle approach is used to flesh out the psychology of human nature and one’s struggle against nihilism in order to find a meaning of life.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Fiorelli, L. “What Movies Show: Realism, Perception and Truth in Film.” University of Pennsylvania. 2018, pp. 1-8. ] 

It is possible for a film to create a premise for its audience to “absorb a new and unique” history regarding the Middle Ages as John Davis Williams points out in his article “Looking at the Middle Ages in the Cinema: An Overview” (1999). Pilgrimage accomplishes this ‘absorption’ in several ways: (1) the film does not shy away from violence. And (2) historical films actually represent the way people perceive history.[footnoteRef:6] While violence is certainly a cornerstone of the modern understanding of this period, it is not without merit; the Middle Ages were, in fact, violent. Thus, the violent portrait of the period has become a critical part of modern man’s understanding of it. Therefore, historical films must use this understanding in order to create an authentic backdrop for which the audience to relate. Williams argues that there is a difference between so-called “serious” historical films and those created merely for entertainment. Williams goes on to explain that serious films are meant to reconstruct the past. Therefore, historians tend to focus on these films simply due to their claim of historical representation. I would argue that Williams is correct in this assessment of modern film. That being said, Pilgrimage should be considered a “serious” film based on this assessment. It does not sensationalize or romanticize the period, but it does take a hard look at the confluence of the structure of ecclesiastical life and man’s greater purpose on earth.  [6:  Williams, John David. ‘Looking at the Middle Ages: An Overview,’ Film and History: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Film and Television Studies 29:1 (1999), pp. 8-19. ] 

First, the violent nature of the film fits within the margin of what one would consider an accurate representation of the period. For example, the opening scene of Pilgrimage is set in the high desert of Cappadocia (modern day Turkey). The camera focuses on the weary face of a white haired man struggling to walk across a cracked desert floor. Wearing white robes and a Christian symbol around his neck, he makes eye contact with an olive skinned man in black who then violently strikes the man in white in the head with a rock. At this time, the camera pans out to reveal half a dozen men in black behind him. This shot establishes the Christian man’s understanding of his certain death. Each man in black then picks up a rock, and, without hesitation, pelts the man in white, now laying on the ground, until he is dead. Each hit exposes the fragility of the man. With this opening scene, Pilgrimage is able to both grab ahold of its audience while also rooting itself in history making it palatable to the more discerning viewer through the use of symbolism and wordless narration.
Second, as Williams suggests, films about the Middle Ages exist in two worlds: one rooted in history, and the other of myth and legend.[footnoteRef:7] Umberto Eco makes a similar claim in Travels in Hyperreality (1973) by explaining that the recent fascination in medieval narratives “oscillates between fantastic neomedievalism and responsible philological examination.”[footnoteRef:8] I believe that by using the violent nature of the medieval world and religion’s tight grip on the culture as a basis for the film, the filmmakers create a more honest look at human nature and, thus, draw similarities between the medieval and post-modern periods without skirting the lines of neomedievalism. In turn, violence is accepted as truth and not as myth by the audience. This dichotomy allows the soft underbelly of the psychology of human nature, a major motif of the film, to be fleshed out. For instance, in the second scene, the audience is made aware that it is now the year 1202 A.D. At this point in history, the Crusades were well underway and cemented into Western culture. While these wars were fought under the banner of protecting Christianity, the Crusades also brought with them the spread of disease, vast destruction, and mass death. And as Christopher Tyerman writes in his essay “What the Crusades Meant to Europe” (2018), “Crusading did not make western Europe a violent place; violent Europe created crusading.”[footnoteRef:9] I believe this statement stands true in modern times as well. For example, the Vietnam War can be described as a crusade - not to spread Christianity, but to withhold and maintain Western influence in the country. This can be boiled down to one word: Imperialism. [7:  Ibid, p. 9]  [8:  Eco, Humberto. Travels in Hyperreality. Mariner Books, 1990. (1973), pp. 3- 10. ]  [9:  Tyerman, C. “What the Crusades Meant to Europe”, The Medieval World. (2018). pp. 143-144. ] 

 Modern audiences do not have to look too far back in history for evidence of the desire to spread Western influence across the globe. Having suffered heavy casualties and after hemorrhaging millions of dollars, the United States left Vietnam in the mid-1970s with little to show for its efforts. Filmmaker historian Oliver Stone writes of his experience in this disastrous political conflict: “We were destined to lose because this war had no moral purpose and it was fought without any moral integrity.”[footnoteRef:10]  The political theories associated with the geopolitical situation which resulted from the failed crusade of the Vietnam War can be linked to Pilgrimage as well. To do this the filmmakers honestly portray the cruelty of human nature due to man’s desire to spread their norms and beliefs. For example, this is explained by a monk called Brother Geraldus. He travels to the monastery at Kilmannan, Ireland, to decree that the relic the monks house will help the Christian army retake the Holy City through its immense power. However, how it will help is not explained. A sense of community is built by the use of little more than one line in this scene: when, upon seeing Brother Geraldus approach, young Brother Diamuid mistakes him for a bandit. Instead of running, one of the older monks explains that they will not run because they are assigned by God to protect their holy relic. Despite the emphasis on duty, the sense of community is later questioned in the film. As Christopher Tyerman further explains that the Crusades can retrospectively be boiled down to the spread of Western Imperialism shrouded under the banner of religious belief.[footnoteRef:11] There is a reason why the game of chess is a well-known medieval strategy game and why the bishop is an important game piece. [10:  Stone, O. “We Were Not the Good Guys Anymore.” The Massachusetts Review, Vol. 29, No. 3 (1988), pp. 423-427. ]  [11:  Tyerman, C. “What the Crusades Meant.” p.144. ] 

The landscape and the psychology of fear
Another theme of Pilgrimage is man’s relationship with spirituality. The landscape is the means by which this relationship is perpetuated. In the second scene, the establishing shot of the Irish landscape is more than just a backdrop. The lush, green Ireland of today’s imagination does not exist. Instead, as the monastery comes into view, the dark and hostile topography which surrounds it greets the audience. The bleak, rough landscape mirrors that of man’s tenuous relationship with the universe and, more specifically, God. This scene, I believe, is indicative of the modern audience’s understanding of medieval times: cold, wet, and bleak. The craggy mountains which slope into the sea and the heavy clouds, pregnant with rain, loom overhead are symbolic of the isolated location. Throughout the film, this theme is supported by symbolism as well as the use of limited dialogue within the narrative structure. 
This is evident as the monks begin to move south toward Rome with the precious relic. The rough terrain proves to be a formidable opponent as their journey is slow. While in a wooded area, the monks tenuously tread upon the mossy earth below a canopy of ancient trees. The sun peeks through the branches and provides only a sliver of light as the men push forward. With only a few armed Norman guards, the monks, shrouded in their simple robes, look insignificant in the shadow of the trees. By removing the vibrant colors of the forest and replacing them with grayscale and fog, the film creates a sense of visceral suspense. Using semiotics to find meaning in this scene, I believe that the foggy landscape communicates a distance from God. For example, the envelopment of the darkness portrays an uncomfortable closeness with the unknown.[footnoteRef:12] This fear is palpable when the camera focuses on their faces as they tentatively scan their surroundings. With dark eyes, the Mute, bearded and muscular, looks into the muted wood line with a skeptical gaze. For the audience, it is the projected fear of the men coupled with the grayscale forest that creates an authentic reality.  [12:  Fiorelli, L. “What Movies Show: Realism, Perception and Truth in Film. University of Pennsylvania.( 2016). pp. 1-8. ] 

The authenticity of Pilgrimage
When one considers the authenticity of Pilgrimage, I believe the scene in the Irish forest is a believable medieval representation. According to Arlie Stuart in “Strange Eventful Histories: The Medieval Ages in Cinema” (2002), historians are often historical films’ greatest skeptics. He adds that historians are charged with “scrutinizing evidence” in order to analyze information appropriately while filmmakers are focused on the narrative.[footnoteRef:13] What makes this film uniquely authentic is the way the filmmakers use the landscape as an antagonist and do not rely upon the narrative to solely tell the story. Due to the limited dialogue in the film, the “evidence” of authenticity is created by the cinematography. The feeling of foreboding is an inherent human trait, therefore, the realness this scene projects is evidence of the film’s accessibility. While Pilgrimage is not the first film to portray the Middle Ages as a metaphorically dark time, it does, however, use the literal darkness to prove its point. As Arlie Stuart writes, “Cinematically, the Middle Ages often represent the wilder shores of the human existence…”[footnoteRef:14] By creating a sense of looming dread within the forest, Pilgrimage gets further away from the romantic notion of the medieval world. [footnoteRef:15] The psychological impact this creates reaches the audience in a primordial way by touching on man’s basic fears: darkness and the unknown. On this, psychologist Kurt Riezler writes, “Man is forever in between some kind of fear and some kind of hope, some kind of knowledge and some kind of ignorance.”[footnoteRef:16] The filmmakers use this idea of a line between fear and hope to increase the depth of impact on the audience.  [13:  Stuart, A. “Strange Eventful Histories: The Medieval Era on Film.” Medieval World, 1st edition. (2002). pp. 162-164, 165. ]  [14:  Ibid, p. 165. ]  [15:  Stuart Arlie argues in “Strange Eventful Histories” that it is possible to create a romantic environment in film, it is also possible to focus on the “haunting scenes.” p. 169. ]  [16:  Riezler, K. “The Social Psychology of Fear”. The American Journal of Psychology. Vol. 69, No. 6. (1944). pp. 489-498. ] 

The psychological impact of fear
The cinematic elements of the film create a distance between the known and the unknown. As Lindsey Fiorelli addresses in her paper, “What We Know” (2016), “Semiotics can be used to crack a “syntactical, or grammatical, structure” in a film.[footnoteRef:17] Without the privilege of dialogue, the filmmakers rely on psychology to tell the Mute’s story and use him as a metaphor. Like the harsh silence of the Irish forest, the Mute’s presence is jarring. According to Danijela Julezic-Wilson in “The Music of Film Silence” (2009), “(…) silence is a symbol of death or, more precisely, nonexistence.”[footnoteRef:18] The lack of color and muted sounds of the forest represent the deep rooted anxiety of Western man - the unknown and being alone. Nonexistence and silence parallels these intrinsic human fears. Julezic-Wilson adds, “in the same way death is generally considered an unpleasant subject in Western secular culture, so if silence avoided.”[footnoteRef:19] This psychological truth explains why the Mute, with all his unanswered questions, was accepted by the monks. While secular culture avoids silence, ecclesiastical culture is often rooted in silent contemplation.[footnoteRef:20] In this way, the Mute’s wordless nature blends in with the contemplative culture of Western holy orders in the Middle Ages. In addition, by remaining silent, the audience is forced to make a connection with him. His facial expressions and actions must be closely observed. As Matthew Harriot argues in his article “Silence and Why it’s Important in Film” (2021), “The audience is better able to connect with what they are experiencing as the gap that exists between the audience member and what is depicted on screen is drastically reduced.”[footnoteRef:21] For these reasons, the Mute’s role in the film is a vessel by which the deeper narrative is driven. [17:  Fiorelli, L. “What Movies Show”.p.8. The author explains that by using semiotics to decode a film’s hidden narrative, we are forced to try to make sense of what a film really means. ]  [18:  Julezic-Wilson, A. “The Music of Silence in Film”. Music and the Moving Image, Vol. 2, No. 3. (2009) p. 1-10. ]  [19:  Ibid, p. 2]  [20:  Ibid, p. 3]  [21:  Harriot, M. “Silence and Why it is Important.” (2021). www.ecgprod.com. ] 

Furthermore, the filmmakers use the mystery and power of the Christian relic coupled with the uncertainty of the unknown in order to imbed a strong sense of fear within the narrative. This is most evident when the group is suddenly attacked by a band of Pagan Gaelic warriors dressed in animal skins and painted faces and the party is caught off guard. The use of close up shots of the men and long shots of the forest cultivate a premonition of danger. The heavy shadows cast by the antagonistic ancient trees shade the attackers from view. Without protection, the holy men are exposed. It is at this point when the Mute transforms from a silent workhorse to a fearsome warrior. He picks up a weapon and brutally and quickly renders the tribesmen inert. Moving from one to the next, he turns crimson as the blood of his victims paints his body. The fighting skill and bravery he demonstrates is nearly inhuman. Young Brother Diarmuid can do little else but watch as his companion lays waste to the Gaelic chieftain; a man of impressive strength and stature, dressed in bear skins. There is no dialogue in this scene except for the sound of steal clashing and shields locking. The harshness of the action juxtaposed with the previous scene is reminiscent of the sound of two stags clashing antlers on a quiet, foggy morning, causing nearby birds to take flight. Witnessing the fall of the chieftain, the rest of the Gaels escape back into the darkness and safety of the forest, leaving the remaining monks and the Mute alone. The battle waged between the Mute and the Gaels is simplistic and animalistic in nature. The façade of religious sanctity is not a consideration. This battle is simply us vs them; known vs unknown. And, like the Mute, the fearsome Gaels are an incantation of the danger of the unknown, for those we do not know are often the most dangerous. 
The monks’ relationship with faith
In addition to the impact of the relationship between the characters and the unknown, there is also a symbiotic relationship between the monks and their sacred reliquary. At the beginning of the film, the relic, housed in its gilded box, remains safe and protected by the monks who are steadfast in their faith and trust in God. They intrinsically believe that their mission is important and just. Because only those who are ‘true believers’ may handle the relic, its power is mysterious, even to the holy men. This mystery is an allegory of the metaphorical veil between man and the existence of God. Similarly, the monks parallel the relic they are charged with protecting; their mortal forms may be destroyed by the ‘Devil’, but their souls will remain in God’s charge, safe from the clutches of evil. While young Diamuid may be strong in his faith at the onset of the journey, he is unaccustomed to questioning those of his faith. It is his faith, in fact, that is tested in this film, and this theme is not relegated to the confines of the Crusade period. Pilgrimage explores the idea of questioning one’s own faith and purpose in life through Diamuid’s experience. For example, the attack in the forest by the Gaels reveals a partnership between the Pagans and the Christian Frenchmen. The Norman betrayal of the monks elicits the idea that the relic represents man’s thirst for power and not the preservation of Christian ideals. Thus, after the brutal ambush, Diamuid begins to realize that the relic, like himself and his brothers, are merely pawns in a political chess match between the French crown and the Holy Roman Empire. It is at this moment when Diamuid begins to question his community and begins to lose his faith and trust in God.
The questioning of faith and searching for purpose occurs within the rising action of the film. Following the Gaelic war-band’s attack, Diamuid slips the precious relic into the pocket of his robe. With only the Mute to physically protect them and their collective faith to inspire them, they push forward into a foggy swamp and away from the Normans. Like Alfred the Great, who slipped into the swamps of Sommerset to evade a usurper over three hundred years prior, the group disappears into the fog, hoping to escape the enemy. In the Bible, fog can be suggestive of death lurking just out of view. Similarly, in the midst of the fog, the band of men are isolated from the realms of safety and are therefore in peril.[footnoteRef:22] However, he Mute exists easily in this plane due to his tenuous relationship with humanity. In this scene, the unknown represents the dangers of evil that exist in the unseen. As a last resort, Diamuid, aware that their Norman pursuers are close, pulls the relic from his robe. He holds it out, closes his eyes, and begins to pray while the Mute looks stoically on. There is no dialogue in this scene. Instead the audience can only watch as the camera focuses on the small group of robed men huddled around the relic. Suddenly, a bell is heard in the distance. Soft and pleasing, the bell’s chime starkly contrasts the silent danger the swamp represents. Moving toward the bell, Diamuid continues to hold the relic in his arms. The sound of the bell continues to disrupt the deafening silence of the unknown. Suddenly the fog clears and the holy men discover an escape route in the form of a fishing boat and two fishermen. This scene represents the balance between humanity and the natural world; if silence represents death, this bell represents a chance for life. However, the question of whether this is a divine sign of salvation or merely dumb luck. [22:  Protas, A. “Dictionary of Symbolism.” (1997). www. Umich.edu. ] 

The Mute: the embodiment of death and nothingness
During the climax of the film, the monks must either escape or be killed by Sir Raymond De Merville and his Norman retinue. The bell turns out to be a red herring as it does not provide a means of salvation. Recognizing that the Mute is their only hope of escape, Brother Geraldus pleads with the Mute to protect them. He shouts and begs the silent man, telling him that he is an extension of God and his strength is a gift from the Heavens meant to protect the relic. These hysterical screams from the zealot represent the old way of viewing the Middle Ages. In Pilgrimage, the truth cannot be distorted by claims of a higher power or divine right. Instead, Geraldus represents the tenuous hold man has to life. Without the brute strength and expert fighting ability of the Mute, the well-armed Normans would easily overtake the stranded holy men as they attempt to escape by sea. Brother Geraldus grips tightly to the notion that the Mute represents a David figure to the Norman Goliath. In the Bible, both David and Goliath are warriors where the former represents Jesus and the latter represents death and Hell.[footnoteRef:23] However, the filmmakers blur the symbolism behind both characters in the film. The Mute exists outside the boundary of the Christian community despite living with the religious order, and the Normans, while arguably larger in the sense that they are better equipped to fight, are the antagonists but not portrayed as inherently evil. Thus, Brother Gerlaldus is alone in his absolution of the Mute, for he is not a David figure.  [23:  Lautherbach, T. “David and Goliath Point to Jesus”. Mesquite Daily Star (2018). www.mesquitelocalnews.com] 

The Mute makes eye contact with Diamuid. Each man’s eyes are still and hollow. Then, like a bear about to take down its prey, the silent man lurches forward toward De Merville, the Norman leader, killing whomever stands in his way. With a large cross tattooed on his back, and blood splattered across his face and chest, the Mute engages the Noman commander. Once the Norman realizes that he has been bested, he begs to know the Mute’s identity and where he is from. In a guttural cry, the Mute responds, “From Hell!” Then, in an explosion of inhuman ferocity, the Mute sinks his teeth into De Merville’s neck, severing the artery. When he breaks his silence by screaming, the Mute deconstructs the barrier between the known and the unknown. The only words spoken by the Mute in the film confirms Brother Geraldus’ misreading of him; he is not a biblical David sent from God. The filmmakers use this brutal scene to further support the theme of the hollowness of man’s existence. Every man will ultimately disappear into the vast unknown of death despite one’s visibility or obscurity. In the film, fear of the unknown is synonymous with being alone - dying isolates the individual.[footnoteRef:24] In addition, the Mute’s death is so visceral for the audience because his death yields no answers to questions. He exists without having existed, for he does not even have a name.  [24:  Riezler, K. “The Psychology of Fear”. P. 490. ] 

The Mute, therefore, is the embodiment of nihilism in the film. Mattia Riccardi explains the term in Psychological Nihilism, Passions, and Neglected Works: Three Topics for Nietzsche Studies (2018) that there is a duel nature within the philosophy of nihilism. It has “both a phenomenological and a cognitive side.” While the former is a rather far reaching affective condition, the latter exists within the DNA.[footnoteRef:25] In Pilgrimage, the Mute represents the primordial side of the term and the filmmakers deftly imbed this theme within the narrative structure. For the modern audience, he is both the fear of the unknown and the fear of anonymity. This theory is relevant to modern audiences for two reasons: (1) due to advancements in technology, Western man is further away from nature than he has ever been (2) we are also deeply lacking a strong sense of community to our advancements. Technology has made life much more comfortable and manageable than even the previous generation. However, the comfortability of today’s world aids in the disassociation between modern people and their medieval ancestors. Unlike the monastic community of Killaranin, most people today lack a solid community upbringing. For example, according to NBC news, “There’s a lack of community” in today’s society which has led to the rise of physical isolation. The article continues, “If you don’t have a community to reach out to, then your hopelessness doesn’t have any place to go.”[footnoteRef:26] In the film, the Mute exists outside of the boundaries of the monastic community in which he lives, therefore he is inherently dangerous.  [25:  Riccardi, M. “Psychological Nihilism, Passions, and Neglected Works: Three Topics for Nietzsche Studies”. Journal of Nietzsche Studies. Vol. 49. No. 2 (Autumn 2018), pp. 266-271. ]  [26:  Fox. M. “Major depression on the rise among everyone, new data shows.” Nbcnews.com. The article specifically focuses on Americans, but similar studies exists for the UK and Ireland.  ] 

An exploration of death and nihilism 
The nihilistic existence of the Mute’s death and Diamuid’s rejection of community culminate at the end of the film. While the Mute portrays the darker side of the meaning of life, Diamuid represents the depressive reality of man who is without a trusted community. As the Mute battles to the death on the beach, the camera focuses on the young monk who stoically listens as the sound of clashing iron fades away, muffled by the sea. Saved from their pursuers, but at the cost of a life, the young man’s face remains expressionless. With hollow, shark like eyes, he begins to wrap the relic with tow rope as the waves gently lap against the hull of the boat. Brother Geraldus realizing what the young man is doing, lurches toward Diamuid, grasping for the relic bound in rope. After a brief struggle, the relic falls overboard. Brother Geraldus, caught in the tangle of rope, falls overboard. The camera tracks the holy man as he is pulled into the abyss by the relic.  Brother Geraldus, zealous to the edge of reason, dies a nameless death. The novice brother recognized his role as a pawn and accepted that religion is merely a shield against the meaninglessness of human existence. It has been the relic who was really in charge – controlling the lives of all who encounter it. Like gold or precious jewels, the relic represents a means to an end. But there may be hope for Diamuid. Unlike the Mute, shrouded in darkness and mystery, the young monk still searches for truth, community, and purpose. This is suggested in the final scene when, without any discussion, the boat captain simply asks Diamuid where he would like to go. Before he responds, the young man looks out toward the sea. The dark clouds then make just enough room for a sliver of sunlight to break through. The scene ends with a long shot of the two men in the boat, floating on the gray water of the Channel as the ray of light encompasses Diamuid. Again, the camera tells the story in this scene, and the audience is left to decipher it.
Conclusion
The filmmakers were able to circumvent the well-worn medieval troupes of violence, darkness, and religious faith and instead tie them to the subconscious insecurities of man. Religion and faith, known and unknown, community and isolation are all examined in this film. The sour feeling left in one’s stomach as the final scene goes dark is representative of the anxiety harbored deep in man’s subconscious mind. Because our DNA is programed to fear the unknown, the filmmakers use this knowledge to exploit that fear. It also leaves the narrative open-ended and full of unanswered questions. The Mute’s silent presence treads the line between known and unknown. He is a protagonist who exists within the realm of antagonist. Who was he? Where did he come from? The audience is left to work out whether these questions even matter. I relate Diamuid’s experience in this short crusade to Oliver Stone’s reflection of his own time in Vietnam. On this he wrote, “I walked away from that war, 21 and behumbled, and something of an anarchist in my thinking.”[footnoteRef:27] This statement lends itself well to the meaninglessness Pilgrimage projects. Does it matter if we live within our formulated reality, or as Stone suggests, in the “anarchy” of one’s perspicacity? And, most disturbingly, the omnipresence of death causes one to question the meaning of one’s life. The social isolation of today’s world parallels the isolation of both the Mute, living outside of his assumed indigenous community, and the monks, relegated to the far corner of Ireland. Away from the socio-political chess match of the Crusades – still ignorant in their beliefs. As Riezler aptly writes of this type of incongruence, “Ignorance of danger protects the play of a tentative knowledge.”[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Stone, O. “We Were Not the Good Guys.” p. 424. ]  [28:  Riezler, K. “The Social Psychology of Fear”. p. 493. ] 
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The 


written histories of the 


medieval period 


in Britain 


and Ireland are 


full of stories o


f n


oble 


kings and gallant knigh


ts, but there are also tales of war


, devastation, and turmoil. Often 


dismissed as the ‘Dark Ages’, the dismal perception of 


the medieval 


period has subsequently 


existed


 


in our collective


 


consciousness for generations


.


 


While this era lasted from the late fi


fth 


century to the end of the fifteenth century, it is lar


gely ignored or relegated to images 


of peasants 


toiling in muddy fields


 


like in 


Monty Python and the Holy Grail


 


(1975) 


or intensely dark and 


foreign like 


The Seventh Seal


 


(1957)


. 


The 


acceptance of


 


this 


period as 


the 


‘Dark Ages’, 


a period 


of 


history 


flush with violence and without any real historical value


, 


has been developed 


throughout the centuries thanks to authors 


both ecclesiastical and s


ecular, 


historians, and 


 


modern film


makers


. 


Director Brend


an Muldowney’s film 


Pilgrimage 


(2017) serves as 


a borehole 


into thirteenth 


century 


ecclesiastical and secular life


 


by forcing the audience to follow along a 


seemingly innocuous pilgrimage to Rome by a handful of Irish monks


 


only to be faced with 


philosophi


cal questions of one’s existence


.


 


Thi


s essay will argue that


 


Pilgrimage


 


is an 


exploration of human nature by exposing similarities between medieval and modern man. 


The 


filmmakers accomplis


h this without indulging in 


classic myths of the periods, 


rely


ing on classic 


medieval troupes, or concepts 


associated with neomedievalism. In doing so, t


he film


 


e


xposes the 


raw underbelly of human nature 


b


y treating the 


past as an allegory to 


the


 


fragile


 


exposed nerve of 


modern culture. 


 


Before dis


cussing the film itself, I must address 


the 


division bet


ween history and myths 


regarding the Middle Ages. T


he 


great 


paradox of this nearly one thousand years of history is 


that 


the modern understanding of the 


era is 


rooted in both fact and fiction.


 


Therefo


re, t


he schism 


between the Middle Ages and modern tim


es appears vast and alien


. 


One reason may be that the 


bucolic nature of the British Isles during the Middle Ages lends itself to the idea that its 


population lacked education, philosophy, and ingenuity. 


In addition, centuries of internecine war 


and invasion assisted in the loss of individual culture and precious written documents. Because 


of the limited number of written histories and other works from this time period, myth and 


legend have seeped in to fi


ll the gaps. Therefore, what Western culture generalizes as the 


‘


Dark 


Ages


’


 


is a misnomer that 


has been formulated


 


over


 


time 


–


 


most 


recently


 


by novice 


Victorian 


historians and scholars nearly two centuries ago.


 


However, i


t was not solely the Victorians who spread misinformation abou


t the medieval period. 


The Chr


istian Crusades 


had already reshaped the opinion of the past far before the Victorian era 


began. As author 


Peter Tyerman 


explains 


in his essay “What the Crus


ades Meant to Europe”, 


there is great 


irony within the morality of the Crusades.


 


He writes, t


he


 


“l


e


gal authority for such 


Holy Wars ostensibly derived from the pope. Yet emotions and actions allied to fighting under 
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