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Love’s Arrows: Christ as Cupid in

Late Medieval Art and Devotion

Barbara Newman

Love is swift of foot;

Love’s a man of war,
And can shoot,

And can hit from far.

Who can ’scape his bow?

That which wrought on thee,
Brought thee low,

Needs must work on me.

— George Herbert, “Discipline”

The Bible frequently depicts God as both lover and warrior. But these images stand in tension
rather than harmony, so when George Hetrbert chose to portray divine Love as a “man of war,” his
source was not biblical but Ovidian. It is Cupid—or his medieval avatar, the dieu d’Amors-—-who
shoots from afar with his unerring aim and irresistible darts.! In Herbert’s deceptively simple stan-
zas, this warlike god of love has become Jesus Christ, but he is also the vanquisher of Christ, who
was himself-“brought low” by Love's arrows before presuming to launch them from his own
almighty bow. This double rapprochement between Christ and Cupid was not original with the
Anglican poet, but derives from a current of medieval piety that originated in the twelfth century
and flourished well into the seventeenth.

The Phenomenon of Cressover

In this essay I will revisit the trope of Love’s arrows and its corollary, the depiction of Christ in
the guise of Cupid, as a superb illustration of the medicval practice of “crossover” —the inten-
tional borrowing and adaptation of courtly themes in devotional art and vice versa.? This phenom-
enon was once a familiar problem in literary history, and the same kind of exchange is no less
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prominent in visual art. But since the 1970s, prevailing theoretical trends have encouraged schol-
ars to maximize the ironic and self-serving aspects of medieval erotic culture, while minimizing
its sublime and “ennobling” aspects.® This critical tendency has obscured the close relationship
that older critics used to perceive between the idioms of devotion and fin’ amors.* In a recent re-
visionist essay, however, Simon Gaunt acknowledges that “the strategy behind these critical
moves was deliberate and largely political”: in seeking to demystify medieval love poetry in order
to expose its misogyny and homophobia, he and other scholars felt they could ill afford the luxu-
ries of aesthetic pleasure and affective power these texts had afforded to less resistant readers in
the past.” Having achieved that goal, Gaunt now questions whether there is any such thing as
“purely secular” art to be found in the Middle Ages, and undertakes once again to discover why
medieval poets took the theme of erotic love with such intense moral seriousness that they could
readily assimilate it to religious devotion.

In response to this question, he proposes that “it is less the worship of the lady . . . that gives
the courtly lyric its quasi-religious flavor, than the importance of sacrifice, or what one might
call . . . sacrificial desire.”® While I will not echo Gaunt’s Lacanian interpretation of such desire,
I believe his insight is true and goes a long way toward explaining the medieval predilection for
Christ as Cupid. The god of love, in most medieval representations, is not the least bit “cute”: he
is neither the naked winged boy of Classical art nor the putto of the Italian Renaissance.” Dante
in the Vita nuova called him a “lord of terrible aspect,” and so he is—mature, impericus, and
with grave power to harm.® The troubadours and their heits, despite their many moments of self-
dramatizing hyperbole and irony, often took the motif of “Love’s wounds” with deep seriousness,
and it was primarily their obsession with erotic torment, self-surrender, and even death for love
that enabled devotional writers, mystics, and artists to translate the fictive god of love so easily
into the biblical God who is Love {1 John 4:8). Conventionally defined as a passio, a form of suf-
fering, amorous desire was treated by medical writers as a legitimate discase {amor hereos},® while
religious writers linked it with the passio of the Crucified who died to win the heart of his
beloved, the human soul —quia amore langueo (Cant. 2.5).

Like so many elements in the medicval discourse of love, the motif of divine archery turns
out to have a dual provenance: Ovid and the Song of Songs. In Canticle 4:9 the bridegroom
laments, or perhaps cxults, “You have wounded my heart, my sister, my bride; you have wounded
my heart with one [glance] of your eyes” {vulnerasti cor meum in uno oculorum tuorum). Here
the gaze of the beloved requires no intermediary god but exercises direct agency, smiting the
lover’s heart with those delicious wounds on which twelfth-century commentators loved to dwell.
Ovid, an author savored almost as widely as Solomon, first introduced the Greek motif of Cupid’s
arrows into Latin literature in a classic passage of his Metamorphoses. The poet there described
the mischievous god taking aim at Apolio’s heart with a sharp golden arrow to arouse love, while
striking Daphne’s with a blunt leaden shaft to quench it.'° Through this favorite school-text, the
theme made its ubiquitous way into medieval poetry and mythography.'! From the mid-thirteenth
century onward, transfixed lovers might be found languishing for the love of God as often as for
a lady, and the divine archer was as likely to be the celestial Caritas as the carnal Amor.i2

In contrast to Cupid, who was always the agent but never the subject or object of erotic love,
Jesus as dieu d’Amors is ail three. JTust as in Herbert’s Iyric, he is both heavenly bowman and
lovesick victim, and in his role as victim he inspires that tender-hearted pitee which, in courtly
Iyric and romance, is often the first sign of 2 woman’s love. It required no great stretch of the med-
ieval imagination to interpret Christ’s bieeding wounds as valnera amoris and to discern Love’s
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arrow in the centurion’s lance that pierced his heart, opening the salvific fount of blood and water.
In a famous pair of miniatures from the Rothschild Canticles, it is the Bride of Christ (a figure in-
terchangeable with Caritas) who actually launches the weapon, aiming it like a javelin at the
wound in her Iover’s side.1® Closely linked with the arrow and the sacred lance is a less bloody
weapon, the pen of the celestial scribe. As Eric Jager has recently shown, the inscribed heart and
the pierced heart are close kin in the poetics of love. Indeed, the same Latin word, calamus, des-
ignates both the feathered quill and the feathered arrow.!* In one manuscript of the Roman de la
Rose, the character Genius, who plays bawdy bishop to the god of love, is represented with a quill
pen [or arrow) in lieu of an episcopal crosier,!

Even mote remarkably, the symbolic act of love that concludes the great French poem—the
illicit plucking of a rosebud from a virgin’s well-protected garden—is ascribed to Christ himself
in a devotional text contemporary with the Rose. Meditating on the Crucifixion, the Anglo-Latin
poet Walter of Wimborne asks what theft Jesus could have committed to deserve a thief’s punish-
ment, since he was already the rightful owner of heaven and earth:

Dumtaxat unum est furtum quod fecerat
Jhesus, duimn clanculo carnem assumpserat
et furtim uirginis claustrum intrauerat,
quod ipsum etiam sponsum latuerat.

*  * * k3 *

Unam de uirginis rosam rosario
fur insons accipit, et de florario
decerpsit flosculum, Joseph non concio;

Yet Jesus did commit one theft
when he secretly put on our flesh
and stole into the Virgin's bedroom,
concealed from even her bridegroom.

* * * * *

The harmless thief plucked one bud
from the virgin’s flower bed,
took from her garden a single rose:

an tale facinus est dignum erucio?® did such a crime deserve the cross?

Innumerable texts could be cited to illustrate the bold erotic theology that emerged in such
crossover poems. One of the least familiar and most accomplished of them is the Philomena, a
Latin devotional epic in some 1,131 ornate rhyming quatrains, penned by the prolific English poet
and canon, John of Howden (d. ca. 1272).17 The Philomena is a versified vita Christi, recounting
the mysteries of Christ’s Nativity, Passion, and Resurrection. But the poem’s epic hero is predom-
inantly a victim: Christus patiens meekly suffers all that is done to him by the agency of a more
powerful personage, Amor. The Latin noun has an ambiguity that would be difficult to replicate
in a modern vernacular, since Amor can be read as a personified virtue but also as the ancient god
of love, in direct continuity with Ovid. This divinity is the motivating force behind all that Christ
does and suffers in the poem: Amor humbles the King of kings in the Incarnation, pierces his heart
in the garden of Gethsemane, binds him to the pillar with chains, imposes the crown of thorns on
his head, and eventually nails him to the cross. All these actions manifest the unchallenged do-
minion Love holds over the heart of God {Philomena, strophe 22

Tuum, Ameor, dulce dominium
Sic, sic domat Regem regnantivm!
A te vinci valt Rex vincentium,

Ut sie vietus vim vincat hostium.

Your sweet dominion, Love, has made

The King of kings so meek, so tame! .

The King of conquerors wills to be conquered by
you,

That, vanquished, he may vanquish the violent
foe.
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After lamenting the death of Christ, John of Howden invokes Amor once again, asking the
love-god in more than two hundred strophes to inscribe every detail of the Passion on his willing

heart [strophes 491-92);

Portis Amoz, forti conamine
Cordis mei scribas volumine
Carnem natam virenti virgine,
Roris nantem in nati flumine.

Amor scriba, scribe velocius
Cor petrinum et sis notarius;
Scribas ibi ferro profundius,
Agnum ferro confossum fortius.

Mighty Love, with a mighty effort
Inscribe on the volume of my heart

The flesh born of the verdant Virgin,
Moistened in the dewy stream of her Son.

Like a scribe, Love, swiftly inscribe

My stony heart, and be my secretary;
Deeply inscribe with your iron pen

The Lamb pierced deeply with iron nails.

In a Middie English adaptation of this passage, the speaker asks Love to write Christ’s sufferings
on his stony heart “with nailes and with spere kene.” He goes on to equate the pen of the divine

scribe with the arrow of the god of love:

Let now loue his bowe bende,
An arwe to myn herte sende,
That it may -perce to the rote;
ffor such a wounde were my bote. 18

Let Love now bend his bow

and send an arrow to my heart

that it may pierce it to the core—
For such a wound would be my cure.

At the end of his lengthy invocation to Amor as scribe, John inguires more closely into the

god’s identity {strophes 802.-4}:

Ipsum Deum fulgentem superis,
Vinctum, Amor, misisti miseris;

Et, cum implet quodcunqgue iusseris,
Nonne Deus deorum diceris?

Sed quis horum maior apparuit?
Deus, an is, qui Deum domuit?
Diffinire liber hic noluit,
Disputare potest qui voluit.

Istud sciat certa scientia,
Quod ambobus una substantia
Est et concors utrigue gloria,
Honor unus, par excellentia.l?

You congquered the radiant God himself,
Love, and sent him in chains to wretches.
Since he fulfills whatever you command,
Should you not be called the God of gods?

But which of these appeared the greater—
God, or the one who conquered God?

This book has no wish to decide the question;
Let anyone who will debate it.

Yet let them know with certain knowledge
That the two have but one substance;

God and Love are united in glory,

In one sole honor, equal excellence.

In other words, God is Amor: the divine archer is his own victim, now begged to puncture his
lover’s heart with his quill {or arrow) just as his own was pierced by the centurion’s spear.

In view of such comprehensive literary treatments, it is no surprise to find that visual artists
also took up the theme of Christ as Cupid—and its complement, Cupid as Christ. Some late me-
dieval authors even personally supervised the illustration of their works,2® and given such active
exchange between writers and painters, the crossover movement worked in both directions. Mark-
ers of divine glory normally reserved for Christ and the saints, such as the crown, the nimbus, the
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1. Love and Fortune; Cupid shoots a lady from a celestial 2. Christ child with firebrand enthroned in the heart. Hours
mandorla. Songbook {chanscnnier) of Jean de Montchenu, of Anne of Mattefelon, Bousges, Musée du Berry, Ms. Bibl.
Paris, Bibliotheéque Nationale de France, Ms, Rothschild 2160, D. 327, f. C verso. England, ca. 1440

2973, f. 4. Savoy, ca, 1475

mandorla, and the presence of kneeling worshipers, might be bestowed on the god or goddess of
love.2! One late but compelling example occurs in a heart-shaped songbook commissioned by a
prominent Savoyard churchman, the Chansonnier de Jean de Montchenu (Fig, 1). In this rarity
from cixca 1475, the god has already returned to his Classical form as a winged infant, yet he takes
aim at a court lady from a very unclassical mandorla in the sky.2? Venus, too, might be glorified
in a celestial mandorla, as if in mildly sacrilegious homage to the Virgin’s Assumption. A Floren-
-tine salver or desco da parto from about 1400, probably intended as a maternity gift from husband
to wife, features the nude goddess in a mandorla adored by six celebrated lovers, just as devout
saints might adore the Queen of Heaven.2?

One of the most ambiguous motifs in Love's iconography is the arbor amoris, a figure whose
precise origins have not been established. Sacred and secular versions both abound. Depictions of
the god of love, especially in the Roman de la Rose tradition, often show him perched as a sniper
in a tree, presumably so he could shoot unseen from a lofty vantage point.?* But the symbol of the
arbor amoris also had far-reaching Christian connotations, ranging from the genealogical Tree of
Jesse to mythological conceptions of the cross as world-tree to allegorical accounts of the virtues
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rooted in charity.” Such iconographic motifs could be subjected to parody. For example, an illus-
tration of the late-thirteenth-century poem I'Arbre d’Amours co-opts the familiar Tree of Jesse
image, representing the lineage of Jesus, to glorify the congquests of Amor. In a painting from this
text, the god of love stands in a treetop with his bow, in the commanding position usually occu-
pied by Christ, while the lower branches support three couples, in lieu of patriarchs or prophets,
illustrating the successive stages of a love affair.26 Conversely, however, the arboreal perch cus-
tomary for the dieu d’Amors may have coniributed to the puzzling late medieval image of Christ
as a naked child in a treetop.?” Initially portrayed only in Nativity scenes, the naked Christ child
became a popular subject in a variety of contexts by the fifteenth century. For example, he could
be depicted with the classical attributes of Cupid (Fig. 2) or even placed with his amorous weapon
in the branches of an arbor amoris (Fig. 5).

Christian iconographers borrowed not only Love’s bow and arrows, but also such attributes
as the firebrand, the pierced heart, and the flaming heart. The burgeoning and closely linked cults
of the Holy Name and the Sacred Heart were both implicated in this development. After the Sec-
ond Council of Lyon in 1274 decreed that the faithful should bow their heads whenever the name
of Jesus was uttered at Mass, the pope charged the mendicant orders with promulgating this de-
cree.”® Enthusiastically carrying out the papal will, friars fostered devotion to the Holy Name by
disseminating exempla in which various saints were discovered, upon autopsy, to have the name
of Jesus or the arma Christi literally inscribed upon their hearts. This tale was recounted of Saint
Ignatius in the influential Legenda aurea, and in “modern” times it was told of the Pranciscan
Chiara of Montefalco (d. 1308).2” These invisible stigmata of the heart testified to God's power to
inscribe his love on the inner self, just as Saint Francis’s visible stigmata inscribed Christ’s Pas-
sion on his flesh for all to see. The devotion to the Holy Name was further inflamed by Henry
Suso, who carved the monogram of Jesus on his chest in his own blood and then wrote about it
in his autohagiography.3Y In this way, the courtly motif of the heart inscribed with the name or
image of the beloved was sacralized and assimilated to the “valentine” emblem of the pierced
heart, which is still part of our commercial culture. A book of hours from the mid-fifteenth cen-
tury demonstrates the final stage in this fusion of Christ with Cupid. In the Hours of Anne of
Mattefelon, circa 1440 (Fig. 2), a naked Christ child with what appears to be a firebrand is en-
sconced in an enormous crucified heart, framed by drawings of Christ’s wounded hands and feet.?!
This sacred valentine restores the old pagan iconography of the son of Venus, now firmly identi-
fied with the son of Mary. :

In the following sections I will examine two special cases of this sacred eroticism: the fre-
quent portrayal of Saint Augustine as a model fin amant and {for that reason) a model contempla-
tive, his heart pierced by Love’s arrows, and the much rarer representation of the god of love as a
six-winged seraph—a motifl borrowed from the iconography of Saint Francis receiving Love's
wounds. In conelusion, I will speculate on how the motif of Love’s arrow came to function by the
late Middle Ages as a meta-trope for the sacred image itself.

Saint Augustine as Model fin amant
Alfred North Whitehead once characterized the whole of Western philosophy as a series of foot-

notes to Plato. It has been 6bserved just as plausibly that the history of Christian theology is a se-
ries of footnotes to Augustine. Theoiogians as diverse as Hugh of St.-Victor, Thomas Aquinas,
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Martin Luther, and John Calvin can all be claimed as Augustinians, for the sheer mass of the
bishop’s oeuvre—not to mention its richness, variety, and penchant for self-contradiction—makes
his influence both inescapable and impossible to restrict to any one theological stance.

When we turn to the subject of love, the very core of Augustine’s thought, we can with equal
justice trace two diametrically opposed currents in late medieval piety back to the same master.
The stern ascetic, Augustine of the moralists, set an unbreachable chasm between the erotic love
represented by Cupid (cupiditas) and the sacred love portrayed in the Song of Songs [caritas). In
De doctrina christiana he supplied authoritative definitions of these opposing loves: caritas is the
fove of God, self, and neighbor only for God’s sake, and cupiditas the love of anything at all with-
out regard for God 32 The same contrast recurs in De civitate Dei, where the bishop remarks that
the ephemeral earthly city is built on “self-love even to the point of contempt for God” (cupid-
itas), and the eternal heavenly city on “love of God even to the point of contempt for self” (cari-
tas).3* D. W. Robertson Jr., an influential translator of De doctring, famously exaggerated the ubig-
uity of this “two loves” topos in courtly literature, but it is true that one cannot read very far in
medieval monastic or pastoral writing without coming across some form of it.34

Yet there was a second medieval Augustine, the Augustine of the mystics—a contemplative
theologian beloved especially for his Confessions and De Trinitate. This Augustine, far from es-
chewing the secular idiom of love, seems ironically to have been the first Latin writer to assimi-
late Christ to Cupid.?® In a purple passage from the Confessions, just as familiar in the late Middle
Ages as his dichotomizing texts, Augustine gave the God of his conversion the signature attribute
of the pagan love-deity, confessing that “you had shot through my heart with the arrow of your
charity, and I bore your words deeply fixed in my entrails.” 3 This sentence was paraphrased in a
responsory for the saint’s feast day on August 28, inspiring monastics to take Love’s arrow as a sub-
ject for their own meditations and prayers; and it was cited by Jacobus de Voragine in the Legenda
aurea, guaranteeing a diffusion far beyond the readership of the Confessions.?” The passage was so
frequently illustrated that it came to supply the saint with his defining emblem, the pierced heart.®®
In a German life of Saint Augustine, copied and illustrated by a nun of Strasbourg in 1480 (Fig. 3],
the heart-picrcing arrow of love doubles as the letter I in the sacred monogram of Jesus, IHS. In the
lower left corner a praying nun, perhaps the seribe herself, utters the responsory based on the Con-
fessions: “Vulneraverat caritas Christi cor eius, Et gestabat verba eius in visceribus quasi sagittas
acutas” {The charity of Christ had wounded his heart, and he bore [Christ’s] words in his entrails
like sharp arrows).?® Two additional symbols of this piercing love embellish the lower margin: a
barefoot Christ child with a cruciform staff, and a unicorn with an enormous horn.

Augustine’s arrow-of-charity metaphor was so often echoed that, as the centuries passed,
many of the numerous prayers and meditations inspired by it came to be associated with the
bishop himself. One of the earliest of these texts was 4 Liber meditationum now ascribed to John
of Fécamp [d. 1078). In it “Augustine” prays:

by those saving wounds of yours, which you suffered on the cross for our salvation, from
which flowed that precious blood by which we have been redeemed: wound this sinful
soul. for which you deigned even to die. Wound her with the fiery and potent dart of your
exceeding great charity. . . . You, the chosen arrow and the keenest sword, can penetrate
the tough shield of the human heart with your power. Transfix my heart with the spear
of your love so that my soul may say to you, “I am wounded by your charity,” and let

abundant tears flow day and night from that wound of your love.®
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3. Love’s arrow as the letter I in the monogram
of Jesus. Life of §t, Augustine, Berlin, Staatshib-
liothek, Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Ms. germ. qu.
1877, f. 2v. Strasbourg, 1480

In the first half of the twelfth century an Augustinian canon, Hugh of St.-Victor, penned the
brief but magnificent treatise known as De Iaude caritatis, which influenced John of Howden and
many others. This rhetorical tour de force, deeply Ovidian in its imagery, rewrites Caritas as a
kind of celestial Venus who brought Christ low with her arrows, just as Cupid had once triumphed
over Jove and Apollo:

O Charity, great is your power! You alone were able to draw God down from heaven to
earth. How mighty is your chain by which even God could be bound, and man who had
been bound broke the chains of iniquity! . . . We were still rebels when you compelled
him, who obeyed you, to descend from the throne of his Father’s majesty and take on the
weakness of our mortality. You led him bound in your chains, you led him wounded by
your arrows, 8o that man should be all the more ashamed to resist you when he sees that
you have triumphed even over God. You have wounded the Impassible, bound the Invin-
cible, dragged the Changeless One down, made the Eternal One mortal.4!
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Hugh in this passage carries Augustine’s metaphor to extremes but at the same time reverses it,
making Christ himself the first and paradigmatic victim of Love’s archery. Given the high me-
dieval fascination with this theme, it is understandable that another of Hugh's widely copied trea-
tises on love, the Soliloguium de arrha animae (Solilogquy on the soul's bridal gift), should have
been ascribed to Augustine in at least ten manuscripts, a sign of his growing reputation as the pa-
tron saint of passionate lovers, 2 :

Another of the twelfth-century pseude-Augustines was Gilbert of Hoyland, a Cistercian con-
tinuator of Saint Bernard’s Sermons on the Song of Songs. Like many devotional writers, Gilbert
conflated the Ovidian image of Love’s arrows with the notion, found in both the Song of Songs and
chivalric romances, that Love pierces the heart through the gaze of the eyes. “Would that he might
multiply such wounds in me, from the sole of my foot to the crown of my head, that there might
be no health in me! For health is evil without the wounds that Christ’s gracious gaze inflicts.” 4
These metaphorical wounds of love might in turn be identified with Christ’s bleeding wounds, es-
pecially the side-wound produced by the “arrow” of the centurion’s {or Charity’s) spear. Another
Cistercian of the mid-thirteenth century, Gérard of Ligge, used these passionate writings by Gil-
bert—which he took to be Augustine’s—io characterize the saint as a kind of romance hero, Ii
angtiisseus damours, who could serve as an exemplar for monks and beguines. “Augustine, the
man driven to anguish by love, was keenly aware of [its power] when he said, ‘Mighty and
almighty is the passion of love! It is indeed powerful, because it renders the spirit possessed by it
powerless over itself./”#4 :

Augustine’s own writings, together with the medieval texts ascribed to him and the many
hagiographic accounts, stimulated a fervent cult of this saint as model of all devout lovers. This
devotion first became prominent in Gérard’s own milieu, as one element of the monastic and be-
guinal piety that flourished in the Low Countries throughout the thirteenth century. Juliana of
Mont-Cornillon {1193-1258], said to have been a fine Latin scholar in her youth, loved the works
of Augustine and Bernard, another celebrated fin amant, above all other saints.*> Bernard’s copi-
ous writings, like Augustine’s, had been augmented with numerous psendonymous works, many
of which treated the theme of love. In a mystical cursus honorum, aspiring contemplatives were
encouraged to begin their spiritual lives by meditating on the humanity of Christ, especially his
infancy and Passion, before moving onward and upward to his divinity, with the mystery of the
Blessed Trinity as a ne plus ultra of divine insight. If Bernard furnished the prime model of devo-
tion to Christ's humanity, Augustine was the unquestioned teacher of Trinitarian contemplation.
Thus when the nun Tda of Léau (or Goorsleeuw] immersed herself in Augustinian readings from
the lectionary one Christmas, she became so jubilant as she pondered the life of the Trinity that
“her soul was steeped in joy, her spirit kindled with joys so great that she almost feared she would
lose her mind.” %6 Hadewijch of Brabant, also at Christmas, experienced a vision of herself and her
beloved Augustine as two great eagles devoured by a phoenix, representing “the Unity in which
the Trinity dwells, wherein both of us are lost.” ¥ More than a century later, Henry Suso held an
exalted colloquy with his spiritual daughter, Elsbeth Stagel, on the same themes of the Trinity,
the Unity, and the soul’s joyous annihilation in the abyss of God. Although his discourse owes
much to Meister Eckhart, it is Augustine whom he cites as his authority on such matters.® At a
more popular level, exemplum collections include a legend that Augustine’s heart, preserved in a -
precious reliquary, leapt for joy whenever the Trinity was mentioned or the Sanctus chanted.*

Given their roles as model lovers of God, it is fitting that Augustine and Bernard should ap-
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4. Man of Sorrows with Saints Augustine and Bernard

pierced by Love’s arrows. Devotional compendium, Paris,

Bibliothéque Nationale de France, Ms. fr. 17115, £. 156r.
Metz, early fourteenth century
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5. Christ in Gethsemane with the Virgin and Saint Augustine, the
Christ child with a lance, and Saint Augustine with Love's arrow.
Workshop of Daniel Mauch, Buxheim Retable, Ulmer Musecum,
inv, 1922.5109. Ulm, carly sixteenth century

pear together, flanking Christ as the Man of Sorrows, in a French historiated initial of the early
fourteenth century {Fig. 4).°9 Each saint appears with an arrow from the dieu d’Amors aimed at an
opening in his habit, cut to display a mystical side-wound resembling Christ’s. A more complex
rendering of the motif appears in a retable from Ulm (Fig. 5], commissioned for the Cistercian nun-
nery of Heggbach. This panel offers an allegorical vision of Christ in Gethsemane attended by his
mother and Saint Augustine, who is identified by a crosier, a book, and his distinctive attribute
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6. Saint Augustine’s vision of the Trinity, Fra Filippo Lippi, predella panel from Madonna di S. Spirito (Barbadori
Altarpiece), 1437, Florence, Uffizi

of the pierced heart. Between the praying Christ and the attending saints is an idiosyncratic ver-
sion of the arbor amoris, bedecked with instruments of the Passion including an oddly horizon-
tal tau cross. In its branches is perched a naked child, identifiable as Christ by his cruciform nim-
bus, with a scroll paraphrasing Suso: “I will pluck roses and bestow many soirows on my
friends.” 51 It is as if the immortal infant Christ waits to shower blessings-—which is to say, suf-
ferings— on the two saints even as they commiserate with the historical adult Christ. Between the
innocent Child’s legs, however, is a huge phallic lance pointed backwards—the same lance of di-
vine love that wounded Christ’s heart on the cross and now runs parallel to the arrow in Augus-
tine’s heart. This weapon marks the infant God as still an avatar of the god of love, that danger-
ous arboreal sniper, however chaste and chastened he may now appear. Though Gothic in
iconography and style, this early-sixteenth-century work looks forward to the Baroque eroticism
of Bernini's Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, a simpler and more dramatic statement of the same idea.

As we have seen, Augustine’s reputation as a passionate lover of God was enhanced by his
sublime contemplations of the Trinity. In a unique predella panel from Fra Filippo Lippi’s Bar-
badori Altarpiece, commissioned about 1437, the saint’s erotic passion is inspired precisely by his
Trinitarian vision {Fig. 6).°2 A handsome, tonsured Augustine, wearing a friar’s habit, is seated at
an elaborate writing desk surrounded by books, but he is not reading them. Instead, with his gaze
fixed on an apparition of the Trinity in the form of three cherubic faces surrounded by an aureole,
he records his vision on a scroll as if scarcely aware that he is writing. Three long arrow shafts,
one for each divine Person, stick firmly in his heart. Another friar enters the study from the left,
his hands raised in astonishment at the saint’s condition. In this painting divine Love visibly
pierces Augustine’s heart through the gaze of his eyes, but what the diagrammatic vision actually
represents is the sight of his mind’s eye. Since the theologian never in fact characterized the Trin-
ity in pictorial terms, the radiant emblem before his face must be meant to evoke the imageless
visio intellectualis, the saint’s highest category of vision, which by definition eludes the painter’s
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7. Saint Augustine’s conversion:
an angel brandishes three arrows.
Zanobi Strozzi, antiphonary,
Florence, Museum of San Marco, f.
1r. Mid-fifteenth century

art. It is the spectator, not the saint, who has need of this imaginary form.?? But for the viewer of
the painting, the Trinitarian emblem represents Augustine’s intellectual contemplation as surely
as the arrows represent his love. The panel thus links his stature as the greatest of the Church’s
doctors with his unequaled capacity for amorous vision.

The triple arrows recur in a slightly later miniature by the Florentine painter Zanobi Strozzi,
a follower of Fra Angelico (Fig. 7).5¢ This illumination from an antiphonary decorates the L initial
(Letare, Jerusalem) for the first vespers of Augustine’s feast day. In it we see the young Augustine
reading in a garden just prior to his conversion, his face upturned to listen to the unseen children’s
voices chanting “tolle, lege” (take and read). In the upper left corner an angel—or Amor—bran-
dishes three arrows aimed at the young man’s heart. While the angel’s presence is traditional in
this narrative scene, ordinarily he either holds a book or himself recites the words “tolle, lege.” 55
Strozzi's substitution of Love’s arrows for Love’s words appears to be unique. He has thereby con-
flated the famous garden scene from Confessions VIIL12 with Augustine’s arrow metaphor and his
fame as an expositor of the Trinity. Within its liturgical context, the meaning of this image is clear
enough, yet so too is a certain crossover sensibility. The youthful saint, represented in secular
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The artist’s winged putti, paired off in amorous couples, offer a semipagan commentary on the
scene of sacred eroticism.>®

The God of Love and the Seraphic Christ

One of the most curious instances of crossover can be seen in two manuscripts, related icono-
graphically but not textually, in which the god of love is depicted as a six-winged seraph. In a trou-
badour chansonnier from northern Italy, written during Dante’s lifetime, songs by seven Provencal
poets are illustrated with a set of unusual marginal drawings.>® The first and most amply repre-
sented of these poets is Fole of Marseille (d. 1231}, whose own life is a remarkable case study in
crossover.80 Although prolific and successful as a troubadour, Folc (also called Folco or Folquet)
stopped composing songs around 1195, after the death of his patrons and his lady. Around 1200 he
became a Cistercian monk at Le Thoronet; in 1205 he was named bishop of Toulouse and in that
capacity played a role in the Albigensian Crusade which so effectively crushed the culture of
southern France. It seems fitting then that the poetry of Fole, who served first Amors and then
Christ as his god of love, should have inspired one of the most ambivalent of all images of this
deity. His canso “Ben an mort mi e lor” laments the speaker’s fate of being compelled to flee what
pursues him (Amors) while pursuing what flees him {his lady). The marginal sequence (Fig. 9) reads
from left to right, beginning with the sorrowful poet and ending with the reluctant lady. Amors
appears twice in the form of a seraph with three faces and a crown: at left he is quiescent, but in
the center he flaps his wings vigorously, “creating psychic disturbance.” 6!

While the god of love is often depicted with a crown and a single pair of wings, he has six
wings only in this chansonnier and one other manuscript, to be discussed below, while the three
faces are unique to the Italian songbook. They inevitably suggest the Trinity (cf. Fig. 6), just as the
six wings recall the cherubim and seraphim of sacred iconography {see, e.g., Mary Carruthers,
“Moving Images in the Mind’s Eye,” in this volume}. A few folios later, the seraphic Amors strikes

9. Amors in the form of a six-winged scraph, Troubadour chansonnier, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, Ms. M.819,
f. 561. Padua, late thirteenth century
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8. Giovanni Sagrestani, Seint Augustine Writing on
the Heart of Santa Maria Maddalena de’ Pazzi,
Florence, San Frediano in Cestello. Circa 1702

garb, could just as well be a melancholy poet-lover brooding in a locus amenus; and the angelic
marksman, though he lacks the telltale bow, stalks his amorous prey from the same position as
the insouciant Cupid in a contemporary chansonnier {Fig. 1).

In a late Baroque painting by Giovanni Sagrestani {1702}, the same Augustine whose heart
was once pierced by Charity’s arrows becomes a scribe impressing Christ’s love on a female heart
(Fig. 8). Sagrestani’s painting glorifies Maria Maddalena de’ Pazzi 1566-1607), a Counter-Reforma-
tion mystic who twice experienced visions in which Augustine wrote the words “Verbum caro
factum est” on her heart—first in letters of blood and then in gold.5¢ In continuity with medieval
nuns, the Italian Carmelite thought of Saint Augustine as the ultimate contemplative lover. Not
only did she regard him as her spiritual father, but she declared that he had penetrated even deeper
into divine love than Saint John, because the evangelist merely wrote the sacred gospel of the In-
carnation whereas Augustine had expounded its meaning.5” In this scene of mystical inscription,
the bishop becomes a chosen instrument of the god of love, while the quill that opens Maria Mad-
dalena’s heart again recalls the traditional arrow as well as the lance that pierced Christ’s heart.
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the poet’s heart not with an Ovidian arrow, but with a lance, the same weapon we have seen
linked with the amorous wounding of Christ. In such a case it is virtually impossible to determine
whether the artist meant to confer an aura of genuine sacredness on Amors or to unmask him as
a blasphemous parody of the true God. Sylvia Huot's description seems apt: “The portrayal of Love
as an angelic figure, seraphic or otherwise, is undoubtedly a means of representing its power as an
abstract entity, an overwhelming spiritual force that can work for either good or evil.” 62

Neither Folc nor any other troubadour in this manuscript provides a visual description of the
god of love, let alone one that matches the painter’s unique creation. Angelica Rieger has proposed
that his model was a didactic figure of the six-winged cherub which, in Alan of Lille's treatise De
sex alis cherubim, symbolizes an array of virtues.®® But such cherub diagrams, widely used as
mnemonic devices, themselves helped to shape an iconographic motif much closer in spirit to the
troubadours’ god of love. In late-thirteenth-century Italy, the likeliest model for the chansonnier
painter would have been Saint Francis receiving the stigmata from Christ, who appeared to him
in the form of a crucified seraph. The saint’s vision on Mount Alverno quickly became a topos in
Franciscan art, but his experience could be depicted in a variety of ways.®* Sometimes, as in
Giotto’s celebrated frescoes, rays of light proceed from each of Christ’s five wounds to impress
stigmata on the corresponding parts of Francis’s body. In other representations, however, the rays
travel directly from Christ’s gaze to his servant’s (Fig. 10). Since the stigmata are nothing more nor
less than vulnera amoris borne by Christ’s lover, this version accords with the old idea that Love
wounds by way of the beloved’s eyes: “vulnerasti cor meum in uno oculorum tuorum.” Jacobus
de Voragine explained the miracle by speculating that, through the power of the imagination-—the
vis imaginativa of medieval psychology—the image of the wounded Christ impressed itself so
forcefully on the mind’s eye that it was subsequently able to imprint itself on the saint’s very
flesh. In any case, the six-winged, scraphic Christ whose gaze had such power to wound his lover
already bears a resemblance to the six-winged Amors of the chansonnier, who pursues and even-
tually pierces the hapless poet.

The other image of seraphic Love occurs in a French romance of the mid-thirteenth century,
the Roman de la Poire, written by an obscure poet who revealed his name, Tibaut, in a rebus. The
Poire is indebted to a more celebrated romance, Guillaume de Lorris’s Roman de la Rose, for its
allegorical trcatment of the psychology of love. In this case, it is the text itself that describes
Amors, in the god’s own words, as a deity with six wings:

Por ce que des amanz sui li soverains diex, Because I am the sovereign god of lovers,
sui ge assis si plesans devant Tortune tiex, I am seated thus pleasantly before Fortune,
en VI eles volanz com ange esperitiex. Flying with six wings—spiritual, like an
angel.
Plus faz de mes talenz que ne fet hom 1 do just as I please, more than any
mortiex. % mortal man.

In contrast to the Rose, the god of love in the Poire does not shoot the poet. Instead, much later
in the text, he shoots the lady. But the Parisian illustrator, combining the datum of a six-winged
Amors with the god’s traditional archery, represents a seraphic figure shooting from on high at
two lovers, impaling each with an arrow through the heart {Fig. 11).

Tibaut has not yet finished with the god of love. His allegorical narrative continues with an
evocative scene in which the lady plucks a pear from a tree, bites it with her “teeth whiter than
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10. Saint Francis receiving the stigmata from
Christ in the form of a seraph, Gradual, Montal-
cino, Archivio Cemunale, Ms. 5, f. 181v. Italy,
second half of the thirteenth century

ivory,” and gives it to the poet, who also cats. “Never since Adam bit the apple,” says Tibaut, has
there been such a fruit, for the pear is at once “poisonous and wholesome,” causing effects both
good and evil ¢ This fruit, because of its shape, was an obvious symbol of female sexuality and
pregnancy. It may also have been intended to recall the episode of stolen pears in Augustine’s Con-
fessions, which many readers have taken to symbolize the youthful scholar’s illicit sexual indul-
gence.®® At any rate, as soon as he tastes the fruit the poet begins to suffer all the pains, along with
the sweetness, of love. Like his precursor in the Rose, he falls completely beneath the sway of
Amors. Given Tibaut’s erotic rewriting of the Fall in this scene, the six-winged deity is once again
profoundly ambiguous. Since the poet-lover is tempted into his misery by a fruit, Amors cannot
help but recall the biblical serpent. Yet his winged form suggests a different personage—the
cherub with the flaming sword who “guards the way to the Tree of Life” (Gen. 3:24). Tibaut de-
scribes the god as having six wings because he is “a spiritual being, like an angel” (com ange es-
peritiex)|—but whether fallen or unfallen, we do not know. Such images may well represent what
Alcuin Blamires called “a creative encounter between Platonising lyricism, and the Catholic pro-
clivity for relishing blasphemy without any concomitant alarm lest faith be diminished.”%° As in
the troubadour chansonnier from Padua, the god of love’s appropriation of sacred attributes makes
him both more numinous and more dangerous.
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11, Amors as a six-winged seraph shoots two

lovers. Roman de la Poire, Paris, Bibliotheéque
Nationale de France, Ms. fr. 2186, f. 1v, Paris,
ca. 1260-70

Finally, with an image from the Exemplar of Henry Suso, we return full circle to the seraphic
Christ of Saint Francis. In open homage to the Poverello, Suso’s Life describes a spiritual vision in
which he beheld “the likeness of the crucified Christ in the form of a seraph.” ”® An illustration
from the well-known Strashourg manuscript (Fig. 12} depicts the friar kneeling in prayer before
this vision. He had been asking Christ to teach him how to suffer, so the inscriptions on the ser-
aph’s wings exhort him to receive suffering willingly, bear it patiently, and learn to suffer as Christ
did. Suso’s head is crowned with a lover’s chaplet of roses, signifying torments freely accepted,
while in lieu of an arrow his heart bears the inscription of the Holy Name, a token of his self-im-
posed martyrdom.”! These courtly elements testify to a crossover mentality that is not yet pres-
ent in the iconography of Saint Francis. Like the medieval Augustine, Suso gladly adopts the pos-
ture of the fin amant {or minnende Seele) and accepts suffering for his Beloved as a gift, offered
and received in the loving mutual gaze he exchanges with the seraph. Needless to say, Suso’s
Christ crucified on the Tree of Life is hardly equivalent to the dieu d’Amors perched in the tree
of knowledge of love, with its sweetly poisonous fruit. Yet neither is their relationship a simple
binary opposition, a meralistic typology of Good and Evil, such as we might find in pedagogical
diagrams of the arbores virtutum et vitiorum. Rather, a set of shared presuppositions about love
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12, Henry Suso prays to Christ in the form of
a seraph, Exemplar, Strasbourg, Biblioth&éque
nationale et universitaire, Ms. 2929, f. 65v.
Strashourg, ca. 1370

subtend the exchange of iconographic motifs: Love is a bitter sweetness, a mighty supernatural
force, and above all, a source of anguish and suffering, which pierces the lover’s heart and inscribes
it indelibly with the name and image of the beloved. Most often, as we shall see in the final sec-
tion, it is through the eyes that Love’s fateful arrow enters the heart.

Piercing the Heart through the Eye

Wine comes in at the mouth

And love comes in at the eye;
That’s all we shall know for truth
Before we grow old and die.

—W. B. Yeats, “A Drinking Song”

Love's entrance through the eye—for Yeats, a truth as timeless as death and taxes—was an axiom
of the medieval art of fin” amors. Whether launched by Cupid, Venus, Frau Minne, or the gaze of
the beloved, Love’s arrows passed figuratively through the lover’s eyes to lodge themselves in the
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heart. Ruth Cline, in an erudite source study, traced this refinement on the motif of Love’s archery
to the Arabic poets of al-Andalus.” But it was popularized in twelfth-century France through the
Roman d’Enéas and the works of Chrétien de Troyes. In Chrétien’s Yvain, the hero is smitten by
Amors as soon as his eyes light on the lady of the fountain:

[Amors] si dolcemant le requiert Love's pursuit’s a gentle art:
que par les ialz el cuer le fert.” through the knight’s eyes she strikes his heart.

In Cligés, similarly, the knight Alexander marvels at Love’s strange archery:

Par 1'uel? Bt si nel t'a crevé? How through the eye the arrow rushed
An l'uel ne m’a il rien grevé; and left the eye unhurt, uncrushed.

Mes au cuer me grieve formant. If through the eye the arrow pressed,

Or me di done reison, comant .. .7 why is there heart pain in the chest ... ?
De ce sai je bien reison randre: I can explain: the eye won't try

Li iauz n'a soing de rien antandre to understand the reason why

Ne rien n'i puet feire a nul fuer; and could not do so from the start

Mes c’est li mireors au cuer.” but is the mirror of the heart.

Influential as Chrétien’s romances were, the locus classicus for this iconography is the Roman
de la Rose. The first of the two Rose poets, Guillaume de Lorris, describes the archery of the dieu
d’Amors taking aim at the hapless Amant:

Li diex d’Amors, qui V'arc tendu The god of Love, who never ceased

Avoit touz jors mout entendu To spy and stalk me as he pleased, . . .

A moi porsivre et espier . . . Took up and bent his mighty bow,

Il a tantost pris une floiche From his quiver chose an arrow,

Et quant la corde fu en coche Drew the bow straight back to his ear,

Il entesa jusqu’a l'oreille And fired with taut string, vision clear
L'arc qui estoit fort a merveille, And flawless aim. His potent dart

E trait a moi par tel devise Sailed through my eye to pierce my heart.

Que parmi l'oel m’a ou cors mise
La saiete par grant roidor.””

This passage was de rigueur for the numerous illustrators of the Rose. Some painters cut to the
chase and lodged the arrow in the heart, while others depicted the scene literally, with the shaft
piercing the lover’s eye.”®

Unlike manuscripts of the Rose, sacred art never represents a divine arrow directly striking the
beholder’s eye, for God is not a visible object like the beloved lady. Nevertheless, even this erotic
motif finds its echo in the greatest of all crossover works. Dante’s Paradiso, which is at once an as-
cent to the beatific vision and the apotheosis of fin’ amors, plays continually on the theme of Beat-
rice’s gaze. The light of her eyes fills the poet with amorous joy, even as it did during her earthly
life, but at the same time her regard is literally a divine force that propels him through the celes-
tial spheres toward the throne of God. A particularly telling instance of the gaze occurs at the end
of canto IV. Dante has just addressed Beatrice as the “beloved of the First Lover” (O amanza del
primo amante), and she is about to enlighten him on the mystery of free will and destiny. But first
she subjects him to the full radiance of her divine gaze, which he cannot yet endure:
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13. Dantc staggers beneath the radiant
gaze of Beatrice (Paradiso IV). Padua,
Seminaria, Ms. 67, f. 208z, Padua, early
fifteenth centuxy

Beatrice mi guardd con li occhi piend Beatrice gazed at me with eyes so full

di faville d’amor cosi divini, of the sparks of love, and so divine,

che, vinta, mia virtute dié le reni, that, vanquished, my strength gave way,

e quasi mi perdei con i occhi chini.”” and with eyes cast down, I was nearly lost.

The poet here might be any lover abashed by the sight of his lady’s beauty—yet in this case,
the two are discussing theology in heaven, and the faville d’amor really are divine. An ecarly-fif-
teenth-century manuscript from Padua presents this scene (Fig. 13) with the same literalism that
French illuminators of the Rose sometimes lavished on the arrow in Amant’s eye. The laurel-
crowned Beatrice launches a whole volley of sparks from her sacred gaze, overpowering her lover
as surely as the intellectual vision of the Trinity pierces Augustine’s heart [Fig. 6), or the gaze of
the seraphic Christ imprints the stigmata on Francis (Fig. 10). Although Dante does not actually
say that he turned away from Beatrice, he uses the idiom that his strength “gave way” (dié le reni,
or “turned its back”), and the artist has literalized this expression to show the poet staggering as
if about to fall, as he seeks to flee from the unbearable gaze of Love. At this early point in the Para-
diso, the image might recall God’s solemn warning that no one can behold his face and live; so,
as a special favor, he permits Moses to see his back {Fxod. 33:18-23). Similarly, the poet’s vision
at this point in his pilgrimage is not strong enough to gaze on ["ultima salite face to face. Yet the
radiance of Beatrice’s eyes looks forward typologically to the beatific vision: Dante will not be
ready to approach the face of God until he can bear the force of his lady’s gaze without flinching.

In the literature of fin’ amors, Love's arrow is a metaphor for the physical beauty of the
beloved, which afflicts the lover with painful yearning. This point is made explicit in the Roman
de la Rose, where the barb of beauty—the first of the god’s five arrows—remains fixed in the
lover’s heart even after he removes its feathered shaft. In the case of divine love, the metaphor may
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seem less appropriate, since the beauty in question is invisible. Yet one of the most frequently
cited functions of religious art was to set the unseen object of worship before the mind’s eye in
order to arouse affection in the heart. Like a metaphorical arrow fired by the hand of God, the de-
votional image itself was meant to pierce the beholder’s heart through the eye, setting it afire with
love for invisible beauty by means of the beauty and pathos that could be seen. Pathos was at least
as important as beauty, for late medieval artists often strove to represent the Crucified in his death
pangs with “ne form or comeliness, . . . no beauty that we should desire him” {Isa. 53:2). Yet pity
could awalken love just as effectively, and visual images might serve as well as actual visions to
puncture a heart with what Julian of Norwich called the “three wounds” of contrition, compas-
sion, and longing for God. Her own experience provides a case in point, proceeding from the phys-
ical sight of a crucifix to a spiritual vision of the dying Christ to the final, triumphant knowledge
that “love was his meaning.” 78

Despite a long-standing theological bias in favor of imageless contemplation, not to mention
the periodic outbreaks of iconoclasm among reformists, the ever-growing popularity of devotional
images testified to an axiomatic truth about love that everyone simply “knew.” Andreas Capel-
lanus, as good an authority as any, had in the late twelfth century defined love as “a certain inborn
suffering derived from the sight of and excessive meditation upon the beauty of” the beloved.” So
self-evident was this truth that Andreas had even raised as a guaestio whether blind persons were
capable of loving, Faith might come through the hearing of the ear, as Saint Paul had asserted
(Rom. 10:17), but love arose from the eye’s attraction to beauty. In consequence, the more Chris-
tianity came to define itself as a religion centered on the arousing and ordering of love, the more
indispensable it found images.® Nor is it a coincidence that the iconoclastic fervor of the Refor-
mation accompanied a spiritual reorientation toward faith—“the conviction of things not seen”
{Heb. 11:1)—rather than love, the adoration of things seen. It is no weonder, then, that the late
Middle Ages, the most iconographically fertile and creative period in all of Christian history, cher-
ished such a predilection for the trope of Love’s arrows.
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