Advantages of the Epistle: Purposes of Egeria’s Itinerarium

As the Itinerary of Egeria is written as an extended collation of letters written around the years 381-384 (Sivan, 1988), the question arises of what qualities the format of a travel epistle contributed to the purposes for the work, and indeed what those purposes were.  The qualities become clear having examined the effects of Egeria’s peculiar style, through which she ignores living personalities, eschews character sketches and the vexations of travel and daily life, but preserves the feelings of intimacy of a letter with revelations of Egeria’s own bustling personality, frequent vocative addresses of affection to her initial audience of ‘dear ladies,’ and interviews with clergy and guides reproduced in oratio recta.  Egeria thereby communicates geographical realities and proportions without novelistic distractions of characterization, while also presenting a world in which one can travel without care, devoid of present sinfulness and toil, filled instead with thanksgiving and tangible reminders of the works of God as shown by bishops and monks—not to mention an example of hardihood in travel and pious curiosity which impressed monastics such as Valerius of Bierzo (ca. 670) for centuries to come.

Egeria’s work is not a map for pilgrims to plan their own journeys; it is not a helpful guide to the dangers of the road, as was the itinerary of the Bordeaux Pilgrim (333).  Nor was the purpose of her many journeys over the course of three or more years purely pilgrimage, at least as we usually understand it.  The constant motion of her travels and long duration of her sojourn in the east are unparalleled, and no series of letters or novels has the extended description of liturgical rites of fourth century Jerusalem which she gives in the second half of the work.  The purpose was rather to gain geographic and historical material by autopsy and interviews with monks and clergy, and also to present them in a form so as to create an imaginative companion to those studying the Bible which could also function as a standalone devotional work with a much-modified novelistic framework with time, plot, adventure, but nothing to disturb equanimity or distract from the hallowed landscapes.  Such a work could meet a demand for better familiarity with the geography of strange lands and paint a picture of them, their proportions, and deepen the reality for the reader seeking to understand the lives and hardship of biblical characters.  Egeria achieves this end by using the epistle to deliver an earthy type of knowledge lacking from such patristic works as Eusebius’ Chronicon, or even from the sermons and epistolary disquisitions written by men such as Jerome and Ambrose to women full of exegesis, philology and doctrinal dispute.
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