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The drive to perform pilgrimage is fundamental to
human existence. It has existed, in one form or
another, in every culture in recorded history. As Erik
Karlsaune, professor at the Norwegian Institute of
Technology, points out, “Pilgrimage seems to be a
universal human phenomenon…. Hence, we might
add some fragments of valuable knowledge about
mankind by focusing on this widespread and highly
alive human experience.” It is especially timely to study
the impulse of pilgrimage—it is being acted out at
unprecedented levels around the world, as evidenced
by a surge in the population on ancient pilgrimage
roads and at pilgrimage sites. The pilgrim site of
Lourdes, France, alone has seen a rise in visitors from
4 million per year in the early 1980s to 5 million per
year in the early 1990s. Accessibility to these sites has
increased due to advances in transportation and
communication and a wealthier, more global society,
but those variables do not necessarily dictate
Description of Project:
increased participation in pilgrimage. What seems
more likely to account for this phenomenon,
however—especially the steep rise in non-religious
participants—is a widespread reaction by communities
and individuals to contemporary existence. In this
sense, contemporary pilgrimage is a byproduct of the
existentialism, the collision between the human who
naturally seeks meaning in existence and the
ambiguous values of a postmodern society. My study
seeks to document the phenomenon of pilgrimage
through a multimedia approach in which I answer the
question: Who is the modern pilgrim and what are the
motives behind his or her drive to perform pilgrimage?
I have selected the Road to Santiago de Compostela
as a case study due to its international reputation,
popularity amongst Europeans and Americans, and
accessibility. My research this summer will seek to
answer this question through a combination of
photographic inquiry, the actual physical experience of

walking the road myself, and research to gain an
intellectual understanding of the camino’s history in the
context of modernity. While walking the 750km (440mi)
pilgrimage, I will produce a series of portraits of those I
meet along the road, focusing on first time pilgrims.
The photographs will amplify the writing I will do about
the camino by bringing the individuals and their
purpose for undertaking the pilgrimage vividly into
focus—creating an account of the human reality of the
pilgrimage. Modeled on Jim Goldberg’s landmark
photographic study Rich and Poor (1985), I will ask
each subject to handwrite an explanation of his or her
motives for performing the journey. The personal
accounts will be mounted with the portraits and
integrated into the final presentation of my research at
the end of SURI 2009, giving the subjects a voice my
attempt to represent their experience. This research
will form the basis for my Institute Honors Thesis
during the 2009-10 academic year. I will present my
portraits, paper, and other artifacts in a multimedia
exhibit in the spring of 2010. By the end of SURI 2009,
my research will have culminated in the following three
artifacts: 1. The portraits complete with the subjects’
handwritten explanations of their reasons for
performing the pilgrimage. 2. Production and upkeep
of a website in which I will publish accounts of my
experience on the camino through biweekly blogs. 3. A
reflective essay synthesized from my journal entries,
photographs, and interviews in which I explore the
question: Who is the modern pilgrim and what are the
motives behind his or her drive to perform pilgrimage?
The project will require significant preparatory work,
including academic understanding of the ethics and
protocols of documentary photography. My advisor for
this project, COL Robert L. McDonald, and I have
already begun reading and discussions to prepare me
to begin work on this project immediately in May.
Adams, Robert. Why People Photograph. New York:
Aperture, 1994. Agee, James and Walker Evans. Let
Us Now Praise Famous Men. New York: Houghton,
1939. Alcorn, Susan. Camino Chronicle: Walking to
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May 18—Depart, Washington Dulles; arrive Madrid,
Spain. May 19—Arrive, Roncesvalles May 20—Begin
walking el Camino de Santiago May 22—Publish
Weblog 1 May 26—Weblog 2 May 29—Weblog 3 June
Timeline: 2—Weblog 4 June 5—Weblog 5 June 9—Weblog 6
June 12—Weblog 7 June 16—Weblog 8 June 19—
Weblog 9 June 21—Arrive, Santiago de Compostela
June 22—Weblog 10 and continue to gather footage
June 30—Return to VMI July 1-7—Develop

photographs and compile notes for reflective essay
July 10—First draft of essay due July 15—2nd draft of
essay due July 22—Final draft and exhibit complete
July 25—Submit and present final product
VMI & other facilities to be
-Library dark room. -Library study carrel/ILL services
used:
Date & Time of Submission: 2/13/2009 11:45:11 PM

