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Preface
This dissertation is about Augustine's approach to reading the Old
Testament, and focuses on metaphor, history and the ineffability of God. My
background in quantitative finance is not very usual for someone who writes about
Augustine and especially about metaphor. Therefore, in this preface I would like
to explain why I decided to write a dissertation in theology (as just a first step in
researching metaphors in patristic literature) and how I arrived at the topic.
I have always been drawn to the unpredictable and unexplainable, and while I
was initially also interested in natural science, I decided to apply my mathematical
skills to the field of economics. Contrary to popular belief, economics is not about
money and numbers, but rather about the (often not completely rational) behaviour of
people and societies. During my study of econometrics, I have come to realise that
economic models do not equal truth; they are useful in particular areas, but invalid or
even dangerous when used as absolute truths.
Metaphors are models as well; abstract concepts can only be partially described
by a certain metaphor, but there is no other way to understand these concepts, or
anything that goes beyond our immediate sensory experience. Therefore, metaphors
are of the utmost importance when talking about God, and Augustine was very well
aware of this. Augustine teaches us that God is incomprehensible and that all language
falls short to describe him. But God should not remain completely abstract; we can in
fact talk about him by means of metaphors. We must take these metaphors seriously,
but not as things that are literally true or have a crystallised meaning.
I would like to express my gratitude to my supervisors Paul van Geest and
Archibald van Wieringen, who guided, encouraged, and supported me, and gave me
complete freedom in writing. The members of the PhD commission have provided
valuable points of feedback, some of which I have been able to use in the present
study, and others are very interesting angles for further research. Finally, I would like
to thank Claire, my better half, for being a sounding board, and sharing me with my
other beloved, Augustine.
This dissertation is dedicated to Nelly Stienstra, the sponsor at my baptism, who
passed away in 2016. She encouraged me to study theology and to write this
dissertation. She was my second supervisor, and in that role provided useful feedback,
and she was a tremendous source of inspiration. She taught me everything about
metaphor, and her own dissertation, YHWH is the Husband of His People, has been
important to me in reaching the conclusions of this dissertation. Unfortunately, she did
not see this study in its final form, but the last version that she read already contained
the main findings. I hope that she would have been proud of the end result.

Abbreviations
General
AugStud
BA
CCSL
CSEL
LXX
NETS
NRSV
PL
REAug
VL

Augustinian Studies (Villanova, 1969-)
Bibliothèque augustinienne. Oeuvres de saint Augustin. (Paris, 1949-)
Corpus Christianorum Series Latina (Turnholt-Paris, 1953-)
Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum (Vienna, 1866-)
Septuagint
New English Translation of the Septuagint
New Revised Standard Version
Patrologiae cursus completus. Series Latina. J.P. Migne (Paris, 18441865)
REAug - Revue d'études augustiniennes et patristiques (Paris, 1955-)
Vetus Latina

Works by Augustine and Jerome
CD
DC
DGCM
DGL
Ep.
LH
QH
QHG

Augustine, De Civitate Dei
Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana
Augustine, De Genesi contra Manichaeos
Augustine, De Genesi ad Litteram
Augustine, Epistulae
Augustine, Locutiones in Heptateuchum
Augustine, Quaestiones in Heptateuchum
Jerome, Quaestiones Hebraicae in Genesim

I
Augustine's theory of metaphor and allegory
in the light of his classical sources

1. Introduction
Augustine - like the other Church Fathers - struggled to make sense of the literal
meaning of the Old Testament. But convinced that every word in Scripture has
meaning, Augustine famously used allegorical interpretation; in short, this is a method
that focuses on finding a meaning beyond the text that is useful for the interpreter’s
contemporary audience. The canonical example is Paul's interpretation of Hagar and
Sarah as signifying the Old and New Covenant respectively (Gal 4:24). Another
example is the interpretation of the six days of creation as six phases of spiritual
development, or six phases in human history. The allegorical method is no longer very
popular as an exegetical method, because it is regarded as subjective and unacademic;
as a method that can get any answer out of any text. The allegorical method often leads
to interpretations that the authors could not have foreseen, and this stands in stark
contrast with the historical-critical method that is currently fashionable.
My thesis is that Augustine shifts in his later works from allegorical
interpretation to interpretation ad litteram (literal interpretation), by which Augustine
means historical interpretation, an investigation of the facts that happened. In
addition, in the case of laws, which have no historical sense, literal interpretation
means that they are accepted at face value. While it is widely recognised that
Augustine values the historical sense, it is generally assumed that he predominantly
used allegorical interpretation.1 In this study, I will focus primarily on two of
Augustine's late works in which he uses literal interpretation: De Genesi ad Litteram
(416) and Quaestiones in Heptateuchum (420).
Quaestiones in Heptateuchum (QH), Augustine's commentary on the first seven
books of the Hebrew Bible, is a work that has not been frequently studied so far; the
only end-to-end commentary on this work was written by Wilhelm Rüting in 1916.
However, QH has recently gained renewed attention from scholars; an English
translation was published in 2016 and a German translation in 2018. It has not been
pointed out yet that Augustine was often interested in the historical narrative for its
own sake, which is striking because he is well-known for his allegorical interpretation.
Moreover, I have found that Augustine only uses allegorical interpretation in a limited
number of quaestiones in QH, that he tends to repeat the established allegorical
interpretations and is not innovative in this area, and at the same time that he
emphasizes that these passages also have a historical meaning. On the other hand,
Augustine interprets the rest of the Heptateuch historically. In addition, one of my
main findings in relation to QH is that he uses generalization, a method to derive
general moral principles from the historical narrative in Scripture. This method is
entirely literal and is true to the narrative described in the text, while it simultaneously
identifies moral principles that go beyond the historical narrative and are useful for
contemporary readers.

1

The notion that Augustine abandons allegorical interpretation in some works is not entirely new. E.g.
Raymond Collins argues that Augustine, in his exegetical works, uses methods similar to modern
critical methods. However, I believe that this claim is not entirely accurate, and, moreover, Collins has
missed many of the peculiarities of Augustine's literal methods. (Collins, Raymond F., Augustine of
Hippo Precursor of Modern Scholarship, Louvain Studies 12 (1987), 131-151)
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The literal interpretation of the creation narrative in De Genesi ad Litteram has
on the other hand been quite extensively studied, but the true character of Augustine's
interpretation in this work has not so far been recognised. I have argued the surprising
case that historical interpretation in De Genesi ad Litteram is intertwined with an
analysis of metaphor. In short, this is because Augustine believes that the (historical)
events described in the creation narrative are metaphysical, and cannot be described
in literal terms, but can only be partially understood by means of metaphor. This is
interesting because Augustine is famous mostly for his allegorical interpretation and
not so much for his view of metaphor - two concepts that are often mentioned in the
same breath, but that are not, as I will show, in fact exchangeable in Augustine's
interpretation.
Moreover, I have argued that Augustine's view of metaphor in De Genesi ad
Litteram is new. He sees metaphor as something that is necessary to talk about the
metaphysical, and thus he goes far beyond the classical view of metaphor espoused by
Aristotle and Quintilian, who appreciate it, but limit its force to that of a decorative
and rhetorical device, and do not see it as something capable of generating new
meanings that cannot be explained in proper terms. The classical view of metaphor
was dominant in Augustine's time, and remained so long afterwards. Eventually,
metaphor gained a negative reputation, as being subjective and even misleading, for
example for logical positivists such as A.J. Ayer (1936). From the 1950s onwards,
however, metaphor received the renewed attention of linguists, and it has since
become a popular topic again. Most notably, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980)
have developed a modern theory of metaphor that deals with the shortcomings of the
classical view, pointing out that metaphors are not merely ornamental, but are crucial
to the way we think. Lakoff and Johnson presented their ideas as entirely novel.
However, I will show in this study that the modern theory of metaphor has striking
similarities with Augustine's new view of metaphor. In particular, Augustine develops
the following ideas about metaphor:
• Metaphors are necessary; we cannot talk about God in any other way.
Therefore, metaphors cannot be replaced by literal language.
• Metaphors are based on experience, thus we talk about spiritual matters in
corporeal terms.
• Metaphors are improper and only partial comparisons. The creativity of the
reader is required to decide which properties are transferred from the source
field to the target field.2 Consequently, by using metaphors, the author grants
the reader a great deal of interpretational freedom.
• Some metaphorical expressions are interconnected by means of a metaphorical
concept. For example, the metaphorical concept "time is money" is related to
the metaphors "saving time", "running out of time", etc. These metaphors can
only be understood in the light of the metaphorical concept to which they
belong to.
This dissertation consists of three parts, which are structured as follows. In the
first part, I will begin by briefly explaining Augustine’s exegetical principles which
will be used throughout this study. In addition, I will spend a seemingly
disproportionately large amount of time on Augustine's view of metaphor and allegory
2

In a metaphor, properties are transferred from the source field to the target field. For example, in the
metaphor "men are wolves", the source field is "wolves", and the target field is "men".

1. INTRODUCTION
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in the light of the classical theory (most notably Aristotle's and Quintilian's). This is
important for three reasons. (1) Augustine's use of allegorical interpretation is widely
acknowledged; it cannot therefore be ignored without proper explanation. (2) It is
necessary to compare Augustine's view of metaphor and allegory with the classical
view, to show how he is innovative in the area of metaphor. (3) Finally, it must be
proven that Augustine's "metaphorical" interpretation in De Genesi ad Litteram is
distinct from allegorical interpretation.
The second part contains the core of this dissertation: the actual investigation of
De Genesi ad Litteram. First, I will explain in detail what Augustine means by literal
interpretation, and why he involves metaphors in it. Then I will show that the modern
theory of metaphor has striking similarities with Augustine's view of metaphor in that
work, starting with a comparison of theoretical statements, and then offering a detailed
analysis in a case study. In the third part I will discuss Quaestiones in Heptateuchum
as an encore, and show that he marginalises allegorical interpretation in this work and
uses different methods to come up with an interpretation of the Old Testament that is
useful in his time.

1.1

The ineffability of God

The ineffability of God is central to Augustine's exegesis. In De Doctrina
Christiana (DC) Augustine points out that God is ineffable in a prominent place: at
the beginning of the work, right after touching on the Trinity.3 Augustine's conviction
is strong and at this point he bases his claims on logic rather than Scripture, as he states
that everyone knows this; even polytheists must think that their gods are ineffable. I
have built on the work of Paul van Geest, who argues that Augustine was a negative
theologian, and who has investigated how Augustine's thoughts on the ineffability of
God developed.4 At first, Augustine uses the via negationis, which entails that
everything we say about God must be negated, and even the negations must be
negated.5 In line with this, Van Geest has pointed out that from an early age, Augustine
had an aversion against anthropomorphisms, such as "the hand of God".6
However, Augustine's ideas about God are certainly not exhausted with his
observation that we cannot say anything proper about him. Van Geest has shown that
Augustine combines the via affirmationis and the via negationis, which leads to the
via eminentiae, in which "both affirmative and negative discourse are simultaneously
3

DC 1.6.6
"Have I spoken something, have I uttered something worthy of God? No, I feel that all I have done is
to wish to speak; if I did say something, it is not what I wanted to say. How do I know this? Simply
because God is unspeakable. But what I have spoken would not have been spoken if it were
unspeakable. For this reason God should not even be called unspeakable, because even when this word
is spoken, something is spoken. ... Yet although nothing can be spoken in a way worthy of God, he has
sanctioned the homage of the human voice, and chosen that we should derive pleasure from our words
in praise of him."
"Diximusne aliquid et sonuimus aliquid dignum Deo? Immo vero nihil me aliud quam dicere voluisse
sentio; si autem dixi, non hoc est quod dicere volui. Hoc unde scio, nisi quia Deus ineffabilis est, quod
autem a me dictum est, si ineffabile esset, dictum non esset? Ac per hoc ne ineffabilis quidem dicendus
est Deus, quia et hoc cum dicitur, aliquid dicitur. ... Et tamen Deus, cum de illo nihil digne dici possit,
admisit humanae vocis obsequium, et verbis nostris in laude sua gaudere nos voluit."
4
Van Geest, Paul, The Incomprehensibility of God, Augustine as a Negative Theologian, Leuven:
Peeters, 2011
5
ibid., p. 32
6
ibid., p. 51
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strengthened".7 For example, in De Genesi contra Manichaeos, Augustine says that
God's goodness exceeds human goodness, but that he is not good in a human way,
since the goodness of God is beyond human goodness.8 In the same work he makes a
similar remark about the light in Gen 1,3. In addition, he points out that it is not
possible to replace the meaning of these words with other words that are more
appropriate, and they are thus unavoidable when talking about God.
The via eminentiae then evolves into aphairesis (taking away, abstraction). The
key discovery of the current study is that aphairesis is the basis of the idea that
metaphors are needed to talk about God, as I will discuss later on.9 From this starting
point, Augustine developed a view of metaphor that resembles Lakoff and Johnson’s
modern metaphor theory.
In this chapter I will now discuss Augustine's exegetical assumptions, beginning
with the authorship of Scripture, and then his sign theory: his theory of language,
which is important to understand the transition between God's divine message and
human language. It will argue that in DC Augustine acknowledges the importance of
metaphor in the discourse on God, but his approach to metaphor is work in progress.

1.2

The inspiration of Scripture

The fact that Augustine believes that Scripture was written down by sacred
authors who are diviney inspired is well known. I will nevertheless address this topic
in detail, since it contains an element that is important for the rest of this study.
Augustine thinks that God speaks to men with an inner voice which is beyond words.10
I will argue that Augustine attributes a special role to the sacred authors. He thinks
that they are responsible for translating the divine message into human language, in
particular by means of metaphor.
Augustine's view of inspiration can be found in several of his works, of which
De Consensu Evangelistarum (on the harmony of the gospels) and DC are the most
important. I will use J.C. Costello's dissertation, St. Augustine's Doctrine on the
Inspiration and Canonicity of Scripture,11 as the leading source, for two reasons.
Firstly, he correctly takes into account the relevant literature on the topic that was
available at the time of writing (most notably H.J. Vogels and Schanz). Secondly, later
works have made only marginal contributions to this topic, or have not followed
Costello on important points where I am in agreement with him.
Costello emphasizes that no real theory of inspiration can be formed based on
Augustine's words.12 Nevertheless, Costello's work provides a great deal of insight
into Augustine's thoughts. Augustine sees that God gave the sacred authors the
impulse to write, and gave them guidance in data gathering.13 Costello correctly has
pointed out that, according to Augustine, Scripture was written as a collaboration
between God and the sacred authors:14
7

ibid., p. 38
See section 4.1
9
See section 5.1
10
For instance, Confessiones 11.3.5, 12.11.11, 12.16.23
11
Costello, J.C., St. Augustine's doctrine on the inspiration and canonicity of Scripture, Washington
D.C.: The Catholic University of America, 1930
12
Costello (1930), p. 28
13
ibid., p. 7
14
ibid., pp. 21-22
8
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"It is quite evident that St. Augustine makes every effort to be just to the human
author of Scripture, by attributing to him the free use of his mental faculties".
...
"In [Augustine's] concept of inspiration the composition of Scripture is a
common action shared by the divine and human author. God wills and man
wills".
...
"The sacred writer does not lose consciousness under the divine influence, nor
is he in any way a passive instrument. Instead there is real human cooperation,
and real human activity".
Costello has substantiated this claim by referring to a number of passages from
Augustine's work.15 I will discuss passages with similar ideas: Ep. 82 and DC 4.6-7,
which are not used by Costello, but which are more suitable for my purposes.
In Ep. 82 Augustine is emphatic about the division of roles between God and the
sacred authors. He says that the composition of Scripture depends on the sacred
author's understanding of God's message, as the word cognoverent indicates.
Augustine believes that communication requires the collaboration of both the speaker
and the hearer - I will return to this a little further on. This is in line with In Johannis
1.1, also cited by Johannes Beumer,16 in which Augustine states that John was
inspired, but could only say what he was capable of saying. In other words, the divine
message is fundamentally incapable of being verbally dictated; it needs to be
"funnelled" through the minds of the sacred authors in order to result in something that
is comprehensible for human beings.
In DC 4.6.10 Augustine develops the contribution of the sacred author in greater
detail: he attributes to them the use of rhetorical devices. In this passage, Augustine
praises the sacred authors for their modest eloquence: "What astonishes and
overwhelmes me is that they used our eloquence side by side with a rather different
eloquence of their own in such a way that it is neither totally lacking nor unduly
prominent in their writings". Thus, their use of rhetoric is subtle and seems to be a side
effect of their wisdom.17 The word seems (videantur) is important here; the style of
the sacred authors is modest but nevertheless well-considered. Further on, he points

15

Costello (1930), pp. 21-22 (selection): Contra Faustum 22.83, De Civitate Dei 15.8.1, De consensu
Evangelistarum 3.13.18, DC 2.5.6, 3.27.38, sacred authors speak with divine eloquence according to
4.7.21, and with human eloquence according to 4.20.39-40.
16
Beumer, J., Die Inspiration der Heiligen Schrift, Handbuch der Dogmengeschichte Band I, Faszikel
3b, Freiburg, Basel, Wien: Herder, 1968, p. 30
17
DC 4.6.10. ... I am more struck with admiration at the way in which, by an eloquence peculiarly their
own, they so use this eloquence of ours that it is not conspicuous either by its presence or its absence:
for it did not become them either to condemn it or to make an ostentatious display of it; and if they had
shunned it, they would have done the former; if they had made it prominent, they might have appeared
to be doing the latter. And in those passages where the learned do note its presence, the matters spoken
of are such, that the words in which they are put seem not so much to be sought out by the speaker as
spontaneously to suggest themselves; as if wisdom were walking out of its house — that is, the breast
of the wise man, and eloquence, like an inseparable attendant, followed it without being called for.
Illud magis admiror et stupeo, quod ista nostra eloquentia ita usi sunt per alteram quandam eloquentiam
suam, ut nec deesset eis nec emineret in eis, quia eam nec improbari ab illis nec ostentari oportebat;
quorum alterum fieret si vitaretur, alterum putari posset si facile agnosceretur. Et in quibus forte locis
agnoscitur a doctis, tales res dicuntur ut verba quibus dicuntur non a dicente adhibita sed ipsis rebus
velut sponte subiuncta videantur, quasi sapientiam de domo sua, id est pectore sapientis, procedere
intellegas et tamquam inseparabilem famulam etiam non vocatam sequi eloquentiam.
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out that the sacred authors made use of rhetorical devices, e.g. the apostle Paul – who
is praised in particular - uses klimax among other devices.18
In De Genesi ad Litteram the role of the sacred authors is refined even further: it
involves the creation of metaphor, the most important trope. Firstly, Augustine extends
the idea of "inner voice" from Confessiones; he claims that God does not speak in an
earthly way (e.g. in Gen 1:3), but that the expression “God speaks” is a metaphor. He
supports this claim by two arguments, firstly God is unchangeable, he does not speak
in time but his word is eternal, and secondly, Augustine poses the rhetorical question
in what language God would have spoken.19
Moreover, throughout De Genesi ad Litteram Augustine emphasises that
Scripture describes metaphysical concepts in the creation of the universe using earthly
terms, thus metaphorically - this is an important topic that I will address later on in
this dissertation.20 In this work, Augustine attributes a number of metaphors in the
creation narrative to the sacred author. This is in line with his idea that metaphor is a
rhetorical device, and with his idea in DC that eloquence (rhetorical capabilities) is to
be attributed to the sacred authors. For example, he thinks that the six days in which
the world was created is a metaphor, and he attributes this metaphor to the sacred
author:21
It is a laborious and difficult task for the powers of our human understanding
to see clearly the meaning of the sacred writer (voluntatem scriptoris) in the
matter of these days.22
Another example is the interpretation of the expression "the hand of God":23
We should be compelled to believe that the writer (qui scripsit) had used a
metaphor rather than that God is contained in the structure of members such as
we know in our bodies.
Augustine's use of the terms scriptor and qui scripsit (writer) is remarkable.
These terms do not occur often in De Genesi ad Litteram; the term scriptor occurs
only eight times in this work, and qui scripsit only twice, and this includes the passages
where Augustine discusses his thoughts on authorial intention, passages in which he
does not cite Scripture. When he cites Scripture, he typically uses a phrase like
"Scripture says", for example "And so, when Scripture declares, God said, Let there
be".24 Thus, Augustine highlights the role of the sacred author, particularly in the
18

DC 4.7.11. For who would not see what the apostle meant to say, and how wisely he has said it, in
the following passage: "We glory in tribulations also: knowing that tribulation works patience; and
patience, experience; and experience, hope: and hope makes not ashamed; because the love of God is
shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is given unto us?" (Romans 5:3-5) Now were any
man unlearnedly learned (if I may use the expression) to contend that the apostle had here followed the
rules of rhetoric, would not every Christian, learned or unlearned, laugh at him? And yet here we find
the figure which is called in Greek κλίμαζ (climax), and by some in Latin gradatio, for they do not care
to call it scala (a ladder), when the words and ideas have a connection of dependency the one upon the
other, as we see here that patience arises out of tribulation, experience out of patience, and hope out of
experience. ...
19
I will discuss Augustine's interpretation of God's speaking in detail in section 5.3.
20
This will be explained in detail in chapter 5.
21
De Genesi ad Litteram 4.1.1
22
Taylor, John Hammond (trans.), Augustine, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, New Jersey: Paulist
Presss, 1982
23
De Genesi ad Litteram 6.12.20
24
ibid., 1.4.9. "ut in eo, quod scriptura narrat: dixit deus: fiat"
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creation of metaphorical texts (quoted above). We must conclude that Augustine
believes that the role of the sacred author is not only a matter of style, but extends to
the translation of God's metaphysical message into human language by means of
metaphor.
1.2.1

Augustine rejects the verbal dictation view
Costello did not convince everyone that Augustine rejects verbal dictation.
Costello himself already has pointed out that some passages in Augustine's work
appear to indicate verbal dictation.25 For example, in De Consensu Evangelistarum
1.35.54 Augustine says that the evangelists wrote what God dictated (dictante):26
Therefore, since they [the apostles] have written what he showed and said to
them, it cannot be said that he himself wrote nothing, for his members did what
they learned from the head speaking (dictating, dictante) [to them].
Costello has argued on the basis of three arguments that Augustine was not a
proponent of verbal dictation .27
1. We should take the goal of the passage into account to properly understand it.
Augustine's goal was to refute the claims that there was a mismatch between the
teaching of the Evangelists and the teaching of Christ.28
2. Augustine might also have wanted to draw a sharp line between divine
inspiration on the one hand and the type of inspiration that is granted to humans on the
other.29
3. The word dictare does not always mean to dictate, but can also have wider
meanings, e.g. "command, order, urge, impel, charge one to do something". Costello
also refers to Ep. 82 to Jerome, in which Augustine says "that Jerome has written
'dictante Spiritu sancto', yet in the next paragraph of the same letter, he clearly
distinguishes between the authority of Jerome's writings and that of the canonical
Scriptures".30
Before continuing, I will discuss another passage in which Augustine seems to
favour the verbal dictation view:31
For such things were not produced by human labour, but poured (fusa) from
the divine mind (or "divinely inspired minds") with both wisdom and
eloquence; and it was not a case of wisdom being devoted to eloquence but of
eloquence keeping pace with wisdom.
25

Costello (1930), p. 13
De consensu Evangelistarum 1.35.54
Omnibus autem discipulis suis per hominem quem assumpsit, tamquam membris sui corporis caput est.
Itaque cum illi scripserunt quae ille ostendit et dixit, ne quaquam dicendum est quod ipse non scripserit;
quandoquidem membra eius id operata sunt, quod dictante capite cognoverunt.
27
Costello (1930), pp. 13-16
28
Costello refers to H. Vogels, St Augustinus Schrift De Consensu Evangelistarum, Freiburg, 1908, p.
67
29
Costello refers to H. Vogels, p. 68
30
Costello refers to Paul Schanz, Christian Apology, vol. 2, p. 427
Dirk Kurt Kranz also uses this last argument of Costello’s without reference to Costello or to any of
Costello's references.
Kranz, Dirk Kurt, "Abriss zur patristischen Inspirationslehre der Heiligen Schrift (II)", in Alpha Omega,
X, n. 3, 2007, pp. 355-386 – p. 378
31
DC 4.7.21. Neque enim haec humana industria composita, sed divina mente sunt fusa et sapienter et
eloquenter, non intenta in eloquentiam sapientia, sed a sapientia non recedente eloquentia.
26
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Using an argument similar to that proposed by Costello, I will show that this
passage does not point to verbal dictation. Augustine’s goal in this passage is to show
that the eloquence of Scripture is a side effect of its wisdom. Scripture does not follow
the rules of eloquence in order to move the hearts of the readers, but the readers are
moved because Scripture is the Word of God. This follows from the words directly
preceding the quotation:32
Even more things relevant to the rules of eloquence could be discovered in the
same passage which I quoted as an example. But the effect of eloquence on a
person of good character is not so much to instruct when painstakingly
discussed as to inspire when passionately delivered.
In order to remove the possibility that the reader of Scripture is moved by the
rhetorical capabilities of the sacred authors, Augustine has to minimise their
contribution, which he does by writing “nor was it composed by man’s art and care”.
Nevertheless, nothing in this passage points to verbal dictation; the word fusa (spread)
does not say how the divine thoughts are transformed into words. Therefore, we must
conclude that Augustine attributes a great deal of stylistic freedom to the sacred
authors, even though in some passages he has to minimise the importance of the sacred
author to underline the divine nature of Scripture.
I will now discuss two authors who think that Augustine believes in verbal
inspiration, Andries D.R. Polman and J. Beumer, and disprove their claims. (1)
Polman33 has built on the work of Costello, and follows the idea of the dual authorship
of Scripture. Nevertheless, Polman believes that Augustine adheres to the dictation
view, and he has revisited Costello's argument, saying that dictare may have different
meanings in general, but that we cannot rule out that in De consensu Evangelistarum
1.35.54 the word dictare means to dictate.34 Polman only marginally accepts any
contribution of the sacred author on the level of their human peculiarities. Polman has
attempted to downplay the contribution of the sacred authors. This is primarily because
he has failed to take into account sufficient material from Augustine, in which the role
of the sacred author becomes clearer, such as the passages from De Genesi ad Litteram
that I have quoted.
(2) Beumer has contended that Augustine seems to favour "Realinspiration", but
that there is no room for the sacred authors to go against the factual fidelity inspired
by the Holy Spirit.35 Firstly, this is surprising, since Beumer is also aware of the fact
that the composition of Scripture depends on the understanding of the sacred author.36
Secondly, Beumer's remark is slightly beside the point, as in the eyes of Augustine
there is no difference between the will of God and the sacred author, in other words,
there is no competition between their thoughts. Instead, the right question to ask is
what each one’s role is. Beumer has based his claim solely on De consensu
Evangelistarum 2.21.52:

32

DC 4.7.21
Et plura quidem quae pertineant ad praecepta eloquentiae in hoc ipso loco, quem pro exemplo posuimus,
possunt reperiri. Sed bonum auditorem non tam si diligenter discutiatur instruit, quam si ardenter
pronuntietur accendit.
33
Polman, A.D.R, Het Woord Gods bij Augustinus, Kampen: Kok, 1955
34
ibid., p. 44
35
Beumer (1968), pp. 30-31: "die sich kaum auf die sachliche Treue einschränken lässt"
36
As has been seen, Beumer has based this claim on In Johannis 1.1
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The Holy Spirit, who apportions to each as he wishes (1 Cor 12:11)
undoubtedly governed and ruled the minds of the holy ones by reminding them
what to write, so as to place their books at such a height of authority. But he
lets one arrange his narrative one way and the other another way.37
Beumer has ignored Costello's remark on this passage: "[this] must not be
understood as excluding personal mental activity on the part of the sacred author, but
rather as allowing human action under divine inspiration".38
In this passage, the sacred authors only have the freedom to change the order of
events, and no other freedoms. Therefore, it is important to consider other passages as
well, which I have done earlier. But even from this passage alone we can conclude
that Beumer is wrong. In this passage, Augustine claims that the Holy Spirit governed
and directed what the sacred authors wrote (quae scriberent ... gubernans et regens).
The words guberans et regens are similar to the word dictare. They suggest little
freedom for the sacred author, but these words can also mean "to guide" or "to direct".
This is indeed the meaning that fits the context: Augustine wonders why the
evangelists are permitted freedom (in the order of events), in spite of their guidance
by the Holy Spirit.
To conclude, the idea that Augustine adheres to the verbal dictation view is
utterly unfounded. Instead, he thinks that the sacred authors had a large contribution:
translating the divine message into human terms, including the creation of metaphors.
1.2.2

The inspiration of the Septuagint
Augustine never learned Hebrew,39 and only mastered Greek to the extent of
being able to critically analyse Greek texts at a later age, from the year 416.40
Consequently, he was confined to using a collection of Latin translations of the LXX
made by different anonymous translators in the second century, which is known to
modern scholarship as the Vetus Latina (VL, literally ‘Old Latin’).41 In DC Augustine
complains about the mediocre quality of the VL: "for in the early days of the faith any
person who got hold of a Greek manuscript and fancied that he had some ability in the
two languages went ahead and translated it".42
I will address Augustine's view of the inspiration of the LXX and the Hebrew
text, which was a controversial topic at the time.43 In his time, the position of the
Hebrew text was not generally accepted; Augustine himself points out that the Church
saw the LXX as the original, and that the existence of the Hebrew text was mostly
37

Cur autem Spiritus Sanctus dividens propria unicuique prout vult et ideo mentes quoque sanctorum
propter Libros in tanto auctoritatis culmine collocandos, in recolendo quae scriberent sine dubio
gubernans et regens alium sic, alium vero sic narrationem suam ordinare permiserit.
38
Costello (1930), p. 21
39
Fürst, Alfons, Briefwechsel, Fontes Christiani Bd. 41/1, Turnhout: Brepols, 2002, p. 58
40
Courcelle, Pierre, Les Lettres Grecques en Occident, De Macrobe à Cassiodore. Paris: E. de Boccard,
1943, p. 145. That Augustine did not have knowledge of the Hebrew language follows from
Confessiones 11.3.5. In addition, he says that Jerome is one of the few who mastered Hebrew, for
example in Epistula 28, disussed further on.
41
Liere van, Frans, An Introduction to the Medieval Bible, New York: Cambridge University Press,
2014, p. 83
42
DC 2.11.16. In Ep. 71 (written in 403) Augustine expresses his lack of confidence in the VL more
strongly than in DC: "quae in diversis codicibus ita varia est, ut tolerari vix possit, et ita suspecta, ne in
Graeco aliud inveniatur, ut inde aliquid proferri aut probare dubitemus."
43
Augustine, like his contemporaries, naturally does not have the same knowledge about textual
traditions we have today, thus he talks about the LXX and the Hebrew text.
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ignored.44 However, Augustine thinks that the LXX is inspired and authoritative, and
is on the same level as the Hebrew text. His key argument is that the apostles quote
both texts.45 He differs on this topic with Jerome, who believes that only the Hebrew
text is inspired, which he also substantiates by pointing to its use by the apostles,
ignoring the quotations of the LXX in the New Testament.46 Of course, the truth is
slightly more complex, as many quotations in the New Testament do not exactly match
either the LXX or the Hebrew text. Moreover, Jerome thinks that the LXX has become
corrupted. For this reason, Jerome translated the Old Testament directly from the
Hebrew text, a translation which would later become known as the Vulgate.47
Augustine, on the other hand, is reluctant to use Jerome's translation,48 and
proposes to fix the translation errors in the VL by reference to the LXX, which he
carries out in Quaestiones in Heptateuchum.49 I will now explain his attitude to the
LXX and the Hebrew text in greater detail. From one perspective, Augustine attributes
authority to the LXX because he believes that it is an excellent translation of the
Hebrew text, which shows that he considers the Hebrew text to beauthoritative because
it is the original text. For example, in Ep. 28 Augustine argues that the LXX has a very
high authority (gravissima auctoritas), and he mentions the legend that the seventy
translators were in accordance with each other (spiritus maiore concordia).50 He
leaves the question open whether the translators of the LXX were in harmony with
each other because of inspiration of the Holy Spirit or consultation. However, he also
discusses another possibility that is not mentioned in De Civitate Dei: that the seventy
translators worked together, and in this way achieved an excellent translation that
would be hard to surpass by the work of a single man, Jerome.
In addition to the argument that the LXX is a good translation of the Hebrew text,
Augustine also believes in "independent" inspiration of the LXX. He says that the
LXX is inspired by the Holy Spirit. As Costello correctly has noted, Augustine does
not say that the LXX is dictated by the Holy Spirit.51 Augustine is aware of the fact
that in some points, the LXX is not a literal translation of the Hebrew text. In these
cases, he believes that the LXX contains a special revelation for the Gentiles.
Conversely, whenever something is said in the Hebrew text but not in the LXX, this
is part of an exclusive revelation to the Jews.52 Thus, from a theoretical perspective,
44

De Civitate Dei 18.43
De Civitate Dei 18.44; see also QH 5.54, discussed in section 9.2.2.2.
46
Kamesar, Jerome, Greek scholarship and the Hebrew Bible, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993, pp. 6364
47
Jerome's revision of the VL based on the Hebrew, and the Iuxta Hebraeos are beyond the scope of
this monograph.
48
He does use Jerome's Vulgate translation of the Gospels to some extent, and increasingly through
time, but "Augustine never quite reaches the point where all his citations accord with Jerome’s
version, and in the last year of his life he still provides evidence for the OL tradition." (Houghton, H.
A. G., "Augustine's Adoption of the Vulgate Gospels", in New Testament Studies, 54, 2008, pp. 450464, p. 464)
49
See chapter 9
50
For the legend of the seventy translators, see Hadas, Moses, Aristeas to Philocrates: (letter of
Aristeas). Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2007, p. 66 and further.
51
Costello (1930), p. 17. Opposing view (which is not motivated however): Beumer (1968), p. 31
52
DC 2.15.22, De Civitate Dei 18.43-44
There is no certainty about the origin of the LXX, and the motivation for creating it. The ancient view
is that the Alexandrian King Ptolemy initiated the translation to complete his library. This is in line with
Augustine's idea that the LXX was written for pagans. Modern scholars, on the other hand, beginning
with H.B. Swete (1902), have also surmised that the LXX was made to serve the needs of the
45
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Augustine thinks that the LXX and the Hebrew text are equally inspired. Yet, he
generally favours the LXX, and he initially rejected Jerome's Vulgate. Augustine
mentions various arguments for his preference for the LXX in Ep. 28 (dated 394/5)
and Ep. 7 (dated 403) to Jerome. In these letters, Augustine also outlines his objections
to Jerome's translation of Old Testament books directly from the Hebrew, a project
which the latter had commenced around the year 392.
Alfons Fürst thinks that Augustine's main objection to Jerome's Vulgate is based
on a misunderstanding. Before making a translation of Job from the Hebrew text,
Jerome had first translated the book of Job from a hexaplaric LXX. In the hexaplaric
LXX, the differences with the Hebrew text were indicated by asterisks (in Hebrew,
but not in LXX) and obeluses (in LXX, but not in Hebrew). About one-sixth of the
text in the LXX of Job had asterikses. Augustine had never seen a hexaplaric LXX
and wrongly believed that the asterikses and obeluses were the work of Jerome.
Moreover, he was surprised that the translators of the LXX had missed out on so many
passages, and he doubted that Jerome could do better.53
Furthermore, Fürst has pointed out that Augustine's most important argument is
that the Vulgate cannot be checked. He does not like the idea that the Church would
become dependent on a single man (key man risk) - Jerome - for the interpretation of
Scripture, and in addition, there would be nobody to verify him.54 Augustine also
provides two dogmatic/pastoral arguments. Firstly, he argues that introducing a new
translation may cause tumult.55 Secondly, he fears for the unity of the Church if the
Latin Church were to start using a different version than the Greek Church.56
Nevertheless, Fürst has argued that the dogmatic/pastoral arguments are not critical,
since Augustine does not oppose a new translation in principle. In fact, like Jerome,
he also sees the need of a new translation, albeit one based on the LXX instead of the
Hebrew.57 According to Fürst, this is where Augustine's motivation fundamentally
differs from others in his time.58
Later on, Augustine's attitude towards the Vulgate changes. By 405 he is aware
of the hexaplaric edition of the LXX, and of the fact that there are differences between
the LXX and the Hebrew text. Moreover, he now accepts Jerome's idea that the LXX
is corrupted, and that the translation directly from the Hebrew is useful, and that the
only reason that it should not be read in Church is to avoid offence to Christians used
to the LXX.59
Alexandrian Jews because they supposedly did not speak Hebrew anymore. For an overview of
explanations of the origin of the LXX, see for instance Gilles Dorival, "New light about the origin of
the Septuagint?", in W. Krauss and M. Karrer (Eds.), Die Septuaginta - Texte, Theologien, Einflüsse,
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010, pp. 36-47 (specifically pp. 36-40).
53
Fürst (2002), p. 55; Ep. 28
54
Fürst (2002), p. 57; Ep. 71
55
Fürst (2002), p. 57; Ep. 71.3.5
56
Fürst (2002), p. 57; Ep 71.2.4
57
This is in line with A. Fraïsse, who has noted that both Jerome and Augustine wanted to have a new
Latin translation of Scripture, but that Jerome holds philology in the highest esteem and only accepts
the Hebrw original, while Augustine has pastorial and theological motives.
Fraïsse, Anne, "Comment traduire la Bible ? Un échange entre Augustin et Jérôme au sujet de la «
citrouille » de Jonas 4, 6", in Études théologiques et religieuses 2010/2 (Tome 85), pp. 145-165, p.
164.
58
Fürst (2002), pp. 58-59
59
Fürst (2002), p. 59; Ep. 82.34-35
Augustine uses the Vulgate for instance in QH, see section 9.2.2.
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To recapitulate what we have said so far, Augustine thinks that the LXX and the
Hebrew text enjoy the same level of inspiration. He prefers the LXX, mainly on the
basis of an appeal to tradition, it is the text that is used by the Church, and he thinks
that Jerome's Vulgate, based on the Hebrew text, is uncheckable.

1.3

The problem of language

Augustine sees language as a problem; he thinks that it is flawed because it never
conveys meaning in an accurate way, especially when the subject is God. After the
Fall, due to their pride (superbia), human beings became disconnected from their inner
truth and from God. Consequently, language, and thereby Scripture, became a
necessary evil for human communication, and also for getting closer to God.60 In
Confessiones, Augustine emphasises that Scripture is true because Moses was
connected with God and thus with the truth.61 Moreover, we can confirm Moses' words
if we have a connection with God, and inversely, the benefit of reading Scripture is to
improve the connection with God. Thus, even though language is a problem, and
Scripture never accurately conveys the divine message, Scripture is also a cure. Now,
the question is, how can we interpret Scripture correctly?
In DC Augustine formulates the goal of finding the meaning (will, voluntas)
intended by the sacred author, which he believes is in line with the meaning intended
by God:62
The aim of its readers is simply to find out the will of those by whom it was
written down and, through them, the will of God, which we believe these men
followed as they spoke.63
However, he immediately adds that it is not always possible to find the meaning
intended by the sacred author, because of obscurities.64 This implies that Augustine
makes a distinction between clear passages and obscure passages, and that we only
can know the intention of the sacred author for the clear passages. Throughout
Augustine's work, he repeats his idea that the intention of the author is important, but
he is reluctant to make any claims about it.65 In line with this, he criticises making rash
assertions about the intention of the author. Moreover, he says that readers of Scripture
should not look for their own meaning in the text, but rather they should "listen";
readers should ask questions instead of making affirmations. The opening sentence of
De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus states this beautifully:66

60

Duchrow, U., "'Signum' und 'superbia' beim jungen Augustin", in REAug 7, 1961, pp. 369-372
Confessiones 11.3.5
62
King, Peter, "Augustine on language", in The Cambridge Companion to Augustine (2nd edition),
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014, pp. 292-310, p. 297; DC 2.5.6.
Quam legentes nihil aliud appetunt quam cogitationes voluntatemque illorum a quibus conscripta est
invenire et per illas voluntatem dei, secundum quam tales homines locutos credimus.
63
Translation Green (1995), my adaptation.
64
DC 2.6.7-8
65
For instance, DC 3.27.38, Confessiones 12.24.32-33, 12.25.35, De Genesi ad Litteram 1.19.38,
1.21.41
66
De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus 1.1
De obscuris naturalium rerum, quae omnipotente deo artifice facta sentimus, non affirmando, sed
quaerendo tractandum est.
61
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The obscure mysteries of the natural order, which we perceive to have been
made by God the almighty craftsman, should rather be discussed by asking
questions than by making affirmations.
He makes similar statements in De Genesi ad Litteram and De Genesi contra
Manichaeos.67
In addition to obscurity caused by an unknown authorial intention, another cause
of obscurity is polysemy. It is widely acknowledged that Augustine accepts polysemy
in Scripture. Brett Smith has explained this by introducing the concept of complex
authorial intention: a text has multiple meanings that are intended by the author.68
Because of Augustine's ideas on the dual authorship of Scripture, he believes that God
has intended more meanings than the human author could have foreseen. At the same
time, the admissible interpretations have to be restricted by the bounds of the Nicene
Creed and by the clear passages of Scripture, because "one can be sure that nothing
contrary to the Creed could be an aspect of God’s complex authorial intention".69
Another way to look at this question is that Augustine loosens the importance of
the human authorial intention and gives the reader more freedom. For example,
Frederick van Fleteren remarks:70
The purpose of exegesis is to create circumstances by which God can bring
those who hear or read his word beyond themselves and beyond the text itself.
The precise intention of the author is important to Augustine, but not as
essential as for contemporary exegetes, for whom the intention of the author is
paramount. …. The text helps to create an encounter between the reader and
God …. Nor is he so far distant from the contemporary reader response
theories. God works through Scripture and foresees meanings not intended by
the human author...
At the same time, as Frances Young has remarked, Augustine does not give total
freedom to the reader. He is not a postmodernist because he has absolutes: the love of
God and the love of neighbour.71
The obscurity of Scripture, among others caused by complex authorial intention
and interpretational freedom, requires exegetical methods. Augustine's exegetical
methods are centred on his sign theory. His sign theory has been studied extensively,
but there are two reasons to discuss it also in the current study. Firstly, his sign theory
is the basis of Augustine's thought of metaphor. And secondly, it has not been unfolded
yet that his ideas on metaphor are not fully developed yet.
DC is the most important source for Augustine's sign theory. DC covers much
more ground, but my scope here will be limited to his sign theory. There is a wide
range of academic literature on DC, thus it is necessary to start by making a good
selection. Karla Pollmann's book on DC contains an excellent discussion of this work,
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De Genesi ad Litteram 1.18.37, De Genesi contra Manichaeos 1.11.17 and 2.2.3.
Smith, Brett W., "Complex Authorial Intention in Augustine’s Hermeneutics", in Augustinian Studies
vol. 45 n. 2, 2014, pp. 203-225, p. 212
69
ibid., 224-225.
70
Fleteren, Frederick van, "Principles of Augustine's Hermeneutics: an Overview", in Frederick van
Fleteren, Joseph C. Schnaubelt, Augustine: Biblical Exegete, New York: Peter Lang, 2004, p.7. (My
italicization).
71
Young, Frances M., "Augustine's Hermeneutics and Postmodern Criticism", in Interpretation 58,
2004, pp. 42–55, p. 55
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including the sign theory.72 She has argued that the goal of DC is to "establish caritas
as what she has called 'the normative hermeneutical horizon' for all Christian
interpretation of scripture".73 I will return to the role of caritas later on in this chapter.
Pollmann has taken all available literature on Augustine's sign theory into
account in her book.74 In addition to this book, I will use the articles on Augustine's
72

Pollmann, Karla. Doctrina christiana: Untersuchungen zu den Anfängen der christlichen
Hermeneutik unter besonderer Berücksichtigung von Augustinus, De doctrina christiana. Freiburg,
Schweiz: Universitätsverlag, 1996
73
Pollmann, ibid., pp. 156-157. See also Kearns, Timothy A., Doctrina Christiana: Christian Learning
in Augustine's De Doctrina Christiana, dissertation, ebook, 2014, pp. 19-20.
Kearns provides an overview of the different views on the goal of DC, which is beyond the scope of
the present study. He refers to the following authors. (1) Marrou, Henri-Irénée, Saint Augustin et la fin
de la culture antique, Bibliothèque des Écoles françaises d'Athènes et de Rome, Paris: E. de Boccard,
1938; reissued with a "Retractatio," 1949; 4th edition, 1958. (2) Kevane, Eugene, “Augustine’s De
doctrina christiana: A Treatise on Christian Education”, Recherches Augustiniennes 4 (1966). (3)
Brown, Peter, Augustine of Hippo: a Biography, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1967;
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sign theory written by Peter King,75 Darell Jackson,76 Robert A. Markus, and David
Dawson,77 who each offer valuable insights. This selection covers the academic
literature on the topic as far as it is relevant for the purposes of this study.78
Before going into greater detail at the end of this chapter, I will briefly outline
Augustine's two definitions of a sign:
1. "Those things which are employed to signify something" (DC 1.2.2)
2. "A sign is a thing which of itself makes some other thing come to mind,
besides the impression that it presents to the senses" (DC 2.1.1)
Jackson and King have pointed out that there is no absolute relationship between
language and meaning according to Augustine. They have emphasised that, while
given signs are intentional, they do not signify the meaning intended by the author,79
thus contradicting Markus’s view.80 Instead of pointing to the meaning intended by
the author, given signs are produced to call something to mind.81 King says that
"Augustine draws the radical conclusion that from words we learn only the sound of
words, and that they can do no more than prompt us to seek further".82 Sentences do
not have a definite meaning ("naive principle of decomposition") but also depend on
the context.83 King has addeds that in the ideal situation, a speaker communicates a
thought (dicible) to the hearer by means of a sign.84 This is also the case for divine
communication. Augustine is aware of the limitation of language for talking about the
divine, and signs are used as a solution. In the analysis of these signs, we must never
forget that they are utterly imperfect, especially when we talk about God, because God
is ineffable.
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Before continuing with the sign theory, I will return to the topic at hand,
obscurity. Augustine's concept of obscurum is diffuse, but causes no undue problems.
According to Pollmann, his concept of obscurity (obscuritas) comprises both
unknown signs (ignota) and ambiguous signs (ambigua),85 but Augustine is not
consistent. In one passage in DC obscurity and ambiguity are mentioned next to each
other, as complementary terms.86 In other works, however, obscurity and polysemy
are equated with each other.87 Obscurity means that a passage either takes some effort
to understand, or that it can have different meanings in the eyes of different readers. It
does not mean that the meaning is completely unknown (enigmatic).
Sign theory distinguishes two types of obscurity, and explains how to deal with
them. The first type is caused by a lack of knowledge of Scriptural idiom, which has
to be solved by means of the methods that will be discussed in the next section.88 The
second type of obscurity is beneficial. Augustine's notion of beneficial obscurity in
DC is related to metaphor89 (signa translata), be it ignota or ambigua.90 This implicitly
shows the importance of metaphor in the discourse on God. Augustine describes three
benefits of obscurity related to metaphor.91 Firstly, he thinks that obscure passages
make us humble, as they show us that we do not understand everything.92 Secondly,
he explains that obscurities satiate our intellectual hunger, as the mind does not content
itself with easy solutions, and prefers to put some effort into understanding something.
Augustine compares this to food: a lack of food causes hunger, but if food is too easily
available, this may cause lethargy.93 In line with this, he emphasises that unravelling
the meaning of obscurities gives delight.94 Thirdly, obscure expressions, in particular
similes, have a decorative benefit. But in spite of these benefits, obscurities do not
reveal anything that is not also present in the clear passages.95
In DC 3.17.25, on signa ambigua translata, Augustine adds a different benefit
of obscurity, in particular polysemy: every reader sees an interpretation that is useful
for him, and that matches his phase of spiritual development. Pagans do not have direct
access to the mysteries of the faith – but, he argues, they are not left in the dark
85
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completely; the obscurities can draw them to the faith – in this case, polysemy serves
the goal of safeguarding sacred knowledge. As an example, he points out that someone
who lives a celibate life can rightfully give a figurative interpretation to passages in
Scripture that deal with marital love.96 Augustine adds that not all rules apply to all
people, and consequently the benefit of obscurity, and the resulting polysemy, is that
the text is capable of serving the needs of different kinds of readers.
In line with this, Van Geest has pointed out that Augustine compares Scripture
to milk and meat. Augustine says that the anthropomorphisms in the Bible, such as the
emotions of God and expressions like "the hand of God", are lac parvuli (milk for the
little ones), and he thinks that they are inadequate but can nevertheless lead to the
truth. In addition, through allegorical interpretation, Scripture is also "meat" for
spiritually developed readers.97 In the words of Augustine's sign theory, we can say
that the anthropomorphic descriptions of God in Scripture are signs for spiritual
realities. Thus, Augustine rejects the literal interpretation of anthropomorphisms,
because he believes that God is ineffable. Augustine then uses allegorical
interpretation, in which he essentially replaces the anthropomorphic statement by a
different statement (about God). Hereby he does injustice to the idea that God is
ineffable. This is an inherent weakness of allegorical interpretation, as will be
discussed throughout this study.

1.4

Augustine's axiom

Augustine accepts multiple interpretations of Scripture, but these interpretations
have to agree with certain exegetical principles. Pollmann's insight that Augustine uses
the principle of caritas, formulated in DC 1, as an exegetical criterion is important. I
have found that Augustine uses additional criteria, most notably the rule of faith
(regula fidei). Therefore, I will introduce a new concept, Augustine's axiom, which is
based on the regula fidei, extended by additional criteria. Augustine's axiom consists
of several principles, in addition to caritas, which can be found in DC 1:
• God is ineffable (DC 1.6-8, discussed earlier in this chapter).
• Scripture is the truth. This has two aspects: (1) interpretations should be
consistent with the complete Bible (DC 1.37.41), and (2) interpretations
should be consistent with scientific observations (De Genesis ad Litteram).
• Scripture is consistent. Finding an interpretation that is consistent with the
complete Bible is so important that Augustine sometimes equals such
interpretations with authorial intention (DC 1.36-37).
1.4.1

The Regula Fidei as a method
I will first turn to the regula fidei, which is the basis of Augustine's axiom. The
regula fidei has two main aspects. The first is that it contains the content of the faith;98
some (e.g. Ayres) restrict this to the creed.99 Caritas is an important element of the
faith, and it is therefore intuitive that the regula fidei encompasses the principle of
96
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caritas identified by Pollmann. Her central thesis is that the principle of caritas,
explained in DC 1, is DC's normative horizon (Normenhorizont). In Augustine's
definition of caritas he integrates the Two Great Commandments.100 Two points are
important: (1) the First Commandment (you shall love the Lord) is more important
than the Second Commandment (you shall love your neighbour as yourself). (2)
Augustine connects the Two Great Commandments with his theory of uti (use) and
frui (enjoy): God should be enjoyed since he is the highest goal, while other things
should be used as a means to that goal (this includes earthly, temporary things, as well
as oneself and other people).101 Caritas is the final goal of the interpretation of the
Bible, as well as of the actual content of the Bible.102 In addition, Augustine uses
caritas as an exegetical criterion,103 as I will show now.
On the other hand, the regula fidei is a concept that Pollmann has not explored
in depth; she merely notes that it is important in DC 3.3.7. Instead, she focuses on the
caritas principle, which is indeed crucial in Augustine's exegesis, but her
understanding of this principle would have been even more profound if she had
connected it to the regula fidei. The exact relationship between caritas and regula fidei
is described in DC. In DC 3.2.2, Augustine says that the regula fidei has its source in
the Bible (the clear passages), as well as the teaching of the Church. He adds that he
has treated this in detail in DC 1. It is important to note that the term regula fidei does
not occur in DC 1, but Augustine considers the principles in DC 1 as part of it. Also
in DC 3.22.34 he says that the content of DC 1 can be used as regula; he does not use
the term regula fidei here. Augustine's understanding of regula fidei resp. regula in
these passages is so wide that it might be equated with the axiom. However, the term
regula fidei is diffuse, so I will adhere to Augustine's axiom in order to avoid
confusion.
The second aspect of the regula fidei is that it is an exegetical method, since it
can be used as a criterion.104 Augustine’s axiom, as an extension of the regula fidei, is
also an exegetical tool. Some authors have identified the regula fidei – part of his
axiom – as a method. His use of empirical observations and the unity of Scripture,
another aspect of the axiom, as an exegetical method was also noted by Kenneth J.
Howell.105
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In DC the regula fidei is part of the three-stage approach to solving ambiguities
caused by unclear punctuation, thus it is used as a method. This is important because
it is an example of his general approach to dealing with obscurities.106
1. Find a meaning that is in line with the regula fidei.
2. If the regula fidei is not decisive, find a meaning that is in line with the
context.
3. If both the regula fidei and context are not decisive, the punctuation is left
to the discretion of the reader.
The context is second to the regula fidei in this scheme, which might give the
wrong impression about Augustine's priorities. The context cannot be disregarded,
unless there is only a single reading that is in line with the regula fidei. In other words,
the regula fidei serves as the boundary of interpretation, but within this boundary, an
interpretation must be found that is in line with the context, and preferably the
complete Bible.107
In line with this, Augustine says in De Genesi ad Litteram that we should choose
the meaning that is clearly intended by the author, but if that is not possible, we should
choose an interpretation that is in keeping with the context of Scripture and if that is
not possible we should give an interpretation that is at least in harmony with the
Catholic Faith:
When we read the inspired books in the light of this wide variety of true
doctrines which are drawn from a few words and founded on the firm basis of
Catholic belief, let us choose that one which appears as certainly the meaning
intended by the author. But if this is not clear, then at least we should choose
an interpretation in keeping with the context of Scripture and in harmony with
our faith. But if the meaning cannot be studied and judged by the context of
Scripture, at least we should choose only that which our faith demands. For it
is one thing to fail to recognize the primary meaning of the writer, and another
to depart from the norms of religious belief. If both these difficulties are
avoided, the reader gets full profit from his reading. Failing that, even though
the writer’s intention is uncertain, one will find it useful to extract an
interpretation in harmony with our faith.108
Thus, based on this quote, we can order Augustine's interpretational preferences
as follows:
1. The intention of the author.
2. An interpretation that is in line with the context of Scripture. This
interpretation is possibly not intended by the author. It goes without
saying that this interpretation should be in line with the faith.

106

Pollmann (1996), p. 156; DC 3.2-3
See also DC 1.36-37.
108
De Genesi ad Litteram 1.21.41
Et cum divinos libros legimus in tanta multitudine verorum intellectuum, qui de paucis verbis eruuntur
et sanitate catholicae fidei muniuntur, id potissimum deligamus, quod certum adparuerit eum sensisse,
quem legimus; si autem hoc latet, id certe, quod circumstantia scripturae non inpedit, et cum sana fide
concordat; si autem et scripturae circumstantia pertractari ac discuti non potest, saltem id solum, quod
fides sana praescribit. Aliud est enim, quid potissimum scriptor senserit, non dinoscere, aliud autem a
regula pietatis errare. Si utrumque vitetur, perfecte se habet fructus legentis; si vero utrumque vitari non
potest, etiam si voluntas scriptoris incerta sit, sanae fidei congruam non inutile est eruisse sententiam.
107

28

METAPHOR, HISTORY, AND THE INEFFABILITY OF GOD

3. An interpretation that is in line with the faith. This interpretation is
possibly not connected to the text of Scripture, nor to the intention of the
author.
The latter is what Augustine says he did in De Genesi contra Manichaeos; he
was not able to give a literal interpretation of the creation narrative, which was his
goal, but he still wanted to refute the claims of the Manicheans.109
I will end the discussion of the regula fidei by providing two examples of its use
as an exegetical method. Firstly, I will discuss the example in DC that contains the
three-stage approach to dealing with unclear punctuation, which was mentioned a little
earlier. Augustine's VL manuscripts are not always properly punctuated, and this could
lead to ambiguity, so that the use of the regula fidei as a method can be decisive.110
The ambiguous passage at hand is "in principo erat verbum, et verbum erat apud deum,
et deus erat verbum, hoc erat in principo apud deum" (John 1:1-2).111 Augustine rejects
the alternative punctuation, "..et deus erat, verbum hoc erat in principo apud deum"112
because it denies an element of the regula fidei, namely that God was the Word (deus
erat verbum).
The second example is a passage in De Genesi ad Litteram in which Augustine
rejects the absurd Manichean idea of transmigration, based on the regula fidei.113
If we concede that an irrational soul is the basic matter out of which the rational
soul is made, we must be on our guard against the danger of believing that
there is the possibility of a transmigration of souls from beasts to men (a
position which flatly contradicts the truth and Catholic faith).
In this quote he points out that the rational soul is not made of the irrational soul,
because this would make it possible for a soul to be transferred from an animal to a
human being – and that is not in accordance with the regula fidei.
As I will argue next, Augustine employs additional assumptions (next to the
regula fidei) as an exegetical method: (1) Scripture is the truth, (2) Scripture is selfconsistent, and (3) Scripture is consistent with science. Finally, I will show how the
axiom is used as a criterion for figurative interpretation.
1.4.2

Scripture is the truth, and self-consistent
Augustine is convinced that the sacred author is without error and every word of
Scripture is true. This assumption follows directly from the idea that Scripture is
inspired by God and that God is good. Augustine's views on the veracity of Scripture
become clear in his discussion with Jerome about Paul's criticism of Peter when the
latter encouraged non-Jews to adopt Jewish traditions (Gal 2:11-14).114 Jerome
follows Origen's theory that Peter did not really believe that he still had to follow the
Jewish law. In fact, the conflict between Paul and Peter was arranged in order to give
Paul an opportunity to make a point. Peter would then listen to Paul and become the
109
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perfect example of repentance. Augustine, however, does not agree with Jerome,
arguing that it is better to believe that Peter made a mistake than to believe that
Scripture contains errors. Augustine's belief that Scripture is the truth has wide
ramifications: Scripture has to be self-consistent and consistent with (scientific)
observations.
In a number of cases, Augustine solves an apparent inconsistency by a deeper
analysis of the text. For example, he discusses the inconsistency between the fact that
God put Abraham to the test (tentavit) by asking that he sacrifice his son’ (Gen 22:1)
and the statement that God does not tempt (tentat) in James 1:13.115 Augustine's
solution is that the word temptare has a different meaning, as will be discussed in
detail later on.116 In other cases, Augustine finds a solution outside the text of
Scripture, sometimes with some creativity. For example, in De Genesi ad Litteram, he
reconciles the creation stories in Gen 1 and Gen 2 with each other.117 The first and the
second accounts of creation deal with different topics, the first describes conceptual
creation which took place instantaneously, and the second describes corporeal
creation, a process that is still ongoing. Another problem that Augustine has to deal
with, although on a smaller scale, is that the four rivers mentioned in Gen 2:10-14 in
fact do not have a common source.118 As a solution, he proposes that the rivers could
have a common underground source, although he is aware of the weakness of this
answer. More examples will be discussed later on in this study.
Augustine's belief in the veracity of Scripture is absolute, but there are two
exceptions. Firstly, he points out that there is a possibility that manuscripts contain
translation errors or are even corrupt, as has been discussed earlier.119 Secondly, he
points out that Scripture uses tropes, most notably metaphors, which are literally not
true but nevertheless no lies.120 Therefore, he thinks that some passages of Scripture
are not literal, but contain a deeper - figurative - message that is true. I will now discuss
how Augustine uses the axiom as a criterion for figurative interpretation.
1.4.3

The axiom as a criterion for figurative interpretation
While Augustine does not present a developed theory of metaphor in DC, he does
discuss at length when expressions need to be interpreted literally or figuratively. I
will build on Roland J. Teske's article "Criteria for Figurative Interpretation in St.
Augustine".121 Teske has pointed out that it appears that Augustine uses two distinct
criteria for figurative interpretation. The first criterion, the "absurdity criterion", is the
most restrictive: figurative interpretation is used only when the literal meaning is
absurd or contradicts morals or the faith. Augustine presents this principle in De
Genesi Contra Manichaeos. Teske has not provided a definition of "absurdity", but
this can be understood as anything that contradicts Augustine's axiom.122 The second
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criterion, the "maximizing criterion", occurs in DC: everything that does not refer to
morals or the faith should be interpreted figuratively.123
Teske's excellent approach - to investigate what Augustine does in fact, rather
than what he says he does – has delivered important results. He has found that the
distinction between the two criteria is blurred in practice, "one would speak more
correctly of a single criterion with two functions or emphases". The absurdity criterion
has an apologetic character, as it is used for "superficial or unbelieving readers", while
the maximising criterion is used rather for spiritual purposes.124 The maximising
criterion is based on the idea that everything in Scripture has a meaning. This is
especially important because Augustine believes that there are only a few moral
precepts and religious truths that must be followed, and these are contained in the
Creed and the Two Great Commandments. "Hence, most of the Bible would be
pointless and senseless if we were not to take it as figurative".125 As a side note, this
must be somewhat qualified, as Augustine claims in De Civitate Dei 16.2 that some
historical details are circumstantial; they are necessary in order to be able to tell the
story, but they do not have a meaning in themselves.
Teske's argument is impressive and unites Augustine's reasoning in De Genesi
Contra Manichaeos and DC. However, Teske has only determined Augustine's criteria
for accepting a figurative meaning, he has not mentioned criteria for abandoning the
literal sense. I will argue that Augustine abandons the literal sense only if it does not
agree with his axiom. Moreover, he abandons the figurative sense only if the literal
sense contains a moral precept or religious truth; we cannot find our own truth in the
Bible, for instance, and reject the Ten Commandments. Nevertheless, as I said before,
he thinks that it is possible to find a deeper meaning in some moral precepts.126 Finally,
there are other approaches besides figurative interpretation that lead to morals or faith,
among others generalisation, which Augustine applies in QH, as I will discuss in
section 10.2.
1.4.4

Consistency with science
In De Genesi ad Litteram Augustine develops another aspect of the axiom, which
is in line with the assumption that Scripture is the truth: he says that the interpretation
of Scripture should always agree with physical observations. The following key
passage is interesting because it appears that the opinions in Augustine's time were
divided on this topic. I will therefore quote this passage in full:127
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Usually, even a non-Christian knows something about the earth, the heavens,
and the other elements of this world, about the motion and the orbit of the stars
and even their size and relative positions, about the predictable eclipses of the
sun and moon, the cycle of the years and the seasons, about the kinds of
animals, shrubs, stones, and so forth, and this knowledge he holds to as being
certain from reason and experience. Now, it is a disgraceful and dangerous
thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning of Holy
Scripture, talking nonsense on these topics; and we should take all means to
prevent such an embarrassing situation, in which people show up vast
ignorance in a Christian and laugh it to scorn. The same is not so much that an
ignorant individual is derided, but that people who are outside think our sacred
writers held such opinions, and, to the great loss of those for whose salvation
we toil, the writers of our Scripture are criticized and rejected as unlearned
men.
At first glance, Augustine's main motivation seems to be to avoid loss of face,
both for the individual and the Church, rather than minimising the risk of drawing
wrong conclusions from the text. Therefore, it looks as if he thinks that scientific
knowledge plays a limited role in the interpretation of Scripture. This is in line with
his relative disinterest in physical science; for instance further on in De Genesi ad
Litteram he says that he is not interested in whether heaven is a sphere or a disc.128
Nevertheless, he makes it abundantly clear that interpretations that conflict with
physical science do not make sense, and at the end of the quote, he emphasises that
these interpretations are not intended by the author.
The topic of Augustine’s scientific knowledge is worth investigating because
some of his ‘scientific’ ideas are quite odd in the light of contemporary scientific
knowledge. Most strikingly, he thinks that the sun revolves around the earth.129 In
addition, he notes that Saturn is believed to be cold because it moves slower than the
other "stars", taking 30 years to revolve around the earth. He tries to disprove this
view. In his argument, he compares the universe to a wheel, with the earth in the
middle and Saturn far from the centre. He says that Saturn, being further away from
the centre, moves faster, and therefore must be hotter. Moreover, he thinks that the
universe (including Saturn) revolves around the earth in a day, so Saturn must
compensate this movement in the opposite direction, so that, even though its
revolution takes 30 years, it has an enormous speed.130
I will now turn to Augustine's beliefs about the human body. As John Hammond
Taylor has pointed out, "Augustine followed certain medical writers in the theory of
light rays issuing from the eyes, as he himself states".131 For example, Augustine says
that light shines from the eyes to visible objects. This theory was first proposed by
Alcmaeon of Croton (c. 450 BC), and adopted by Plato in Timaeus; but other Greek
philosophers, including Aristotle, did not accept this view.132 Furthermore, Augustine
knew that air is distributed from the heart via the arteries.133 In addition, Augustine
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thought that all sensory nerves are spread out from the face (near the brow).134 Finally,
Augustine knew that sound consists of sound waves.135
An example where Augustine uses physical science in his interpretation is his
discussion of the light in Gen 1:3:136
But another explanation might be offered. Although this work of God was done
in an instant, did the light remain, without night coming on, until the time of
one day was complete; and did the night, following upon the daylight, continue
while the hours of the nighttime passed by until the morning of the following
day dawned, one day, the first one, being then complete? But if I make such a
statement, I fear I shall be laughed at both by those who have scientific
knowledge of these matters and by those who can easily recognize the facts of
the case.
Throughout this study, it will turn out that Augustine’s axiom is a useful concept,
as he often combines all aspects of it in the explanation of a single passage, and it is
hard to find any explanation of a passage where he uses none of these aspects.
1.4.5

Conclusion
To sum up what we have said so far, Augustine's goal in exegesis is to find the
meaning intended by the sacred author, however, he acknowledges that this can be
difficult or even impossible. Moreover, he thinks that a passage can have a meaning
that is intended by God, but that was not foreseen by the sacred author. Therefore,
Augustine accepts polysemy, but he restricts this by his axiom, which is a set of
exegetical assumptions that serves as a method. Augustine’s axiom is that Scripture is
consistent within itself, and with the faith, with logic, and with scientific observations.
His axiom is more than a set of assumptions; he uses it as an exegetical tool which can
be regarded as an alternative for finding the unknowable intention of the author.

1.5

Augustine's sign theory

I will now discuss Augustine's sign theory in detail, as it is the theoretical
foundation of Augustine’s exegetical ideas that have just been discussed. Karla
Pollmann has admirably summarised and structured Augustine’s division of types of
signs. This division is important to understand his views on two concepts: polysemy
and metaphor, as well as the approaches that he has proposed to interpret these types
of signs. I will highlight that in DC Augustine's view of metaphor is not fully
developed yet, and it will transpire that Augustine was aware of this. Pollmann has not
observed Augustine's work in progress and emits complete confidence in the theory
of metaphor proposed in DC.
Pollmann has argued that in Augustine's discussion of signs in DC he applies the
Aristotelian principle of diaeresis: "this method of arriving at a definition divides the
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subject to be defined in two equal parts until the essence of the thing emerges".137
Augustine distinguishes natural signs (signa naturalia) from given signs (signa
data).138 Natural signs are created without intention. For example, smoke signifies
fire.139 Given signs, on the other hand, are defined as:140
...those which living creatures show to one another for the purpose of
conveying, in so far as they are able, the motions of their spirits or something
which they have sensed or understood. Nor is there any other reason for
signifying, that is, for giving signs, except for bringing forth and transferring
to another mind of the person who gives the signs.
Augustine then divides given signs into animal and human signs, and human
signs into words (verba) and other signs (cetera) (such as facial expressions). Of the
categories mentioned, he is only interested in words, and he focuses on written signs
(litterae) as opposed to spoken signs (voces), since Scripture is a written text.141
Augustine divides written language into two categories: unknown signs (signa
ignota) and ambiguous signs (signa ambigua), and he divides both categories further
into proper signs (propria) and metaphorical signs (translata). Pollmann has
schematised this as shown in Figure 1.142 These four types of signs are explained
visually in Table 1. Thus, Augustine lays out that there are two possible reasons why
a text might be unclear (non intelleguntur):143 (1) a sign is unknown (signa ignota), or
(2) a sign is ambiguous (signa ambigua). He then adds that signs can be: (1) proper
(propria), or (2) metaphorical (translata).144

Res

Signa

Naturalia

Data

Voces

Litterae

Signa ignota

Propria

Signa ambigua

Translata

Propria

Translata

Figure 1 Augustine's division of signs
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Signa propria (clear)

Signa translata (clear)

Verbum → Res

Verbum → Res 1→ Res 2

A word signifies (causes us to think of) a thing.

A word signifies a thing (1), which in turn signifies
another thing (2).
For example, the Latin word "bos" signifies an ox
(1), and an ox signifies an evangelist (2).

Signa ignota propria

Verbum

?

Res

The reader does not know what a certain word
signifies

Signa ambigua propria

Signa ignota translata
Verbum

?

Res 1

?

Res 2

In a metaphorical expression, the reference of
verbum to the 1st res, or the reference from 1st res
to 2nd res is unclear

Signa ambigua translata

Res 1
Verbum
Res 2
(Should verbum be interpreted
as Res 1 or Res 2?)
A word may signify more than one thing

Verbum

Res 1

Res 2

(Should verbum be interpreted
as Res 1 or Res 2?)
A word is ambiguous, because it either refers to a
proper thing (1) or the metaphorical thing (2)

Table 1 Graphical representation of the type of signs described in DC. An arrow indicates a
relationship of signification, an arrow with a question mark means that this relationship is unknown.
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1.5.1

Proper signs (signa propria)
Augustine points out that some signa propria (proper signs) are unclear on
account of translation problems, i.e. insufficient knowledge of Greek and Hebrew.145
These problems may either cause the sign to be unclear (signa ignota propria) or
ambiguous (signa ambigua propria). Augustine's discussion of signa ignota propria
is very brief, and he states the obvious by advising that learned men should be asked
the meaning of unknown words. In addition, he points out that solecisms - and
implicitly all errors - should be corrected by comparing different translations.146
During this discussion of signa ignota propria he digresses to treat ambiguities caused
by translation problems. As an example he gives the Greek word ὁζύς, which means
both sharp and fast. These are mistakes that should be corrected, and the correct
meaning can be found by considering the context as well as comparing the original
text.147 In his discussion of signa ambigua propria, he spends a considerable amount
of time on ambiguity caused by unclear punctuation by means of the regula fidei, as
was discussed before. Augustine puts these methods into practice in Quaestiones in
Heptateuchum. In this work, he mainly uses the VL, and he deals with the problems
of the VL by comparing different VL manuscripts, as well as the LXX, and
occasionally Jerome's Vulgate.148
1.5.2

Metaphorical signs (signa translata): a gap in De Doctrina Christiana
The problems related to metaphorical signs (signa translata) are more complex
than those arising from the signa propria. Augustine divides this group of signs into
signa ignota translata and signa ambigua translata. Signa ignota translata are signs
that are unclear because of words that are used in an improper, metaphorical way.149
In Augustine's scheme, a signa translata arises when a word signifies a res (the first
res), and the first res is a sign for yet another res (the second res), as visualised in
Table 1.
Augustine's approach to unravelling signa ignota translata focuses on gaining a
better understanding of the verbum, as well as the first res.150 He shows several ways
to accomplish this. For some signa ignota translata he sees knowledge of languages
as a solution.151 In addition, he points out that knowledge about realia (such as
biology, numbers, even music) can be useful.152 Then he says that occult knowledge
must be avoided, primarily astrology.153 Finally, he contends that aspects of pagan
knowledge can be useful in the interpretation of Scripture, such as history, logical
reasoning, and philosophy.154
Yet, more important issues appear in Augustine's discussion of verborum
translatorum ambiguitates. Pollmann has remarked that Augustine took a strong
interest in this topic, as it spans 80% of DC 3.155 She concludes that Augustine
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summarises the complete figurative exegesis under the heading of signa ignota
translata, however, it is important to note that his theory is not fully developed yet.
On the one hand, Augustine clearly lays out the criteria to decide between literal and
figurative interpretation, by means of the axiom, as discussed earlier. But his treatment
of metaphor and allegory leaves more questions than answers. Augustine does refer to
the classical theory of metaphor, but neither in DC 3 nor in DC 2 does he explain how
the meaning of metaphors is generated. He uses the axiom as a criterion to evaluate
interpretations, but it cannot be used to come up with interpretations.
Precisely when he was discussing the verba ambigua translata, in 397,
Augustine stopped writing DC (at 3.25), to continue only 30 years later, in 426/7.156
As R.P.H. Green has noted, one of the reasons may have been that he wanted to discuss
the rules of Tyconius with bishop Aurelius, “but it would surely have taken more than
that to stop him”. I have now shown that the uncertainty was much more profound. It
did not simply revolve around the rules of Tyconius, but extended to uncertainty on
how to deal with metaphor in general.
Hermann J. Sieben is also aware of Augustine's problem with metaphorical signs,
and has stated that in order to avoid arbitrary allegorical interpretations, an "inhaltliche
Kanon" was required. DC ends with an overview of the seven exegetical rules of
Tyconius, an African exegete and contemporary of Augustine’s. Sieben has suggested
that Augustine uses the Rules of Tyconius as a method to find the meaning of
metaphorical signs.157 Pollmann, however, has not adopted Sieben's suggestion, and
has remarked that Augustine considers Tyconius' rules as incomplete; he points out
that additional methods are needed to deal with certain obscure passages.158 She has
added that Augustine expects that an exegetical theory can be used to deal with all
obscurities in Scripture.159 In any case, it appears that DC does not provide an adequate
way to deal with metaphors, in spite of their importance in the discourse on God.
Last but not least, Augustine stresses in DC that God is ineffable, and he implies
that metaphors have to be used in order to talk about him – as I discussed earlier. But
the ineffability of God is of no concern to the discussion of metaphorical signs.160 On
the contrary, his sign theory suggests that metaphorical signs point to a language that
can be expressed in proper terms; a notion that fails to do justice to the ineffability of
God.
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Conclusion

Augustine believes that after the Fall, direct contact between God and humans
was broken. Therefore, God’s divine message had to be conveyed by human authors
in sacred Scripture, thus Scripture has a dual authorship: God and the sacred author.
Unfortunately, language is far from adequate, especially when talking about the
divine, since God is ineffable. Therefore, metaphors have to be used to approach the
divine message.
The main advantage of reading Scripture is that it heals the relationship with
God, at least when it is done the right way. Augustine's sign theory is the basis of his
thoughts on exegesis. Hissign theory holds that there is no inherent relationship
between sign and signified, nor is the meaning of a sign solely determined by the
intention of the speaker. Instead, the generation of meaning requires collaboration
between the speaker and the listener.161 Augustine gives the reader much freedom, but
binds him by his axiom, which includes the regula fidei and the caritas principle, as
well as logical reasoning and empirical observations.
There are two main types of problems that cause obscurity, and that need to be
dealt with in order to interpret the text correctly. Firstly, the obscurities of proper signs
(signa propria), caused by translation problems, can be solved by consulting the
original text, or by the comparison of multiple translations. This is an important
element in Quaestiones in Heptateuchum, as I will discuss in chapter 9.
Secondly, the obscurities of metaphorical signs (signa translata) are more
complex. To begin with, a practical issue is that DC does not explain how the meaning
of a metaphor arises. Augustine mentions the classical rhetorical theory, and
Quintilian by name, but does not clarify how he uses it. But the most important issue
is that metaphors are required to talk about God, since God is ineffable, and literal
language falls short to describe him. Augustine is aware of this in DC, but sign theory
does not take this into account, since he assumes that metaphors can be explained in
literal terms.
Therefore, a better understanding of Augustine’s concept of metaphor and
allegory is needed. In chapter 2 I will discuss the classical theory of metaphor, and in
chapter 3 assess Augustine's own thinking in that light. As part of this assessment I
will show whether metaphor is the basis of allegory, as is often suspected, although
we have seen no proof so far in the discussion. In addition, I will show that Augustine’s
initial understanding of metaphor does not take into account the ineffability of God.
Next, in chapter 4, I will confirm the theoretical findings of the previous chapters by
means of a case study based on Augustine’s commentaries on the creation narrative,
of which De Genesi ad Litteram is the most important. Then, in chapter 5, I will show
that in De Genesi ad Litteram Augustine solves the shortcomings of his sign theory,
and finds a way to deal with the ineffability of God in his interpretation of the creation
narrative. In the final section chapters of this study, I will discuss Quaestiones in
Heptateuchum and show how Augustine deals with the historical narrative in the
Heptateuch, and with unknown signs, and I will demonstrate how his understanding
of metaphor relates to De Genesi ad Litteram.
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2. Metaphor and allegory
In this chapter, I will discuss the ideas of a number of classical authors on
metaphor and allegory. This is necessary because, as we have seen, metaphor plays a
central role in Augustine's work. In DC he briefly refers to the grammarian's theory of
the tropes (the classical theory of metapor), but it does not become clear how
Augustine uses this. Also, it needs to be clarified in what way Augustine sees the
relationship between metaphor and allegory. It seems that allegory is based on
metaphor in DC, but the evidence is not conclusive. I will focus on several authors
that will turn out to be of interest later on: Aristotle, Demetrius, the author of Rhetorica
ad Herennium, Quintilian, and Cicero. It will become clear that Augustine's view of
metaphor is most similar to Quintilian and Cicero, but there are also important aspects
that originate from Aristotle. Moreover, as far as we know, Aristotle was the first to
write a metaphor theory, and his view is the classical view. Aristotle asserts that
metaphor is essentially analogy, and values it for both poetical purposes (decoration)
and rhetorical purposes (clarification). Nevertheless, he does not think that metaphor
can say anything that cannot be said literally. I will discuss Demetrius who may have
coined the term ἀλληγορία (allegoria), and the Latin works Rhetorica ad Herennium,
Quintilian's Institutio Oratorio and Cicero De Oratore, because it is likely that
Augustine read these books, even though it is not always possible (nor needed for my
study) to prove a direct influence.
I will discuss all of these authors because there are significant differences
between them which are relevant for Augustine's work. The first point is that allegory
is sometimes, but certainly not always related to metaphor; as Wiebke Freytag has put
it in her comprehensive lexicon article on allegory, allegory stands between metaphor
and enigma.1 To give an idea of the variety of thinking on this matter: Demetrius does
not mention any link between these two concepts at all. In addition, Rhetorica ad
Herennium distinguishes two types of allegory: allegory based on metaphor, and
allegory based on irony. The second point of debate is whether obscurity is a problem
or an advantage. This is a central element in Augustine's exegesis, as we have seen in
the previous chapter. Firstly, I will discuss for each of these authors whether they think
that obscurity can have benefits, or whether they prefer clarity in all situations.
Secondly, I will investigate whether they relate obscurity to metaphor and allegory.
While Augustine seems to adhere to the classical theory of metaphor in his early
works, in De Genesi ad Litteram he follows a different path. In this work, he develops
a theory of metaphor that is substantially different from the classical view. His theory
is similar to the modern theory of metaphor, the foundation for which was laid by
Black (1953) and Lakoff and Johnson (1980), whose ideas I will discuss in section 2.2
of this chapter. I will end this chapter with a discussion of the interpretation of
metaphor. This is a topic that is overlooked by both classical and modern metaphor
theorists but which is indispensable for a good understanding of Augustine's work.
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The classical theory of metaphor

2.1.1

Aristotle
Aristotle (384-322 BC)2 was the first to formulate a theory of metaphor
(μεταφορά, transfer), which he did in Poetics and Rhetoric – works written in that
order.3 This has been extensively discussed by scholars, usually from the perspective
of the modern theory of metaphor.4 For now, I will focus on the classical perspective,
and describe Aristotle’s concrete thoughts that are important in this study, particularly
his definition of metaphor and its purpose, his view of obscurity, as well as his
thoughts on allegory (he does not use this word but does describe the concept).
Subsequently, I will discuss the thoughts of the other classical authors by comparing
them to Aristotle.
In Poetics, Aristotle defines metaphor as "the transferred use of a term that
properly belongs to something else; the transference can be from genus to species,
from species to genus, from species to species, or analogical."5 In Rhetoric, Aristotle
repeats the definition from Poetics. Of these four types, analogical metaphors are the
most important.6 The first two types, (1) from genus to species, and (2) from species
to genus, can be seen as synecdoche,7 and therefore they are not very interesting for
our purposes. As an example, Aristotle says that 'ten thousand' is used to denote 'many'
(species to genus).
Umberto Eco has pointed out that the third type, from species to species, is indeed
a metaphor, but is a special kind of metaphor, because a word from the same genus is
used. In Aristotle’s example, “Then he drew off his life with the bronze”, the word
“drew off” means “cutting”, and both belong to the same genus, “taking away”.8 On
the other hand, analogical metaphor uses a word from another genus, or domain, and
this will turn out to be the type of metaphor that Aristotle esteems most highly.
Aristotle provides the example "old age is to life what evening is to day, and so he [the
poet] will call evening 'the old age of the day' or use Empedocles’ phrase, and call old
age 'the evening of life' or 'the sunset of life'."9 Finally, Aristotle claims in Rhetoric
that there is no essential difference between metaphor and simile; a metaphor is a
simile without the word like, in other words, a shortened simile.10
Poetics and Rhetoric have different purposes; as we know from the contents and
the titles, the former focuses on the composition of poetic texts while the latter
2
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γένος ἢ ἀπὸ τοῦ εἴδους ἐπὶ εἶδος ἢ κατὰ τὸ ἀνάλογον.
6
Rhetoric 1411a
7
Eco, Umberto, Semotics and the Philosophy of Language, Bloomington: Indiana University Press
1986, p. 92
8
ibid.
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Poetics, 1457b
ἢ ὃ γῆρας πρὸς βίον, καὶ ἑσπέρα πρὸς ἡμέραν: ἐρεῖ τοίνυν τὴν ἑσπέραν γῆρας ἡμέρας ἢ ὥσπερ
Ἐμπεδοκλῆς, καὶ τὸ γῆρας ἑσπέραν βίου ἢ δυσμὰς βίου.
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Rhetoric, 1406b
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discusses prose. In line with this, Aristotle mentions a different purpose of metaphor
in each work. In Poetics, Aristotle underlines the ornamental benefits of metaphor. He
sees metaphor as an extraordinary element of speech, alongside the use of dialect terms
as well as the lengthening of vowels. He points out that a certain usage of unusual
expressions, including metaphor, may enhance style, but if it is used too much, the text
will become unintelligible.11 Hence, according to Poetics, the beauty of metaphor lies
in its deviation from clear language. In Poetics Aristotle advances another purpose of
metaphor: it can be used to fill in a lexical gap.12However, it turns out that in
Aristotle’s eyes the creative force of metaphor is rather limited. He thinks that
metaphors can always be replaced by proper terms, so a metaphor cannot say
something that could not have been said without the metaphor. Even if a metaphor
cannot be replaced by a single word, such as in the example he provides: "sowing the
god-created flame",13 it can still be described in proper terms. Therefore, metaphors
can say things in a new way, but they cannot create new meanings.
In Rhetoric, where Aristotle is concerned with prose, he also says that metaphors
should be beautiful.14 However, unlike in Poetics, he says in Rhetoric that metaphor
is part of common speech, and he places greater emphasis on the ability of metaphor
to explain things.15 Aristotle says that analogical metaphor is the most esteemed kind16
and that within this group he prefers metaphor that brings the message before one’s
eyes (πρὸ ὀμμάτων ποιεῖν). The best way to do this is through metaphors that convey
activity, which he calls energetic (ἐνεργοῦντα).17 Energetic metaphors work by the
use of animate terms for inanimate things (τὸ τὰ ἄψυχα ἔμψυχα ποιεῖν).18 One of the
examples that Aristotle provides is: “The spear rushed through his breast, quivering
with eagerness”.19
11

Aristotle, Poetics 1458a-b
Poetics 1457b
Sometimes one of the four related terms has no word to express it, but it can be expressed through a
comparison; for example, scattering seed is called 'sowing', but there is no term for the scattering of
light by the sun; but as this is related to the sun as sowing is to the scatterer of seed, we have the
expression 'sowing the god-created flame'.
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Poetics 1457b. σπείρων θεοκτίσταν φλόγα
14
Aristotle, Rhetoric 1405a
(1) “καὶ τὸ σαφὲς καὶ τὸ ἡδὺ καὶ τὸ ξενικὸν ἔχει μάλιστα ἡ μεταφορά, καὶ λαβεῖν οὐκ ἔστιν αὐτὴν παρ᾽
ἄλλου”. (2) “ἔστιν δὲ καὶ ἐν ταῖς συλλαβαῖς ἁμαρτία, ἐὰν μὴ ἡδείας ᾖ σημεῖα φωνῆς.
(1) "It is a metaphor more than anything that provides clarity, pleasure, and the unusual." (2) "There is
also a fault in the syllables, if they do not express an agreeable sound."
15
ibid., 1410b
ἡ δὲ μεταφορὰ ποιεῖ τοῦτο μάλιστα: ὅταν γὰρ εἴπῃ τὸ γῆρας καλάμην, ἐποίησεν μάθησιν καὶ γνῶσιν
διὰ τοῦ γένους: ἄμφω γὰρ ἀπηνθηκότα
Now it is metaphor that most produces this effect [understanding]; for when he [Homer] calls old age
stubble, he makes us understand and realize something via their generic similarity, as both are past their
prime.
16
ibid., 1411a
17
ibid., 1411b
So much for the fact that witty expressions are derived from analogical metaphor and from vivid
presentation. The next thing to discuss is the meaning of 'vivid presentation', and what one does to
secure this effect. Well then, I say it is produced by all expressions that signify activity.
ὅτι μὲν οὖν τὰ ἀστεῖα ἐκ μεταφορᾶς τε τῆς ἀνάλογον λέγεται καὶ τῷ πρὸ ὀμμάτων ποιεῖν, εἴρηται:
λεκτέον δὲ τί λέγομεν πρὸ ὀμμάτων, καὶ τί ποιοῦσι γίγνεται τοῦτο. λέγω δὴ πρὸ ὀμμάτων ταῦτα ποιεῖν
ὅσα ἐνεργοῦντα σημαίνει.
18
ibid.
19
ibid.. According to Hubbard (1972), Aristotle has taken this example from Il. 11.542: "καὶ “αἰχμὴ δὲ
στέρνοιο διέσσυτο μαιμώωσα".
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To sum up, Aristotle sees metaphor as a rhetorical and decorative device, and
thinks metaphor and simile are essentially the same. In this view, metaphors are nice
to have; they can be used to persuade, elevate style, or fill in a lexical gap, but they
cannot create new meanings. He does not think that metaphor can be used to say things
that cannot be said in proper terms.
I will now turn to the topics of allegory and obscurity. Jon Whitman has pointed
out that Aristotle did not have a word for allegory but nevertheless understood the
idea:20
Here it [allegory] has the restricted sense of a trope, like the brief figure of
speech Aristotle defined as ‘to mean something other than what one says’ (τοῦ
μὴ ὅ φησι λέγειν [Rhetoric 1412a]) – though Aristotle did not use the word
allegory.
I will argue that the tropes of metaphor and "to mean something other than what
one says" are not always related (contrary to what Whitman asserts for the classics).
Another resarch question of this question whether metaphor and "allegory" (without
using the word) are obscure. Aristotle describes both tropes as distinct methods to
achieve ἀστεῖα (wit):
Most witty expressions depend not only on metaphor but on rousing a false
expectation, as that makes it more obvious that one has learnt something
because of the contrariety, and our soul seems to say 'How true, and I missed
it!
And witty apophthegms are derived from not meaning what one says, like
Stesichorus' 'The chicadas will sing to themselves from the ground'. (Rhetoric
1412a)
Thus, the trope "to mean something other than what one says" has a rhetorical
force that is caused by its obscurity. But Aristotle says that some metaphors pose
riddles,21 and he also attributes rhetorical force to the obscurity of this kind of
metaphors.22
And good riddles give pleasure for the same reason that they involve both
realization and metaphor. And so does saying something strange, to use
Theodorus' phrase; this happens when the phrase is unexpected and in his
words, 'not in line with our previous opinion'.
The obscurity of metaphor and the rhetoric force of obscurity will prove to be
important to understand Augustine's exegesis.
2.1.2

Demetrius
The book De Elocutione (Περὶ Ἑρμηνείας) is important, because as far as we
know it is the first to use the term ἀλληγορία (allegoria). The author of this work is
unknown, although it was once believed that the author was Demetrius of Phaleron.
For the sake of convenience, I will refer to the author as Demetrius. The publication
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Whitman, Jon, Allegory: the dynamics of an ancient and medieval technique, Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1987, p. 264
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Rhetoric 1405b
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date of this work is unknown, but according to Doreen C. Innes the first century B.C.
is "at least consistent with the evidence of language and style".23
Demetrius follows Aristotle's definition of metaphor as an analogy, but he omits
synecdoche (in Aristotle’s words: the transference from species to genus, and vice
versa).24 In addition, he follows Aristotle’s preference for energetic metaphor: the use
of animate terms for objects. Moreover, like Aristotle, Demetrius appreciates
metaphor for its clarity; he says that sometimes a metaphor is more proper (κυρίος)
and clearer (σαφέστερον) than anything expressed by proper language.25 As I will
show, Demetrius thinks that obscurity in metaphor should be avoided. He points out
that metaphors can be dangerous (κινδυνώδης).26 Demetrius shows two ways to reduce
the risk of a metaphor. The first is to turn the metaphor into a simile.27 He uses the
example "Then the orator Python rushed in spate against you",28 and remarks that
adding ὥσπερ (like) makes the statement safer. The second way to reduce the risk of
a metaphor is to add an epithet. As an example, Demetrius uses the expression "to
shoot with the lyre", which can be made safer by adding the epithet "without strings".29
Thus, in both cases, Demetrius provides additional information to make sure that the
meaning of the metaphor is clear. He does not appreciate obscure metaphors. In line
with this, he says that some metaphors are so commonly used that they are regarded
as proper language, and have therefore become safe, their meaning is absolutely clear,
for example "'clear voice', ‘keen man', 'rough character', 'lengthy speaker'".30
Demetrius’ most famous contribution is that he may have coined the term
ἀλληγορία (allegoria).31 Demetrius describes allegory as follows: “Allegory may
indeed be regarded as a sort of darkness and night”.32 Based on this definition, we can
make two claims: (1) allegory is not related to metaphor per se, and (2) allegory is
related to obscurity, which is appreciated (unlike obscure metaphors). Both claims are
supported by Demetrius' example of allegory, Dionysus’ threat to the Locrians: “The
cicadas will sing to them from the ground”.33 Demetrius explains why this is effective:
"For what is implied is always more fearsome, since people imagine varying
interpretations, whereas anything clear and explicit is likely to meet the scorn given to
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For the influence of Aristotle, authorship, and dating, see Innes, D.C., "Demetrius on style", in Russel,
D.A and M. Winterbottom (1972), pp. 171-215, p. 172.
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Demetrius, De Elocutione 78
25
ibid., 82
Ἔνια μέντοι σαφέστερον ἐν ταῖς μεταφοραῖς λέγεται καὶ κυριώτερον, ἤπερ ἐν αὐτοῖς τοῖς κυρίοις.
Some ideas are explained more clearly and properly in metaphors than if the proper terms were used.
26
ibid., 80
This is also noted in the book The Greek and Roman Critics by George M. A. Grube (Grube, G.M.A.,
A Greek Critic: Demetrius on Style, The Phoenix, Supplementary Volume IV, Toronto, 1961, p. 114)
27
Demetrius sees similes as extended metaphors (De Elocutione 80); this stands in contrast with
Aristotle’s view that metaphors are shortened similes. This difference in view is not important for my
purposes.
28
εἴ τις τῷ ῾τότε τῷ Πύθωνι τῷ ῥήτορι ῥέοντι καθ̓ ὑμῶν̓ προσθεὶς εἴποι
29
ibid., 85
30
ibid., 85
31
ibid., 99
32
ἔοικε δὲ καὶ ἡ ἀλληγορία τῷ σκότῳ καὶ τῇ νυκτί
33
ibid., 99
ὁι τéττιγες ἀυτοῖς ᾄσονται χαμóθεν
The example is a threat because cicadas, a sort of insects, live in treetops. Hubbard points out that "the
warning is attributed to Stesichorus by Aristotle (Rhetoric 1395a1-2 and 1412a23-4).
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men who have been stripped".34 Thus, in Demetrius' view, allegory builds on obscurity
and not on metaphor, which is in line with Aristotle's view, who also uses the cicadas
example. Demetrius goes one step further than Aristotle; he regards it as an advantage
that allegory requires some effort to be understood, and that it is interpreted differently
by different readers; I would call this semi-obscure. Nevertheless, he emphasises that
the meaning should not be completely obscure. As will be seen in the next chapter,
Augustine also subscribes to the idea that obscurity can be beneficial, and it is
important in his exegetical work.
2.1.3

Rhetorica ad Herennium
Rhetorica ad Herennium, or Ad Herennium for short, is interesting for us because
the metaphor terminology (translatio and verbum transferetur) it uses is similar to
Augustine's. However, the influence of this work on Augustine is not as great as
Cicero’s and Quintilian’s, therefore I will only discuss it briefly. The second important
point is that it contains the view that there are two types of permutatio (a concept that
is similar to allegory): (1) based on metaphor, and (2) based on irony. Ad Herennium,
written around 86-82 BC, was previously attributed to Cicero, by Jerome for instance,
so it is not unlikely that Augustine was convinced of this as well. Today the authorship
of this work is seen as uncertain. According to Harry Caplan, Ad Herennium only
became known in Italy in the 4th century AD, so we should not expect a direct influence
in the work of Cicero.35
Ad Herennium uses the term translatio and the related verbum transferetur in the
sense of metaphor. The definition of translatio is in line with Aristotle’s, the transfer
of a word from one domain to another (based on comparison):
Metaphor (translatio) occurs when a word applying to one thing is transferred
to another, because the similarity seems to justify this transference.36
Several purposes of metaphor are listed that are rhetorical in nature: (1) creating
a vivid mental picture, (2) brevity, (3) avoiding obscenity, (4) magnifying, (5)
understating, and (6) embellishment.
In addition to metaphor, Ad Herennium discusses permutatio. The primary
meaning of permutatio is change, but Harry Caplan has translated this as allegory.
This may be justified, as the view of permutatio in Ad Herennium resembles Cicero's
aenigma and Quintilian's allegoria, as I will show further on. However, this is the only
known text where permutatio is used in the sense of allegory. In addition, it will turn
out that the later descriptions of allegory do not fully match Ad Herennium’s notion
of permutatio.
Permutatio is defined as "a manner of speech denoting one thing by the letter of
the words, but another by their meaning".37 There are two forms of permutatio. The
first form, permutatio based on metaphor, is equated with likeness, for example to call
34

πᾶν γὰρ τὸ ὑπονοούμενον φοβερώτερον, και ἄλλος εἰκάζει ἄλλο τι· ὃ δὲ σαφὲς καὶ φανερόν,
καταφρονεἷσθαι εἰκός, ὥσπερ τοὺς ἀποδεδθμένους.
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For date and authorship, see Caplan, Harry (ed. and tr.), De Ratione Dicendi (Rhetorica ad
Herennium), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1964, p. xxvi (date) and
pp. vi-xiv (authorship).
36
Rhetorica ad Herennium 4.46
Translatio est cum verbum in quandam re transferetur ex alia re, quod propter similitudinem recte
videbitur transferri.
37
Rhetorica ad Herennium 4.46. Permutatio est oratio aliud verbis aliud sententia demonstrans.
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a king Agamemnon, or cruelty Atreus. A more elaborate example is this wolf allegory:
"For when dogs act the part of wolves, to what guardian, pray, are we going to entrust
our herds of cattle?"38 Demetrius would have appreciated this example, because its
proper counterpart - the people are doomed if their leaders are evil - is too direct and
must be despised, and it leaves nothing to the imagination. The second form,
permutatio based on contrast, is in fact irony; one of the examples in Ad Herennium
is to call an adulterous man Hippolytus, who was more interested in hunting than in
women. The idea that allegory can be, but is not necessarily based on metaphor, will
turn out to be important.
2.1.4

Cicero
Cicero (106 - 43 BC) was a master of rhetoric,39 as was Augustine. It is generally
accepted that Augustine was influenced by Cicero's rhetorical works, most notably
Hortensisus (which is unfortunately lost) and De Oratore. This influence is especially
visible in DC, as I will show in the next chapter.40 Cicero is generally depicted as the
"translator" of the Greek philosophers, but his work is not a word-by-word translation,
but rather he transformed Greek philosophy into Latin.41 Cicero’s theory of metaphor
was influenced by Aristotle, possibly via Theophrastus.42 It will become clear that the
only main difference is that Cicero emphasises the importance of clarity; on no
occasion does he mention the benefits of obscurity.
In De Oratore (55 BC),43 Cicero talks about metaphor using the terms verbum
translatio and modus transferendi verbi, both derived from transferre (to transfer);44
which is the Latin rendering of the Greek μεταφορά. Cicero's terminology is also close
to Augustine's verbum translatum. Cicero, like Aristotle, sees that metaphor is based
on analogy.45 He defines metaphor as consisting only of a single word,46 which is
already suggested by the term verbum. This is a contrast with Aristotle; while the latter
uses the singular ὀνόματος (name) in his definition,47 it does not follow from the rest
of the text that a metaphor is always a single word. Cicero distinguishes metaphor
from the continued use of metaphor, which I will discuss further on.
Cicero mentions two purposes of metaphor: necessity and decoration, and in both
cases, he says that the key benefit of metaphor is clarity. Necessary metaphors arise
when no proper word exists, and a word is borrowed from elsewhere.48 He points out
that things that are difficult to say with proper words, can be expressed means of
metaphors, "the similitude taken from that which we indicate by a foreign term gives
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clearness to what which we wish to be understood";49 Winterbottom interprets this as
analogy.50 He provides the following examples of metaphors: “gem in vines (i.e. a
bud), luxurious crops, luxurious grain fields”.51 In these examples – mostly derived
from nature – improper comparisons are used; they remind us of Aristotle’s examples,
e.g. “sowing the god-created flame”. Cicero notes that these metaphors are used by
peasants, implicitly saying that metaphors are not only used by experts in rhetoric but
also by unschooled people. As was shown earlier in this chapter, Aristotle expresses a
similar view in Rhetoric.
The second purpose of metaphor is decoration; Cicero admits that a proper
expression is sometimes available, but that the metaphor sounds better. This is the
aspect of metaphor that receives most of his attention. He appreciates metaphors
derived from the senses, especially the sense of sight, because he thinks that these
metaphors are the clearest.52 Cicero's examples, however, are based on the other
senses: "'a whiff of urbanity' or 'the softness of humanity' or 'the roar of the sea' or 'the
sweetness of speech'".53
In addition to metaphor, which is always a single word, Cicero identifies another
concept, the continued use of metaphor, at sentence level or higher, "which involves a
difference between what is said and what is understood”.54 He does not give this a
name; this reminds us of Aristotle, who uses a similar description, “to mean something
other than what one says",55 but does not name it either. As I will show further on,
Quintilian has adopted Cicero's idea and calls it inversio, or allegoria in Greek. The
only benefit of continued metaphor that Cicero mentions is that it is decorative.
Cicero's two examples show his understanding of this concept:56
I shall not allow myself, like the Argive fleet of old, to run a second time on
the same rock.
Or again: You are wrong, wrong. As you exult in your confidence the strong
bridles of the law will restrain you, press you with the yoke of empire.
Cicero adds that in these examples, similarities are drawn from one situation to
the other. So a continued metaphor has to be understood as a single metaphor, but not
on the level of a word, but on the level of a concept (res in Latin). In addition, he
emphasises that obscurity (which he calls aenigmata) should be avoided. Indeed, in
the examples, it is made absolutely clear what is meant, even to readers who are not
familiar with the Argive fleet, or with equestrian terminology.
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In sum, Cicero follows Aristotle's metaphor theory, he also thinks that metaphor
can be obscure, but he does not not see any rhetorical benefit to obscurity.
2.1.5

Quintilian
Around the year 95 AD, Quintilian (c. 35 – c. 100 AD)57 published Institutio
Oratorio, a work on rhetoric, in which he deals extensively with metaphor and
allegory. This work is important for our purposes because of its great influence on
Augustine's thoughts on metaphor, even greater than Cicero’s. Quintilian stays closest
to Aristotle's metaphor theory, even closer than Cicero and Ad Herennium, and he has
adopted elements from Cicero. He calls metaphor translatio, which he says is the Latin
word for metaphora, and defines it as a word that is transferred from one domain to
another,58 which is close to Aristotle's and Ad Herennium's definition. Like Aristotle,
Quintilian says that a metaphor is a short simile, and that metaphor and simile are only
different in form, but that the difference is not essential.59 Quintilian follows
Aristotle’s preference for the energetic metaphor; he points out that metaphors that use
something animate for something inanimate produce “effects of extraordinary
sublimity”.60 But, probably for the sake of completeness, Quintilian also mentions
three other permutations: (1) something animate for something else that is animate,
(2) something inanimate for something animate, and (3) something inanimate for
something else that is inanimate. Furthermore, he distinguishes subdivisions such as
“the transference from rational beings to rational and from irrational to irrational and
the reverse.”61
Quintilian distinguishes two purposes of metaphor: necessary metaphor, because
a proper word does not exist, and decorative metaphor; another idea that is in line with
his predecessors. Even the examples of metaphor that Quintilian provides are similar
to both Aristotle's and Cicero's. He provides the following examples of necessary
metaphors: “gem in vines (meaning a bud), thirsty crops, working or suffering crops,
hard men”.62 The first example is copied from Cicero, and the others are quite similar
to both Cicero’s and Aristotle’s examples. He leaves it to the readers’ imagination to
come up with examples of decorative metaphors.
In the area of allegory, Quintilian builds on the work by Latin forerunners of this
concept: permutatio in Ad Herennium, and Cicero's continued metaphor, and he is the
first Latin author to use the Greek term ἀλληγορία. He translates this term with the
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Latin word inversio, but this term was not adopted by later authors.63 Quintilian
divides allegory into two classes: "[Allegory] either presents one thing in words and
another in meaning (aliud sensu ostendit), or else something absolutely opposed to the
meaning of the words (interim contrarium)".64 His scheme bears resemblance to the
two types of permutatio in Rhetorica ad Herennium: permutatio based on metaphor
and permutatio based on contrast.65 The first class of allegory, based on a change of
meaning, includes Cicero’s notion of continued metaphor, but metaphor is not needed
per se.66 The second class of allegory, based on an opposite meaning, involves irony,
and Quintilian includes a number of tropes, to which he refers by their Greek names:
“sarcasm, asteismus, antiphrasis, proverb, and mycterismos (disguised but not hidden
mockery)”.67 He notes that some authors see these tropes as independent tropes, and
not as allegory, because they define allegory as obscure (in the sense of enigmatic),
while for example sarcasm is generally clearly understood.68 To sum up, Quintilian’s
notion of allegory is wide and includes a large number of tropes that can be divided
into two classes: (1) based on a change of meaning (including metaphor, but not
necessarily), and (2) based on an opposite meaning (such as irony).
Regarding the obscurity of metaphor, Quintilian follows a different path than
Cicero does, and this is interesting because we can at this point also make a
comparison with Augustine’s thought. While Cicero equates the continued use of
metaphor (allegory) with enigma, Quintilian points out that allegory in its purest form
is obscure, but that it can be mixed with clear language, i.e. add an explanation.69
"I always thought that Milo would have other storms and tempests to weather,
at least in the troubled waters of political meetings." Had he not added the
words "at least in the troubled waters of political meetings," we should have
had pure allegory: their addition, however, converted it into a mixed allegory.
In this type of allegory the ornamental element is provided by the metaphorical
words and the meaning is indicated by those which are used literally.
Quintilian focuses on the meaning intended by the writer, which can be
determined among other things by the context.70 For example, he interprets Horace's
"O ship, new waves will bear thee back to sea. What dost thou? Make the haven, come
what may"71 by superimposing the metaphor "the state is a ship". However, it is not
beyond doubt that Horace was talking about the state, nor that other readers may come
up with different readings.
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Quintilian values allegory to some extent, despite the possibility that it might
become obscure, unlike Cicero, who does not appreciate it all. However, the value of
allegory is merely ornamental, as a way to avoid bluntness:72
Further, we may employ allegory, and disguise bitter taunts in gentle words by
way of wit, or we may indicate our meaning by saying exactly the contrary.
A similar argument could be made for mycterismos (mockery). Thus, Quintilian
accepts obscurity for the sake of decoration, but he does not see the benefits of
obscurity itself. This is an important difference with Augustine, who thinks that
obscurity has a benefit because, in addition to the meaning intended by the author, he
is also interested in the reader's reception. Augustine is first of all aware of the
difficulty that a text will gain multiple interpretations if the original intention is
unknown, but he also sees it as a benefit that the same text can serve the needs of
several readers.
2.1.5.1 Catachresis
Catachresis is another concept described by Quintilian that will be of interest
further on. Catachresis and metaphor are so closely related that most of the classical
authors that I have discussed do not see any difference between the two. Catachresis
is discussed in Rhetorica ad Herennium,73 but only briefly and this is not relevant to
the current study. Quintilian, on the other hand, sees catachresis (abusio in Latin) as
an independent trope, and provides the following definition:74 "κατάχρησις
(catachresis), which we properly call abusio, and which adapts to whatever has no
proper term". Thus, the goal of catachresis is to fill a lexical gap, and this is what sets
it apart from onomatopaeia, the creation of a new word for a concept that already has
a designated word.75 One of Quintilian’s examples is "A horse they build by Pallas' art
divine".76 Originally aedificant meant "build" in the sense of "building a house", but
it means "make" by catachresis. Quintilian says that catachresis and metaphor are
different: catachresis is necessary and metaphor is ornamental.77 However, both his
definition and his examples of catachresis match the concept that he had previously
labelled a necessary metaphor. It is not my intention to concentrate too much on
terminology. For the sake of explanation, Quintilian first discusses necessary
metaphor or catachresis as a subgroup of metaphor because it uses the same
techniques. Later on, he points out that the effect of catachresis is very different from
that of metaphor. Successful metaphors will always stand out, while his examples of
catachresis imply that successful catachresis soon ceases to be metaphorical and will
be adopted as a proper expression.
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Conclusion
In this section, the classical view of metaphor has been discussed, in order to gain
a better understanding of Augustine’s view of metaphor, to which I will turn in the
next chapters. According to Aristotle, metaphors are based on analogy; he also sees
synecdoches as metaphors, but analogical metaphors are the most important by far. He
thinks that metaphors have rhetorical benefits: they can be used to persuade, elevate
style or to fill in a lexical gap. He prefers metaphors that bring the message before the
eyes, primarily by means of energetic metaphor, which uses animate terms for
inanimate things. Aristotle does not think that metaphor can be used to say anything
that cannot be said in proper terms. Even though metaphors can be used to fill in a
lexical gap, they cannot create new meanings; they can be replaced by a literal
circumscription.
Aristotle's metaphor theory, especially his notion of analogical metaphor, has
become the classical theory, and was largely adopted by Demetrius, Rhetorica ad
Herennium, Cicero, and Quintilian. They all think that metaphors can be replaced by
proper language, maybe not always by a single word, but at least by a circumscription.
Demetrius enters a reservation and says that metaphors lose their danger when they
are replaced by proper language, which implies that the meaning of the proper
statement is different, but he does not elaborate on this thought.
With regard to allegory, however, opinion is divided. Firstly, there is a variety of
terminology. Aristotle does not use a separate word for allegory, but he seems to
describe it by "to mean something other than what one says". Demetrius probably
introduced the term allegoria, and of the Latin authors that have been discussed, only
Quintilian uses this term. Rhetorica ad Herennium's notion of inversio and Cicero's
notion of continued metaphor and aenigma appear to be equivalent to allegory.
Secondly, there is no consensus about the question whether allegory is based on
metaphor. Demetrius does not link allegory to metaphor at all. Cicero, on the other
hand, is explicit about the relationship between metaphor and aenigma; he describes
aenigma as the continued use of metaphor. Quintilian and the author of Rhetorica ad
Herennium think that allegory is sometimes but not always related to metaphor.
Rhetorica ad Herennium distinguishes two classes of inversio: inversio based on
metaphor, and inversio based on contrast. Quintilian employs a similar distinction:
allegory based on metaphor, and allegory based on another meaning. The latter
comprises a large number of tropes, including irony and sarcasm.
The third point of conflict is the view of the obscurity of metaphor and allegory.
Demetrius sees allegoria as obscure, and Aristotle - who does not differentiate
between metaphor and allegory - attributes obscurity to at least some metaphors. Both
Demetrius and Aristotle regard a certain level of obscurity as beneficial; in fact, they
acknowledge the rhetorical force of obscurity. However, they think that complete
obscurity must be avoided. Of the authors that have been discussed, Demetrius
elaborates most extensively on the advantages of obscurity. Firstly, he says that it can
be beneficial if a text is understood differently by different readers. Secondly, he
argues that people look down on texts the meaning of which is too straightforward.
However, the Latin writers do not share the view that obscurity can be a good thing.
Rhetorica ad Herennium does not mention the obscurity of metaphor at all. Cicero
praises metaphors for their ability to clarify, but on the other hand, he says that too
many metaphors may lead to obscurity, which is to be avoided in any case. Quintilian
also says that obscurity must be avoided, but he qualifies this view. In his examples of
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allegory, additional information is needed to decipher the meaning; without this
information they are obscure. By contrast, Cicero's examples of allegory are
straightforward on their own. Furthermore, Quintilian does not explicitly say that
obscurity can be an advantage, but in his description of mockery, one of the concepts
he classifies as allegoria, he hints at positive aspects of obscurity: it is useful that not
everyone will understand the mockery.
In the next chapter, I will compare Augustine’s view of metaphor and allegory
with the classical views that have been discussed. But first, in the following section, I
will examine the modern theory of metaphor, which sees metaphor as more than a
rhetorical device; it is also a cognitive device and is capable of creating new meanings
that cannot be expressed in literal language without the loss of cognitive content. Later
on, in chapter 5, I will show that Augustine’s approach to metaphors in De Genesi ad
Litteram resembles the modern theory of metaphor.

2.2

The modern theory of metaphor

2.2.1

Max Black
Max Black was the first to formulate a modern theory of metaphor.78 He has
argued that there are three ways of looking at metaphors: the substitution view, the
comparison view, and the interaction view. In the substitution view, a metaphor can be
replaced by literal language. This view is in line with the classical view of metaphor.
Black has pointed out that in this view, the reason for using metaphor is to give
pleasure to the reader, which is a reference to Aristotle.79 In the comparison view, a
metaphor is replaced by a (literal) simile, and therefore Black sees this as a special
case of the substitution view.80 The interaction view, on the other hand, is a new view
of metaphor: two thoughts (or rather concepts) interact, producing a new meaning that
cannot be expressed without metaphor.81
These three views relate to types of metaphors. Some metaphors can easily be
substituted by proper language, for example, "the chairman ploughed through the
discussion" can be replaced by something like "the chairman dealt summarily with
objections". Black has pointed out that some metaphors fill a lexical gap, and that this
is in fact catachresis. This novel use of a word begins as a metaphor but becomes part
of literal language once it becomes widespread. One of his examples is orange, which
was originally used only to denote a colour, while later on it was used to denote a fruit
as well. Nobody will say that orange in the sense of fruit is a metaphor.82 Black's idea
of catachresis matches Quintilian's notion of this concept,83 but Black has emphasised
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more strongly than Quintilian that catachresis falls within the domain of proper
language, and thus, according to Black, in the "boring" domain.
Interaction metaphors, on the other hand, cannot be replaced by proper language
without causing loss of meaning, nor will they ever be regarded as proper language.
Consider Black's example of an interaction metaphor "man is a wolf". Here, in Black's
terminology, "man" is the principal subject and "wolf" is the subsidiary subject,
although I will use the equivalent terms target field and source field throughout this
study. Properties are transferred from the source field (wolf) to the target field (man),
but this process is not straightforward. It is not the actual properties of wolves that are
important, but what the reader knows about wolves. As Black has stated, it is not about
what experts know about wolves, but instead about "what the man in the street thinks
about this matter".84 Black has called this the system of associated commonplaces.
Black has pointed out that metaphor can only function when the author and the readers
share the system of associated commonplaces. Wolf experts know more about wolves
than the average native speaker, but they are equally aware of the system of associated
commonplaces. Black is aware of the fact that cultural differences may make it
difficult to translate metaphors. He does not work out this problem, but this is
addressed later on by Lakoff and Johnson.
The metaphor forces the reader to connect these commonplaces with the
commonplaces about humans. As a result, "the wolf-metaphor suppresses some
details, emphasises others - in short, organizes our view of man."85 The wolf-metaphor
is therefore partial and not fully balanced. The phenomenon of partiality arises from
the fact that not all properties of wolves are applicable to humans. For example, "man
is a wolf" is not understood to mean "man has the same teeth as a wolf". But the choice
of which properties are transferred is not straightforward at all. It is not simply
determined by all the shared associated commonplaces.
What makes it more complicated is, as Black has shown, that the source field and
the target field do not remain static:86
If to call a man a wolf is to put him in a special light, we must not forget that
the metaphor makes the wolf seem more human than he otherwise would.
I would like to propose the following explanation of how this works: the source
field needs to be adjusted to the target field in order to be useful. In the wolf metaphor,
wolves first have to be seen as humans before humans can be described as wolves. An
important associated commonplace about humans is that they are moral beings and
can be held accountable for their actions. If they harm someone, they do this on
purpose and are considered evil. The same can certainly not be said of wolves. The
metaphor "man is a wolf", however, makes the wolf look more human. This means
that the otherwise natural behaviour of hunting in groups, which is necessary for
survival, is regarded as vicious, immoral behaviour. This immorality is, then,
transferred to humans. Another possibility is that the associated commonplaces about
wolves already contains the metaphorical change, but this could only have happened
by thinking of wolves as men. Therefore, the two-way influence of the source domain
and the target domain is crucial in interaction metaphor. Consequently, the interaction
view involves much more than simply a selection of properties that are transferred
84

ibid., p. 287
ibid., p. 288
86
ibid., p. 291
85

2. METAPHOR AND ALLEGORY

53

from the source domain to the target domain, and it is precisely at this point that it
surpasses the comparison view.
Black has addressed some additional difficulties. He has admitted that seeing the
system of associated commonplaces, i.e. the knowledge of the "man in the street" is a
simplification. General knowledge is not enough to be able to interpret some
metaphors correctly; additional information is needed, such as the author's intention,
tone or circumstances, as in Black's example:
When Churchill, in a famous phrase, called Mussolini "that utensil", the tone
of voice, the verbal setting, the historical background, helped to make clear
what metaphor was being used.87
Furthermore, the writer has the possibility to actively change the system of
associated commonplaces. In the "man is a wolf" example, the writer may provide
additional information about wolves that changes the metaphor. Furthermore, the
writer can actively deny unwanted entailments of a metaphor.88
Thus, Black has emphasised that both the context and the influence of the author
have a large influence on the meaning of a metaphor. On the other hand, as has been
said, Black has not given much attention to cultural influences. An explanation could
be that the level of the context and the author is much more specific than the level of
culture. Once we know the context, the culture is no longer relevant, but if the context
is missing, we can fill this in by assumptions that belong to our culture.
To conclude, Black has pointed out that interaction metaphors are capable of
creating new meanings. He has argued that it is possible to list the entailments of a
metaphorical statement "If the man is a wolf, he preys upon other animals, is fierce,
hungry, engaged in constant struggle, a scavenger, and so on."89 However, such a list
can never be complete. He has stated that a great deal of the meaning is lost if the
metaphor is spelled out, as the reader will not make all the connections he might have
been able to think of.90 This is an important contrast with the classical view of
metaphor as something that can always be replaced by proper language.
2.2.2

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
In their book Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson present
a modern theory of metaphor. They built on Black’s work, although they do not give
him any credits. Most notably, they have adopted the idea that metaphors can create a
meaning beyond anything that can be said literally, however, they do not explain how
this meaning arises, as Black does.91 For this reason, Black’s work cannot be omitted
from any proper understanding of the modern theory of metaphor. Another aspect that
Lakoff and Johnson copied from Black is the partiality of metaphor, which I will
explain a little further on.
Lakoff and Johnson's innovation is that metaphor is part of the ordinary use of
language.92 They share this view with the classical theory of metaphor, but Lakoff and
87
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Johnson's claim that metaphor is ordinary goes much further; they think that
"metaphors we live by" transcends language. Rather, these metaphors govern our
experience and thinking; they are pervasive in our daily lives. Metaphor in language
is merely a result of its place in the basis of human experience.93 In line with this,
Lakoff and Johnson have defined metaphor as follows: “The essence of metaphor is
understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another”.94 They have
pointed out that metaphors are useful for describing metaphysical concepts: “we
typically conceptualize the nonphysical in terms of the physical”.95
Lakoff and Johnson have shown that metaphor is often correlated with human
experience.96 Their most important contribution is that these everyday experiences are
structured by metaphorical concepts,97 of which they have distinguished three types:
orientational metaphors, ontological metaphors, and structural metaphors. Most
important for our purposes is the structural metaphor, in which one concept is
structured in terms of another. Lakoff and Johnson have explained this as follows:98
Structural metaphors in our conceptual system also induce similarities. Thus,
the IDEAS ARE FOOD metaphor establishes similarities between ideas and food.
Both can be digested, swallowed, devoured, and warmed over, and both can
nourish you.
Thus, metaphorical concepts have the entailments of the source domain.
Consider the metaphorical concept TIME IS MONEY; many (but not all) things we can
say about time, we can also say about money,99 and this can be schematised as follows:
TIME IS MONEY

Money is a valuable commodity
therefore TIME IS A VALUABLE COMMODITY
Consequently, the metaphorical concept TIME IS MONEY has the associated
expressions "saving time", "running out of time", and "wasting time".
I will also discuss some of Lakoff and Johnson’s other sample metaphorical
concepts. For each metaphorical concept, they have provided a number of associated
expressions, but it will suffice only to quote a few of them. For example, they have
pointed out that the concept argument is structured by four metaphorical concepts:
ARGUMENT IS WAR, AN ARGUMENT IS A JOURNEY, AN ARGUMENT IS A CONTAINER,
and AN ARGUMENT IS A BUILDING:
ARGUMENT IS WAR

Your claims are indefensible. He attacked every weak point in my argument.
I've never won an argument with him. He shot down all of my arguments.100
AN ARGUMENT IS A JOURNEY.
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When we get to the next point, we shall see that philosophy is dead. So far,
we've seen that no current theories will work. We will proceed in a step-bystep fashion. We have arrived at a disturbing conclusion.101
AN ARGUMENT IS A CONTAINER

Your argument doesn't have much content. That argument has holes in it. You
won't find that idea in his argument.102
AN ARGUMENT IS A BUILDING

We've got the framework for a solid argument. If you don't support your
argument with solid facts, the whole thing will collapse.103
Another example is UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING, a metaphorical concept that
will turn out to be important in the analysis of metaphors in De Genesi ad Litteram:
UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING; IDEAS ARE LIGHT-SOURCES; DISCOURSE IS A
LIGHT-MEDIUM.

I see what you are saying. It looks different from my point of view. Now I've
got the whole picture. Let me point something out to you. That's an insightful
idea. That was a brilliant remark. Could you elucidate your remarks? It's a
transparent argument.104
Like Black, Lakoff and Johnson have emphasised that a metaphorical concept
"only provides a partial understanding" of abstract concepts.105 This works both ways;
not all properties of the source field are transferred to the target field, moreover, the
target field cannot be fully described by the source field. For example, in the
metaphorical concept TIME IS MONEY, not all aspects of money (the source field) are
used. This metaphorical concept highlights the scarcity of time (the target field); this
is because scarcity is one of the entailments of money.106 However, some aspects of
money are hidden, for example, one does not receive interest on time, one cannot put
time in the bank, etc. Moreover, the metaphorical concept TIME IS MONEY does not
cover all aspects of time. For example, we cannot use this concept to talk about the
order in which events take place. We can deal with this limitation of TIME IS MONEY
by using an additional metaphorical concept, TIME IS A MOVING OBJECT, which has
the related metaphors: "The time will come when..." and "Coming up in the weeks
ahead".107
Another property of structural metaphors is that they can form networks with
other structural metaphors. This happens in the following case: "When two metaphors
successfully satisfy two purposes, then overlaps in the purpose will correspond to
overlaps in the metaphor".108 For example, Lakoff and Johnson have pointed out that
the metaphor UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING overlaps with AN ARGUMENT IS A
JOURNEY, since the more you travel, the more you see. As an example, they give:
"Having come this far, we can now see how Hegel went wrong". UNDERSTANDING IS
SEEING also overlaps with other "argument" metaphors, for example with the
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ARGUMENT IS A CONTAINER metaphor. An example is: "Your argument has no content

at all - I can see right through it". The analysis of metaphorical networks will prove to
be an important aspect of Augustine's work in De Genesi ad Litteram. Next in this
chapter, I will turn to a comparison of the modern theory of metaphor with the classical
theory.
2.2.3

Comparison with the classical theory of metaphor
In this section, I will show in what way Lakoff and Johnson's theory differs from
the classical, Aristotelian theory of metaphor (Augustine's world). This is necessary
in order to be able to establish later on in this dissertation that Augustine’s view of
metaphor in De Genesi ad Litteram is different from the classical view. Lakoff and
Johnson have correctly claimed that their most important contribution, the idea that
metaphysical ideas are structured by metaphorical concepts, is not present at all in the
classical theory of metaphor. In addition, they have uniquely claimed that these
metaphorical concepts transcend language, and govern our thinking: "Our concepts
structure what we perceive, how we get around in the world, and how we relate to
other people."109 The second major contribution of the modern theory of metaphor is
the interaction view, in which two concepts interact, producing a new meaning that
cannot be said without metaphor. The creation of this meaning relies on the creativity
of the reader, who decides what properties are transferred from the target field to the
source field. Because of this, metaphors are only partially applicable (otherwise they
would have been literal statements).
The interaction view stands in contrast with the classical, Aristotelian,
substitution view, which holds that metaphor can always be replaced by proper
language. The comparison view is a special case of the substitution view. Lakoff and
Johnson have pointed out that the classical authors believe that a metaphor is
equivalent to a simile: "A metaphor of the form "A is B" is a linguistic expression
whose meaning is the same as a corresponding linguistic expression of the form "A is
like B, in respects X, Y, Z ...." "Respects X, Y, Z, ... " characterize what we have called
"isolated similarities."110 It must be noted that the difference between metaphor and
simile can be easily overemphasised. In fact, it is much more important whether the
comparison grounds, or "respects" in the terminology of Lakoff and Johnson, are
given. For example, "man is a wolf" and "man is like a wolf" have similar meanings,
but adding a comparison ground, such as "man is as fierce as a wolf", restricts the
interaction. This is because it prevents the reader from thinking of any other
connections between "man" and "wolf" beside fierceness. Moreover, adding a
comparison ground turns the metaphor into a literal statement. I will return to this in
greater detail in the next section on the interpretation of metaphors.
The classical theory of metaphor does in fact hold that there is no difference in
meaning between a metaphor and simile, thus "A is B" is equivalent to "A is like B",
at least according to Aristotle, Demetrius, and Quintilian. In addition, Aristotle thinks
that metaphor is based on analogy, and in this view, the comparison grounds are
always known. In his example, "old age is stubble", he assumes that the comparison
ground is beyond debate: both are past their prime. Put differently, he does not
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consider the possibility that a reader may connect "old age" and "stubble" in a different
way, which would be possible in the interaction view.
However, certain authors, such as John T. Kirby and Marjo Korpel, think that the
modern theory of metaphor is not that novel at all, and that important elements of it
can actually be found in Aristotle. According to Kirby, Aristotle thinks that creating a
metaphor means observing a likeness between things that are not related, thus creating
a similarity that did not exist before.111 Moreover, he sees the “decoding or the
‘unraveling’” of the metaphor as a cognitive exercise. Thus, he has concluded that
Aristotle regards metaphor as “far from being an indispensable trope… It is to
metaphor, he says, that we resort when a thing can be named in no other way.”112
Korpel has also claimed that Aristotle acknowledges the creative force of
metaphor, basing her claim on Poetics 3.11.113 She has contended that Aristotle
already saw the cognitive force of metaphor:114
Aristotle stresses the cognitive value of metaphors; they have an ability to
provide a new perspective on the world not seen prior to the metaphor. This
concept of the metaphor would be (re)discovered by Mark Johnson, George
Lakoff, Ricoeur, Soskice, and many others who also stress the cognitive
function and value of metaphors.
Both Kirby and Korpel have arrived at their conclusions because they understand
the word cognitive as relating to a mental process to increase understanding. Lakoff
and Johnson do acknowledge that Aristotle praises the ability of metaphor to induce
insight.115 But, when they say that metaphor is cognitive, they mean that metaphors
are necessary to understand certain concepts – not only linguistically but also mentally
- and that these metaphors cannot be replaced by proper language or similes. Thus, the
appropriate question is, does the metaphorical process generate a meaning that cannot
be said in proper terms without loss of cognitive content? According to Aristotle, it is
always possible to render the cognitive content of a metaphor in proper language. Even
if, in the case of catachresis, there is no single word available to replace the metaphor,
it is possible to use a circumscription in proper language.
In sum, according to the modern theory of metaphor, metaphor is a cognitive
device that transcends language, and governs the way we think and act. The meaning
of a metaphor is generated by the interaction between the source field and the target
field, which relies on the creativity of the reader to determine which properties are
transferred. Because not all properties are transferred, metaphors are only partially
applicable. This is a major difference with the classical theory of metaphor, where
metaphors have rhetorical benefits, are capable of decoration and clarification, but
cannot say anything that cannot be said in proper terms.
Another innovation of the modern theory of metaphor is the metaphorical
concept: a cognitive device in which a metaphysical concept is structured as a physical
concept, for example TIME IS MONEY, which has a number of associated expressions,
111

Kirby (1997), pp. 536-7
ibid., pp. 545-7
113
Korpel, Marjo, A Rift in the Clouds: Ugaritic and Hebrew Descriptions of the Divine. Münster:
Ugarit-Verlag, 1990, p. 37
114
ibid.
115
Lakoff and Johnson (1980), p. 190. “But although Aristotle's theory of how metaphors work is the
classic view, his praise of metaphor's ability to induce insight was never carried over into modern
philosophical thought.”
112

58

METAPHOR, HISTORY, AND THE INEFFABILITY OF GOD

e.g. "saving time", "running out of time" and "wasting time". The partiality of
metaphor also applies to metaphorical concepts, e.g. one does not receive interest
when saving time. The importance of the metaphorical concept will prove to be
important in Augustine's exegesis.

2.3

The interpretation of metaphors

I will now turn to the problem of the interpretation of metaphors. Lakoff and
Johnson have not addressed this matter, which stands to reason because their focus
was on "metaphors we live by", and the interpretation of these metaphors is not a point
of debate. Black does say that the creativity of the reader is important, which is a
crucial starting point in the interpretation of metaphor, but he has not provided
exegetical guidance that could be used in practice.
Pierre van Hecke has shown that the modern theory of metaphor is valuable for
the interpretation of Biblical texts.116 Several authors have used this approach; a recent
example is Anne Moore's monograph on the metaphor God is King.117 I will use Nelly
Stienstra’s book YHWH is the Husband of His People,118 as it is best suited to the
purposes of my argument, among other things because it bears similarities to
Augustine's approach in De Genesi ad Litteram. Stienstra has analysed the titular
metaphor in the Old Testament by means of the modern theory of metaphor. Before
discussing her work, I will investigate why the classical theory of metaphor which was
prevalent in Augustine's time, is insufficient to analyse Biblical metaphors.
2.3.1

Interpretation problems with the classical theory of metaphor
In this section, I will show that using of the classical metaphor theory to interpret
metaphors about God is not compatible with the view that God is ineffable. Moreover,
the classical theory falls short in dealing with the metaphysical in general. In short, the
classical theory holds that metaphors can be replaced by literal expressions without
loss of meaning, and that metaphors and similes are essentially the same. If a metaphor
is turned into a simile, and the comparison ground is added, its creative force is
diminished. I will now explain this effect in greater detail, and then return to the
implications for metaphors relating to God and the metaphysical.
For example, if the metaphor "man is a wolf" is changed into the simile "man is
as fierce as a wolf", this does not encourage the reader to connect the concepts of
"man" and "wolf" in another way, instead, the simile means "man is fierce" without
transferring other aspects of "wolf" to "man". (Of course, the word "wolf" adds to the
fierceness, but still the simile does not say anything more than "man is very fierce").
Korpel has observed that a "very interesting element in Aristotle’s view of
metaphor is his statement that the simile is actually a kind of metaphor."119 In addition,
she points out that Black has admitted this too.120 I will extend this idea, and argue
116

Van Hecke, P., "Conceptual Blending: A Recent Approach to Metaphor. Illustrated with the
Pastoral Metaphor in Hos 4,16", in P. van Hecke, Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible. Leuven: University
Press, 2005, pp. 215-231
117
Moore, Anne, Moving Beyond Symbol and Myth: Understanding the Kingship of God of the
Hebrew Bible through Metaphor. New York: Peter Lang, 2009
118
Stienstra, Nelly, YHWH is the Husband of His People, Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1993
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Korpel (1990), p. 38, referring to Aristotle, Rhetoric 3.4
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Ibid., p. 45: “Nevertheless he admits in a footnote: ‘But no doubt the line between some metaphors
and some similes is not a sharp one’ (Black, Models and Metaphors, p. 37 n.16)” (This is a reprint of
Black, with different page numbers.)
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that the effect of the comparison ground is crucial, while the effect of turning a
metaphor into a simile is much more limited. It will appear that this has important
consequences for the interpretation of metaphor. Both metaphors and similes have the
ability to either reveal or hide the comparison ground. For example, the simile “man
is like a wolf” is equally metaphorical as “man is a wolf”. “Man is like a wolf” is not
really proper, as a man cannot really be similar to a wolf; in other words, “like” is used
metaphorically here. Of course, it could be said that this is a conventional metaphor
and that the meaning is fixed in both cases. Therefore, I will suggest another metaphor
that is less well-known. The metaphor “Life is an airplane” and the simile “life is like
an airplane” are equally creative. In both cases, the reader is forced to think what
aspects of an airplane might be transferred to life, and this is far from obvious. Ortony
has also pointed out that the word like can be used metaphorically; he has given the
example “Billboards are only like warts metaphorically”.121 Thus, in neither the
metaphor nor the simile is it immediately clear which properties should be transferred
from the source field to the target field; in Black's words, the creativity of the reader
is needed to connect the two concepts.
On the other hand, adding an explanation or comparison ground diminishes the
creative force of a metaphor and a simile to an equal degree. Consider, for example,
the expression “man is as fierce as a wolf. The fierceness of man – for the sake of the
argument this is measured on a scale from one to ten – can be equal to the fierceness
of a wolf. The comparison ground can just as easily be revealed when using the
metaphor. For example, we can say “he is a wolf”, and then add “he is very fierce”,
which is equivalent to saying “he is as fierce as a wolf”, and with the same effect,
namely highlighting the fierceness of man, and preventing the transfer of other
properties of wolves, such as "operating in groups" and “hairy”.
An interpretation that spells out the meaning of a metaphor has the same effect,
as I will show for a Biblical metaphor. Consider, for example, the metaphor "God is
king". Explaining this metaphor reduces the creativity of the reader, and as I will show,
this is incompatible with Augustine's belief in the ineffability of God. When the
interpreter chooses a physical comparison ground, the result is an outright
anthropomorphism, e.g. "God wears a crown". But, even if the interpreter chooses a
more abstract comparison ground, such as "God is powerful", this is not ideal. An
important disadvantage is that it hides the other entailments of the metaphor, for
example, that a king takes care of his people. In addition, "God is powerful" may sound
abstract, but it is not that far removed from an image of God as a person who has a
great deal of earthly power. Thus, the classical view of metaphor is not suited to deal
with the ineffability of God.
2.3.2

The use of the modern theory of metaphor in the interpretation of
Scripture
Stienstra was the first to apply Lakoff and Johnson’s modern theory of metaphor
to the Bible. This is interesting because Augustine uses a similar approach in De
Genesi ad Litteram. Stienstra has shown that the metaphorical concept YHWH IS THE
HUSBAND OF HIS PEOPLE occurs throughout the Old Testament and was a metaphor
the Israelites lived by. The problem arises that present-day readers are not always able
to understanding Old Testament metaphors, because of cultural differences. Stienstra
121

Ortony, Andrew, "The role of similarity in similes and metaphors", in Metaphor and Thought,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979, p. 351
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has pointed out that in order to understand this metaphorical concept, a better
understanding of the source field, Biblical marriage, is required.122 Stienstra notes that
it is not so much required to gain a better understanding of the target field (YHWH)
in order to understand the metaphor. This is because the target field is abstract, and
can only be understood metaphorically. Stienstra has described the source field,
Hebrew marriage, as follows:123
The wife was under the authority of her husband, which should be seen mainly
as a protective measure rather than as a means to make her subservient.
Chastity before marriage was absolutely imperative on the part of the woman,
and adultery on her part wrecked the marriage, irrespective of whether the
punishment was death or divorce. ...
Therefore, unlike Western marriage, Biblical marriage is not quite a "horizontal"
relationship between husband and wife, but nevertheless love and dedication are
central also to Biblical marriage. Stienstra, who is concerned with the interpretation
and translation of Biblical metaphor, has pointed out that, even though the marriage
metaphor has become slightly obscure, it is not possible to replace it by literal
language, or even another metaphor. This is because there is "no other donor field
[source field] that even remotely resembles marriage in ancient Israel".124
Throughout her monograph, Stienstra shows that the metaphorical concept was
extended over time.125 Her approach is interesting because, because it can be used for
clearly recognisable cases of the marriage metaphor in for example Hosea, but also to
analyse "books where the metaphor is less clearly, or even covertly present".126 One
of the clear examples is Hos 1:2: "Yahweh said to Hosea, 'Go marry a whore and get
children with a whore; for the country itself has become nothing but a whore by
abandoning Yahweh".127 Another clear example is Ez 16:9-14, which describes the
way in which YHWH cares for his bride.128
In the less clear instances of the metaphor, the assumption that the author used
the marriage metaphor serves as an exegetical key.129 For example, Stienstra has
argued that the jealousy of God (Exod 34:14) is an early instance of the marriage
metaphor, before it was fully developed.130 Another example is the stripping of the
land, which she has linked to the stripping of an adulterous woman as punishment.131
Revealing the relationship between metaphorical expressions and the metaphorical
concept to which they belong is crucial for the interpretation of these metaphors.
To conclude, an analysis of metaphorical concepts is an exegetical tool that is
very useful, since it puts metaphorical expressions in the right context, and it reveals
a number of expressions as metaphorical that would otherwise not have been
recognised as such. At the same time, Stienstra’s approach does not exhaust the
metaphors in explaining them, thus leaving their creative force intact.
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3. Augustine on metaphor and allegory
"Your teeth are like a flock of shorn ewes ascending from the pool, all of which
give birth to twins, and there is not a sterile animal among them" (Cant 4:2)
Surely, one learns the same lesson as when one hears it in plain words without
the support of the imagery? And yet somehow it gives more pleasure to
contemplate holy men, when I see them as the teeth of the church tearing men
away from their errors and transferring them into its body, breaking down their
rawness by biting and chewing. And it is with the greatest of pleasure that I
visualize the shorn ewes, their worldly burdens set aside like fleeces, ascending
from the pool (baptism) and all giving birth to twins (the two commandments
of love), with none of them failing to produce this holy fruit. (DC 2.6.7)
Allegorical interpretation is thought to be key to Augustine's exegesis, but the
opinions are divided on what this actually is: some say that Augustine bases himself
on classical allegory, while others say that he follows the apostle Paul's allegory. This
controversy also appears in the quotation of this chapter. On the one hand, Augustine
underlines the classical advantage of allegory as a source of rhetorical delight, but on
the other hand, he relates the Old Testament to future things related to the
Church,which is inspired by Paul, who connects Hagar and Sarah to the old covenant
and the new covenant respectively (Gal 4:24). The matter becomes even more
complicated if we turn to the relationship between metaphor and allegory. Some, but
not all classical authors discussed in the previous chapter see metaphor as the building
block of allegory.
Therefore, there is sufficient reason to further investigate Augustine's view of
metaphor and allegory. In this chapter, I will do this by comparing Augustine's
thoughts to the authors who he mentions as his sources: the authors of the classical
metaphor theory and the apostle Paul. As I will show, Augustine quotes these sources
and says that he builds on them.1 The goal of this analysis is to support my discussion
of how Augustine's view of metaphor evolves throughout his oeuvre. Therefore, the
focus of this chapter will be to compare Augustine's view of metaphor to the classical
authors, and most notably the substitution view of metaphor. A number of studies deal
with Augustine’s debt to the classics - in general they note that Cicero had great
influence on DC - but to my knowledge, none of them covers metaphor sufficiently.2
It will become clear that he tends to align himself with the classical authors, especially
regarding the terminology that they use, but this conceals the fact, as I will argue, that
Augustine often deviates from the classical view, and offers fresh insights. Eventually,
these insights build up to a fundamentally new view of metaphor in De Genesi ad
Litteram, which I will discuss in chapter 5.
1

There are possibly other sources that Augustine uses implicitly, which is beyond the scope of this
research, but an interesting topic for further research.
2
For instance, the following authors discuss the classical influence on Augustine's rhetoric: Fortin, E.L.,
"Augustine and the problem of Christian rhetoric", in AugStud 5, 1974, pp. 85-100 (does not mention
metaphor at all). Prestel, P., Die Rezeption der ciceronischen Rhetorik durch Augustinus in "de doctrina
christiana", Frankfurt a. M., 1992 (brief discussion of signum translation but focuses on terminology
rather than content, pp. 72-79). Diddams, A C, and James Gawley, "Measuring the Presence of Roman
Rhetoric: an Intertextual Analysis of Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana IV.", in Mouseion 14.3, 2017,
pp. 391-408 deals with DC book 4, and Augustine does not discuss metaphor in this book.
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Regarding allegory, I will focus on the often-made connection with metaphor,
which is rather difficult to substantiate. Even the classical authors, e.g. Demetrius and
Quintilian, do not take this for granted. This chapter does not have the pretension to
give a complete overview on the topic of allegory, moreover, the complex character
of allegory makes it difficult to do justice to all its subtleties and various uses.
Nevertheless, I will argue that it is feasible to compare Augustine's concept of allegory
to metaphor.

3.1

Metaphor

The goal of this section is to investigate Augustine's theoretical claims about
metaphor, on the basis of passages in which he defines metaphor, or otherwise reveals
his thoughts on this topic. The number of passages in which he does this is small; he
rarely uses the word metaphor. Moreover, these passages are scattered throughout his
work; therefore, the selection is not necessarily coherent, but it consists of the only
material available that can be used for the purpose of this investigation. Later on in
this study, I will present case studies in a systematic way, in which I will compare the
theoretical findings in this section with Augustine's actual exegesis. I will not discuss
passages from De Genesi ad Litteram in this section, because that book contains
radically new insights on metaphor which I will address in chapter 5.
I will now explain Augustine's terminology and definition of metaphor, and show
that his definitions match Aristotle’s and Quintilian’s. It will become clear that
Augustine generally adheres to the classical theory of metaphor, and most importantly
to the substitution view when it comes to the interpretation of metaphor. Nevertheless,
he does make a number of unique contributions: there are two passages in which he
breaks with the classical theory of metaphor and develops new insights. He pretends
to follow the classics in his definitions more than he actually does in practice.
3.1.1

Terminology and definition
Augustine is a student of the classical theory of metaphor who combines
elements from several authors, but most importantly from Quintilian. This is already
evident in his terminology. Augustine uses two terms to denote metaphor. The first
term is the Latin verbum translatum (literally: transferred word), which is the most
dominant term throughout his work. This term also occurs as a verb: verbum
transfertur, and occasionally he uses only the word translatus. The verb verbum
transfertur appears in Rhetorica ad Herennium, and the noun verbum translatum is
close to Cicero's verbum translatio and Quintilian’s translatio. Moreover, since
verbum is a type of signum in the sense of DC, the term verbum translatum touches
the term signum translatum. This does not play any role in my discussion of
Augustine's use of metaphor, but I will come back to this in the next section, on
allegory. The second term that Augustine employs is the Greek metaphora, which he
only uses in six works, all written after 416, which makes them relatively late.3
Augustine also follows the classical theory of metaphor in the only place where
he gives a definition of metaphor, Contra Mendacium (Against Lying), written in 420.
He closely follows Quintilian’s definition, and also uses Quintilian’s term: translatio:
"metaphor, as it is called, that is, the usurped transferring of any word from its proper
3

Ep. 180, Quaestiones in Heptateuchum, Locutiones in Heptateuchum, Contra Mendacium,
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object to an object not proper".4 Moreover, Augustine's descriptions and examples of
metaphor are reminiscent of Quintilian’s. Firstly, in DC Augustine highlights the
importance of metaphor because of its commonness – it is not confined to use by
rhetorical experts but is also used by unschooled people – an idea that is also presented
by Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian. In particular, Augustine believes that metaphors
also occur in Scripture. DC does not provide any definition of metaphor, since he
thinks such explanations belong to grammar books, but he gives one example: “so may
you flourish”,5 which is similar to Quintilian’s examples.
Secondly, in Epistula 180, which Augustine wrote to his friend Oceanus in the
year 416, he also uses the word metaphora. In this letter, he does not give a definition
of metaphor, but he provides the examples “vines bud, fields wave, youths flower”.6
The first example is taken from Cicero, and also appears in Quintilian. In sum,
Augustine's terminology, definition and examples of metaphor are influenced by the
classical authors that have been discussed, and in particular by Quintilian.
3.1.2

Augustine's application of the substitution view
Augustine applies the substitution view of metaphor to a number of cases: (1) to
deal with anthropomorphisms, and (2) to understand Scriptural idiom, i.e. in relation
to translation problems, and (3) other cases. He follows two approaches: he either
points out that the expression is a metaphor without explaining it, or he provides an
explanation that replaces the literal meaning, in line with the classical view of
metaphor.
(1) As has been seen, Augustine has an aversion against anthropomorphisms, like
the emotions of God and expressions such as "the hand of God".7 Consequently, he
rejects that they are literally true; in other words, he sees these expressions as
metaphors.8 There are two passages in which he explicitly calls an anthropomorphism
a metaphor. In QH Augustine points out that the jealousy of God is a metaphor, in “for
you shall worship no other god, because the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous
God” (Exod 34,14).9 Augustine explains the meaning of the metaphor in proper
language: God may punish people who worship idols. In another example, in Deut
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Contra Mendacium 10.24
...metaphora, hoc est de re propria ad rem non propriam verbi alicuius usurpata translatio...
5
DC 3.29.40-41. "sic floreas".
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“gemmare vites, fluctuare segetes, florere iuvenes”.
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See section 4.1.1
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See section 1.3
9
QH 2.158 (Exod 34,13-15)
God, who is always and in every way unchangeable and tranquil, does not act out of flawed human
perturbation, but by this term he indicates that his people will not fornicate with foreign gods with
impunity, for the term was taken metaphorically from the marital jealousy whereby [a man] is attentive
to his wife's chastity. This is to our benefit, not to God's, for who would injure God by fornication of
this kind? But [he injures] himself greatly, so that he perishes. God prohibits this with the profoundest
terror when he calls himself Jealous. In the Psalm it is said to him, You have destroyed everyone who
fornicates away from you, but for me it is good to cling to God (Ps 73:27-28).
Quod non humanae perturbationis vitio facit deus semper atque omni modo incommutabilis atque
tranquillus; sed hoc verbo indicat non impune plebem suam per alienos deos fornicaturam. Ductum est
enim verbum tropo metaphora a zelo maritali, quo castitatem custodit uxoris, quod nobis prodest, non
deo. Quis enim tali genere fornicationis deo nocuerit? Sed sibi plurimum, ut pereat. Quod deus prohibet
terrore gravissimo zelantem se appellans: cui dicitur in psalmo: perdidisti omnem qui fornicatur abs te;
mihi autem adhaerere deo bonum est.

64

METAPHOR, HISTORY, AND THE INEFFABILITY OF GOD

32:36, God comforts his people, and Augustine also sees this as a metaphor.10 In this
case, Augustine does not explain the meaning of the metaphor.
By using the substitution view to deal with anthropomorphisms, Augustine
discards their undesired literal meaning. However, he fails to do justice to the
ineffability of God, because the substituted meaning is equally inadequate to talk about
God. This is one of the central ideas of this dissertation. The examples discussed do
not say anything about the reason why metaphors are used: why the soul is described
in corporeal terms, and why the Bible mentions the emotions of God. Instead, the
absurdity criterion predominates; Augustine sees certain expressions as metaphors
because their literal meaning contradicts his axiom.11 He takes the presence of
metaphors as a given; he is interested in unravelling their meaning but not in the reason
why they exist.
(2) Augustine sees metaphor as the basis of the Scriptural idiom. This is in line
with the classical view of metaphor: metaphors can be used to create new words
(called catachresis by Quintilian), but after a while, the metaphor becomes part of
conventional language. But Augustine discusses the translation of idiom, a topic that
Quintillian did not touch upon. I will now discuss a few examples to show how
Augustine deals with idiom, and the relationship with the classical theory of metaphor.
(i) According to Augustine, "the fat of the kidneys of grain"12 (Deut 32:14,
Augustine's version) is Greek idiom, referring to the inner part of the wheat, which is
the finest part.
(ii) In LH 7.33 (Jdgs 7:12) Augustine says that the expression tongue of the sea
(labium maris) is a metaphor (translatio), and he explains that it means beach.
However, he thinks that it is wrong to discard the metaphor; if beach had been meant,
the LXX would have simply said beach since this word exists in Greek.13 This
corresponds with Pierre Courcelle’s observation that Augustine thinks that "the most
literal translation is the best, and may go, if necessary, as far as barbarism, provided
that it remains intelligible.14
(3) Finally, I will discuss two cases where Augustine interprets a metaphor that
occurs in the historical narrative of Scripture, which is not an idiom or an
anthropomorphic expression.
(i) Augustine points out that the word heart is a metaphor in "O that there were
such an heart in them, that they would fear me, and keep all my commandments
always, that it might be well with them, and with their children for ever" (Deut 5:29).15
He finds the meaning of heart by considering how this word is used in Ez 11:19: “I
will give them one heart, and put a new spirit within them; I will remove the heart of
stone from their flesh and give them a heart of flesh” (NRSV). He thinks that Ezekiel
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LH 5.75 (Deut 32, 36)
See section 1.4.3
12
LH 5.73 (Deut 32,14) “Cum adipe renum tritici”
13
If the Septuagint translators had wanted to say "shore", the Greek language did not lack [a word] to
express it.
Nam litus si vellent Septuaginta interpretes dicere, non deesset linguae graecae quod diceret.
14
Courcelle (1943), pp. 148-149: "Si l'on ignore le grec, que l ón s'en tienne donc aux traducteurs les
plus littéraux : ceux qui s'attachent à la pensée plus qu'aux mots et qui, crainte de tomber de le solécisme
et le barbarisme, rendent une loction grecque par une locution latine, risquent d'altérer la pensée de
l'auteur sacré". Courcelle refers to DC 2.13.19.
15
QH 5.1 (Deut 5,29)
11
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might as well have said: “I will give you a heart that loves”, thus he adheres to the
classical view that metaphor can be replaced by proper language.
(ii) Augustine sees the wasps that drive out the enemies of Israel (Jos 24:12) as
a possible metaphor, and explains it by replacing it with proper language:16
Why is it that, among the other things that Joshua the son of Nun mentions that
the Lord did for the Israelites, he says, He sent wasps before you and cast them
out from before your face (Jos 24:12)? This is also read in the Book of
Wisdoms, yet it is not recorded anywhere among these deeds as having
occurred. Can it be a metaphor, intended to mean the very sharp stings of fear
by which they were struck in some way as rumours flew about, so that they
fled, or hidden spirits of the air, because it says in a Psalm, by wicked angels
(Ps 78:49)? Perhaps, though, someone may say that not everything that
happened was written down, and that this also happened visibly, so that it
means real wasps.17
To sum up, Augustine adheres to the classical metaphor theory in his discussion
of idiom: metaphor is used to create new words. The application of the substitution
view is warranted because idiomatic expressions have a fixed meaning. Later I will
show that in QH Augustine emphasises that idiom is not related to allegory, and does
not justify allegorical interpretation.18
3.1.3

Energetic metaphor: Augustine goes beyond Aristotle
In addition to Quintilian's definition of metaphor, Augustine adopts Quintilian's
energetic metaphor, which is originally an Aristotelan idea: "the use of animate terms
for inanimate things",19 which Augustine renders as ab animali ad inanimale, "from
animate to inanimate". To some extent, it is consistent with Cicero's ideal of using
metaphors that are derived from the senses.20 An example of Augustine’s use of the
concept of energetic metaphor can be found in Retractationes (426/7), where he
reflects on a passage in Contra Faustum in which he talks about the sun and the moon
as if they had sensory perceptions.21 He provides a very similar description in
Quaestiones in Heptateuchum, which will be discussed further on in this section.22

16

QH 6.27 (Jos 24,12)
Adaptation of Lienhard's translation. Lienhard renders "when the word wasp was translated" (an forte
translato verbo). However, this should be translated as "can it be a metaphor", since the last sentence of
the quaestio makes clear that the issue is not a translation problem, but whether to take the wasps
metaphorically or literally.
Quid est, quod inter cetera quae Iesus Nave erga Israhelitas dominum fecisse commemorat dicit : misit
ante vos vespas et eiecit illos a facie vestra ? Quod etiam in libro Sapientiae legitur nec tamen uspiam
factum esse in his quae gesta sunt invenitur. An forte translato verbo "vespas" intellegi voluit acerrimos
timoris aculeos, quibus quodam modo volantibus rumoribus pungebantur, ut fugerent, aut aerios
occultos spiritus, quod in psalmo dicit : per angelos malignos ? [Ps 78,49] Nisi forte quis dicat non
omnia quae facta sunt esse conscripta et hoc quoque visibiliter factum, ut veras vespas velit intellegi.
18
See section 9.3.1
19
Aristotle: "τὸ τὰ ἄψυχα ἔμψυχα ποιεῖν". See section 2.1.1
Quintilian: “pro rebus animalibus inanima”. See section 2.1.5
Possibly, Augustine has copied the definition from Donatus, De Tropis 1. Donatus uses the exact phrase
"ab animali ad inanimale" in Ars Maior, along with the other permutations: "ab inanimali ad inanimale,
ab inanimali ad animale: ab animali ad animale".
20
See section 2.1.4
21
Retractationes 7.3. In this part of Retractationes he comments on his work Contra Faustum.
22
QH 3.74 (Lev 20,16)
17
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There are instances in which Augustine follows the classical view, and praises
the decorative and imaginative advantages of energetic metaphor. For example,
Augustine sees the expression “the ropes smelt fire"23 as a metaphor ab animali ad
inanimale. This expression occurs in Augustine's version of Jdgs 15:14, where Samson
is freed from his ties by the Spirit of God. Smell is an ability of living beings that is
transferred to an object, the ropes. Augustine points out that this metaphor clarifies the
speed with which Samson was freed. This resembles Cicero's idea that metaphors that
are derived from the senses (here the sense of smell) have a clarifying effect.
In another example, Augustine identifies a metaphor a rationali ad inrationale,
in which an (irrational) animal is discussed in human terms, which is consistent with
one of Quintilian’s subtypes of metaphor. Augustine uses this concept in QH 3.74
(Lev 20:16) when he comments on the law that if a woman has sexual intercourse with
a beast, both the woman and the beast must die:
The question is asked how the beast is guilty, since it is irrational and not in
any way subject to law. Or is it the case that, just as in the figure of speech that
is called μεταφορά in Greek, terms are transferred from an animate object to
an inanimate one, as when a wind is called "violent" or a sea "angry", so here
too there has been a transfer from a rational being to an irrational one? For then
one must believe that animals are ordered to be slain because, once they have
been contaminated by something so disgraceful, they arouse a shameful
recollection of the deed.24
Here Augustine asks the question why the beast must die too, pointing out that
an animal cannot be punished because it is not rational, unlike humans. Therefore, he
thinks this may be a metaphor (transferuntur verba), in particular a rationali ad
rationale. He argues that the meaning of this metaphor is that a beast is not worthy of
having memories of sex with a human, and that it must die for this reason.
In De Quantitate Animae (387/8) Augustine goes much further than the classical
view. In this work he deals with the titular metaphor, the size of the soul. He says that
metaphors are used to talk about the soul: "many words are applied in a transferred
sense from the body to the soul".25 Augustine tries to align his terminology with the
classics; the phrase "from the body to the soul" resembles Aristotle's and Quintilian's
definition of energetic metaphor, and he provides classical examples of this concept,
citing Vergil: "the wicked mountain, and earthly justice".26
However, Augustine's metaphors about the soul are much more exciting than the
classical definitions and examples that he adopts. He understands that the concept of
soul is structured by the concept of body. He points out that we can talk about the soul
as if it had a certain size, even though this is not literally true. In addition, he says that,
An quemadmodum transferuntur verba modo locutionis, quae graece appellatur μεταφορά, ab animali
ad inanimale.
23
LH 7.54 (Jdgs 15:14). “sicut stuppa cum olefecerit ignem”
The expression does not appear in the Hebrew text, nor in the LX. It does occur in the Vulgate, but with
very different wording, "ad odorem ignis", so possibly Augustine cites the Vulgate by heart. The
expression does occur further on in the LXX, in Jdgs 16:9.
24
Quaeritur quomodo sit reum pecus, cum sit inrationale nec ullo modo legis capax. An quemadmodum
transferuntur verba modo locutionis, quae graece appellatur μεταφορά, ab animali ad inanimale - sicut
dicitur inprobus ventus vel iratum mare - ita et hic translatum est a rationali ad inrationale ? Nam pecora
inde credendum est iussa interfici, quia tali flagitio contaminata indignam refricant facti memoriam.
25
De Quantitate Animae 17.30. "A corpore ad animum multa verba transferri".
26
Vergil, Bucol. 9.32. "De montem improbum, et iustissimam tellurem".
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just like the body has different types of growth, some good, others bad (e.g. tumours),
the same goes for the soul. He draws a connection between several aspects of soul and
body, and at the same time, he denies that the soul is literally a body. Thus, in this
case, albeit a single one, Augustine goes much further than the classical theory of
metaphor and moves towards the modern theory of metaphor.
3.1.4

Sermo 4: partiality of metaphor
Sermo 4, an exegetical sermon on Jacob’s deceit to obtain his father’s blessing,27
as in De Quantitate Animae, is a highly unique passage in Augustine’s work, because
his insight exceeds that of the classical authors. He shows understanding of the
partiality of metaphors (similar to Black). In his discussion of the metaphor “Christ is
a rock” (1 Cor 10:4) he puts forward that Christ is not really a rock but that a property
of rocks, firmness, is transferred to Christ:28
Why is he called a rock? On account of strength and courage...
We know what rock is; and yet a hard and obstinate person is called a rock,
and a solid, immovable person is called rock. We know the solidity of rock,
and we accept Christ as the rock: Now the rock was Christ (1 Cor 10:4). We
know the strength and the courage of a lion - and yet the devil too is called a
lion. So what do we know about guile that will help us to take guile figuratively
[in figura], as we take mountain, as we take lion, as we take lamb, as we take
rock, and all the rest?
Here the word figuratively (in figura) equals the Aristotelian view of metaphor
as an analogy, and most importantly the idea that metaphor can be replaced by proper
terms. However, Augustine is aware of something that Aristotle did not discuss: not
all properties of the rock are transferred to Christ. The word rock has multiple
entailments, not all of them positive; Augustine does not transfer the properties
uncouth and rough, but only the positive entailments solid and strong. This is similar
to Black's interaction view, in which the creativity of the reader is needed to connect
the source field and the target field. Augustine does this by means of his axiom; his
ideas about God (the target field) determine which properties are transferred. In
addition to the partiality of metaphor, Augustine is aware that multiple metaphorical
concepts have to be used alongside each other.29 For example, he calls God a lion, a
lamb, a calf, etc., each showing a different aspect of God: strength, innocence,
victimhood. Looking from the perspective of the modern theory of metaphor, there is
only one disadvantage to his approach: Augustine himself goes through the creative
27

The present study focuses on Augustine’s exegetical works, in which he uses different methods than
he does in his pastoral works (including sermons). This sermon, however, is highly exegetical, as it
discusses allegorical interpretation at great length.
Date is unknown: Rebillard: 22 January 410-419, Gryson: 22/12/4/03, Hill: before 420, taken from
Dupont, Anthony, Gratia in Augustine’s Sermones Ad Populum During the Pelagian Controversy, p.
265.
28
Sermo 4.22
Quare dictus est petra? Propter firmitatem. ...
Novimus enim quid sit petra: et tamen dicitur de homine absurdo et duro petra, et de homine robusto et
immobili dicitur petra; et ad laudem inde duxisti firmitatem, et ad vituperationem duritiam. Novimus
in petra firmitatem, et accepimus Christum petram: Petram autem erat Christus [1 Cor. 10,4]. In leone
fortitudinem novimus : et tamen leo etiam diabolus nominatus est. In dolo quid novimus, ut accipiamus
in figura dolum, quemadmodum accipitur et mons, quemadmodum accipitur leo, quemadmodum
accipitur agnus, quemadmodum accipitur petra, et cetera?
29
See Lakoff and Johnson (1980), p. 10
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process of choosing which properties should be transferred from the source field to
the target field, but he ends up replacing the metaphor by proper language, thus
diminishing the metaphor's creative force for his own readers.30
3.1.5

Conclusion
So far, we have seen that Augustine's definition and terminology of metaphor
depend on the classical theory. Quintilian’s influence is the strongest, and Augustine
quotes him almost literally. Quintilian, of the Latin authors that have been discussed,
is the closest to Aristotle’s view of metaphor. In most cases, Augustine adheres to the
classical substitution view. This is especially the case for his interpretation of idiom,
which is warranted because idiom has a fixed meaning. He also uses the substitution
view to deal with anthropomorphisms such as the emotions of God. This is a
problematic approach; since God is ineffable, the anthropomorphisms are inadequate,
but so is the substituted meaning of the metaphor.
What is surprising is that Augustine maintains the classical terminology in a
precise way, while at the same time proposing his own contributions. A few passages
from De Quantitate Animae and Sermo 4 have been discussed in which he already
shows some aspects that resemble the modern theory of metaphor. These instances are
anecdotal, but they are important nevertheless because they are precursors of
Augustine's theory of metaphor in De Genesi ad Litteram, in which he deals properly
with the ineffability of God.
I will now turn to allegory, and will investigate, among other things, the
relationship with metaphor.

3.2

Allegory

Augustine's allegorical interpretation has been treated extensively by scholars,
and it is a difficult task even to list the complete overview of literature on the topic.
Therefore, the goal of this section is limited to the questions that were raised earlier:
what is the relationship between Augustine's allegorical interpretation and the classical
view of metaphor and allegory? Most importantly, is his understanding of allegory
related to metaphor, and does it adhere to the substitution view? And is allegorical
interpretation an adequate way to deal with the ineffability of God? Some authors have
answered these questions positively, for instance Frederick van Fleteren, who has
equated allegory to metaphor (without motivation), and has claimed that allegory is
both capable of creating delight and of expressing true claims about God.31 However,
it will turn out that this claim is not correct. Like in the previous section on metaphor,
the goal of this section is to establish Augustine's theoretical principles on allegory. In
the subsequent chapters of this dissertation I will put these principles to the test.
I will discuss two understandings of the concept of allegory: (1) classical
allegory, based on figures or other tropes in the narrative itself, and (2) Pauline
allegory, in which a historical event in the Old Testament foreshadows an event in the
New Testament. First, I will complete the discussion of metaphorical signs in DC,
which is now possible as I have investigated the classical authors and Augustine's view
of metaphor. The conclusion will be that Augustine's terminology is aligned with the
30

I will return to this in section 5.2.4
Fleteren, Frederick van, "Augustine's Principles of Biblical Exegesis, De doctrina christiana Aside:
Miscellaneous Observations", in Augustinian Studies 27-2, 1996, pp. 109-130, p. 117
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classical authors, but that there is good reason to doubt that this is also true for the
substance of his views. Then, I will consider Augustine's view of allegorical
interpretation in other works, De Utilitate Credendi, DC, Sermo 4, De Trinitate, and
the parable of the Good Samaritan in De Genesi ad Litteram. In these works, the
allegorical interpretation is Pauline rather than classical. Finally, I will assess the key
distinction criteria between classical allegory and Pauline allegory. Also, I will
indicate whether allegorical interpretation is an adequate way to deal with the
ineffability of God. This will be the basis for the next chapters, in which I will show
how Augustine's view of metaphors evolves in his commentaries on the creation
narrative as well as in QH.
3.2.1

Terminology: figura, allegoria, and typus
Augustine's terminology in relation to allegory is not straightforward, and it is
necessary therefore to devote some attention to it first. Robert W. Bernard, in his
dissertation on Augustine's terminology of figurative language,32 has pointed out that
in his early works (pre-400), Augustine uses allegoria as an umbrella term for nonliteral language. In Augustine’s later work he uses figura as an umbrella term,
comprising allegoria, which now has a more restrictive meaning, and typus.33 Bernard
has pointed out that “Allegory is fictional, but has a “true meaning” … furthermore,
[allegory] deals with truths, particularly in the sphere of ethics or moral behavior, that
are seen as universally true, and are not tied to a particular historical context”.34
Augustine's concept of typus (type) is related to allegory, but at the same time type and
allegory are contrasting concepts. Bernard describes typus as “an actual and concrete
reality [i.e. a sign] that stands a representative of something else, to which it points
forward in time”.35 Thus, allegory and typology have different goals, and there is a
difference in historicity.
Any discussion on Augustine's use of allegory must deal with the diffuseness of
this concept. My approach is to adhere to his own terminology as much as possible,
which will work out well in most cases; even though the term allegory is used in
various ways by different authors, the use within a single author, Augustine, is much
more consistent. In some cases, however, it will be necesary for my argument to label
a passage in Augustine as allegorical interpretation, and in these cases, I will make
this explicit. The same approach will be used for metaphor, even though this concept
is much more clearly defined.
3.2.2

De Doctrina Christiana: alignment with the classical terminology of
metaphor
In DC Augustine aligns himself with the classical rhetorical theory of allegory,
especially regarding terminology and definition, as I will show by discussing a few
passages. In the first passage, Augustine describes allegory (allegoria) as a
combination of the extensive use of metaphors, which leads to obscurity (obtegant
sensum - to cover up the meaning):

32

For the floating character of Augustine's terminology, see Marrou (1938), p. 215 and Lawless, G.,
"On Understanding Augustine of Hippo" in Downside Review 100, 1982, pp. 31-46, p. 41.
33
Bernard, Robbert William, In Figura: Terminology Pertaining to Figurative Exegesis in the Works
of Augustine of Hippo, Princeton University 1984, p. 5
34
ibid., pp. 14-15
35
ibid., p. 16
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Even here [Rom 2:5-9], admittely, some words are used metaphorically (verba
translata), such as 'wrath of God' and 'crucified', but they are not so many, or
so unclear in expression, as to hide the sense and create allegory or obscurity,
which is what I mean by a figurative expression in the strict sense.36
Thus, Augustine follows Quintilian’s idea that a single metaphor does not make
a text unclear. Consequently, he sets metaphor (for instance, the emotions of God)
apart from allegory. Only the continuous use of metaphors leads to enigma and
allegory. An important difference between Augustine and Quintilian is that Augustine
appreciates obscurity in certain cases, while Quintilian values clarity above all.37 As
an example of allegory, Augustine mentions Jer 1:10:38
On the other hand, Jeremiah's phrase 'Behold today I have established you over
nations and kingdoms, to uproot and destroy, to lay waste and scatter' (Jer 1:10)
is, without doubt, entirely figurative, and so must be related to the aim that I
mentioned above.
Augustine does not describe how the passage in Jeremiah should be interpreted,
only that the literal meaning is untrue.39 This is possibly in line with Quintilian’s
"another meaning" class of allegory, but there is no question here of allegory based on
metaphor allegory. The only thing we know is that the literal sense should be rejected,
on the basis on the absurdity criterion.
(2) Further on in DC, Augustine sees analogy and comparison as the basis of all
figurative language. Moreover, he gives guidelines on how to find the figurative
meaning: "Once this becomes clear [that the expression is figurative], the words in
which it is expressed will be found to be taken either from things that are similar or
things that are in some way connected".40 This corresponds with the classical theory,
in which analogy is the basis of metaphor, which in turn is the basis of allegory. A
little further, Augustine advises his readers to learn about tropes, of which he thinks
metaphor is the most important, and he mentions other tropes, including metaphor and
allegory.41 He says that these tropes are learned in liberal education, again an
indication that he follows the classical theory.
(3) A final indication in DC that Augustine follows the classical theory of
allegory is that he does not distinguish Christian allegorical interpretation from the
classical allegorical interpretation applied to the works of Virgil and Homer. He
merely says that these pagan works are useless, even if allegorical interpretation is
applied to them, without explicitly condemning the pagan methods.42

36

DC 3.11.17
Nisi quia et hic quaedam verba translata tractantur, sicuti est ‘ira dei’ et ‘crucifixerunt’; sed non tam
multa sunt vel ita posita ut obtegant sensum et allegoriam vel aenigma faciant, quam proprie figuratam
locutionem voco.
37
See section 2.1.5
38
DC 3.11.17
39
Augustine does not spell out the meaning of the obscure passage, but he points the reader in the right
direction: the enemies that have to be destroyed are carnal desires.
40
DC 3.24.34-3.25.35
Quod cum apparuerit, verba quibus continetur aut a similibus rebus ducta invenientur aut ab aliqua
vicinitate attingentibus.
41
ibid., 3.29.40-42. In addition, in 3.37.56 Augustine says that the rules of Tyconius (3.30.42 -3.37.56)
are related to tropes.
42
DC 3.7.11
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In sum, in DC Augustine aligns himself with the classical theory of allegory, but
as I will show next, this is not the complete story.
3.2.3

Pauline allegory
In addition to classical allegory, Augustine uses a different type of allegorical
interpretation, Pauline allegory. As early as in De Utilitate Credendi (391), one of
Augustine’s earliest works, his justification of the use of allegorical interpretation is
that Jesus Christ and the apostles used it.43 The exact word allegory does not occur in
Scripture, however, the key passage of Gal 4:24 contains the verb ἀλληγορούμενα,
which the NRSV translates as "is an allegory". The passage reads: "Now this is an
allegory: these women [Sarah and Hagar] are two covenants. Now Hagar is Mount
Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her
children. But the other woman corresponds to the Jerusalem above; she is free, and
she is our mother." (Gal 4:24-25). Further on, Paul relates freedom to Christ, "For
freedom Christ has set us free." (Gal 5:1). Thus, Paul does not deny that Hagar and
Sarah existed, but says that they also point to a future reality, the new covenant.
Throughout his oeuvre, Augustine cites this passage many times, among others in DC
and De Trinitate.44 In De Trinitate, Augustine explicitly distinguishes Paul's use of the
concept of allegory from classical allegory:45
Some of our translators, unwilling to use a Greek word for the apostle's phrase,
these things are put in an allegory [quae sunt in allegoria] (Gal 4:24) have
translated with a circumlocution and said, "these things are signifying one
thing from another." Of this trope, that is allegory, there are various species,
and among them the one called enigma. ....
But when the apostle talked of allegory, he did not find it in words but in a
fact, arguing that the two testaments are to be understood from the two sons of
Abraham, one born of the slave woman, the other of the free; this was not just
said - it happened.
In this passage, Augustine distinguishes between allegory in words (allegoria in
verbis) and allegory in facts (allegoria in factis).46 He sees allegory in words as the
ordinary sense of the word allegory; he follows Quintilian's view of allegory as a
container term for a number of tropes in which the literal meaning is replaced by
something else.47 Then he points out that Paul uses the word allegory in a different
way: the words preserve their original, historical meaning, and the historical meaning

43

De Utilitate Credendi 5-6
Mayer, Cornelius Petrus, "Allegoria", in Cornelius Petrus Mayer and Erich Feldmann, AugustinusLexikon. Basel: Schwabe, 1986, pp. 234-239, p. 234
45
De Trinitate 15.9
Unde quidam interpretes nostri quod ait apostolus, quae sunt in allegoria, nolentes graecum vocabulum
ponere circumloquendo interpretati sunt dicentes, "quae sunt aliud ex alio significantia". Huius autem
tropi, id est allegoriae, plures sunt species in quibus est etiam quod dicitur aenigma. ... Sed ubi
allegoriam nominavit apostolus non in verbis eam reperit sed in facto cum ex duobus filiis Abrahae,
uno de ancilla, altero de libera, quod non dictum sed etiam factum fuit duo Testamenta intellegenda
monstravit.
46
Augustine's Latin version of Gal 4:24 renders the verb ἀλληγορούμενα with a noun, "quae sunt in
allegoria".
47
See also Pépin, Jean, "L'herméneutique de Saint Augustin éclairée par la rhétorique classique", in
Herméneutique: textes, science, colloque de Cerisy-la-Salle, Paris, PUF, 1997, pp. 19-31.
44
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itself has a further meaning.48 Thus, the term allegoria in factis corresponds to
Bernard's typus, and allegoria in verbis - the classical type of allegory - to Bernard's
allegoria.
Augustine says that in Gal 4:24 Sarah and Hagar signify the two testaments,49
even though historically speaking Sarah and Hagar actually existed as individuals.
Essentially, the Old Testament text is related to a future event or concept in the New
Testament. I will call this Pauline allegory, because Augustine bases himself on Paul,
but it is not my intention to say something about Paul's understanding of allegory. I
will extend this idea to any future event that is related to the Church.
I will now consider examples of Augustine's allegorical interpretation, and assess
whether he follows the classical view of allegory or Pauline allegory. As I will show
on the basis of a number of examples, Augustine uses a great deal of Pauline allegory.
Finally, I will explain the difference between these two views, and discuss the
relationship between Augustine's allegory and the theory of metaphor discussed in the
previous section.
3.2.3.1 The allegorical interpretation of the Song of Songs and the parable
of the Good Samaritan
In De Genesi ad Litteram, Augustine points out that some texts were intended by
the author to be figurative, for example the Song of Songs.50 Furthermore, he claims
that parables are intended to be purely figurative as well.51 He does not explain his
selection criteria, instead he asserts that the figurative intention of these texts is so
clear that anyone can see that. The rationale might be the absence of the historical
sense; this is the case for the Song of Songs, and parables are not intended to be
historically true as well. The acceptance of the historical sense will turn out to be
important further on.
(1) In Augustine's comment on the text of Cant 4:2 in DC, which contains this
chapter’s opening quotation, he interprets the woman in the Song of Songs as the
Church. In addition, he interprets her teeth as the saints who cut away heresies, and
the shaving of the sheep as the putting away of sins, and he thinks that the washing of
the sheep signifies baptism.52 This interpretation is strongly inspired by Paul's
allegorical interpretation, as every aspect of the text of the Song of Songs is linked to
a future event related to the Church.
(2) In his interpretation of the parable of the Good Samaritan in Quaestiones
Evangelistarum, Augustine says that the cities of Jerusalem and Jericho should be
interpreted figuratively, even though these cities really exist. In his interpretation,
every detail of the parable is given an allegorical meaning which points at future
realities that are related to the Church. To give the reader an idea: the man who went
from Jerusalem to Jericho is Adam, Jerusalem is the heavenly city of peace, the priest
and the Levite signify the priesthood of the Old Testament, the inn signifies the Church
and the Samaritan Jesus himself.53
48

The idea that Paul used the term allegory in an improper way, and actually meant typus, can be traced
back to Chrysostom, Homily on Galatians 4.24.
49
This goes beyond Paul, who speaks of covenants; the New Testament was not composed at the time
of writing of Galatians.
50
DGL 8.1.2
51
DGL 8.4.8
52
DC 2.6.7
53
Quaestiones Evangeliorum 2.19
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3.2.4

Augustine's application of classical allegory
In the examples above, Augustine used Pauline allegory, but did he also use
classical allegory (allegoria in verbis)? Henri Crouzel, who focuses on Origen, has
rightly pointed out that both typology and allegory are truly Christian, and can already
be found in the New Testament and the Church Fathers of the second century.54 He
says that allegory is necessary to talk about God, who can only be understood by
means of analogies and symbols. Thus, classical allegory is a necessary element of
Christian interpretation.55
In his early works, Augustine sees anthropomorphisms as allegory, for example
in Contra epistolam Manichaei 23. But later on, Augustine classifies
anthropomorphisms as metaphor, for example, the jealousy of God, as discussed in
the previous section. In another example, he calls "the hand of God" a metaphor in De
Genesi ad Litteram.56 I think that Augustine rightly sees anthropomorphisms as
metaphor, because there is a great difference between them and the examples of
Pauline allegory that we have seen. On the other hand, we cannot say yet if all classical
allegory is based on metaphor, and therefore the difference between Pauline and
classical allegory cannot be assessed yet.
3.2.4.1 Allegory as different from the literal meaning: classical or Pauline?
Augustine also views allegory as a change of meaning without mentioning a link
with metaphor, as I will show on the basis of two examples. I will answer the question
whether this is classical of Pauline allegory. In De Utilitate Credendi he presents the
famous scheme of four aspects of understanding Scripture (history, anagogy, analogy,
allegory). He does not provide an elaborate explanation of the concept of allegory, but
merely points out that it is the opposite of the literal meaning.57
The whole of the scripture that we call the Old Testament is offered to those
who seriously wish to understand it under four aspects: as history, as
explanation, as analogy, and as allegory. .... There is the aspect of allegory,
when we are taught that what was written is not to be taken literally but has to
be understood in a figurative sense.
In Sermo 4, as we have seen before, Augustine explores this idea further by
making a surprising comparison between allegory and deceit.58
As a side note, in this way, the original meaning of the parable, that people should help their neighbours
regardless of the social group that they belong to, is overridden by a different meaning. Some disagree
with this interpretation of the parable of the Good Samaritan, arguing that it has nothing to do with the
message that Jesus wanted to convey, for see instane G.B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the
Bible, London: Duckworth, 1980, p. 165.
54
Crouzel, Henri, "La distinction de la 'Typologie' et de l'Allegorie'", in Bulletin de littérature
ecclésiastique 3, 1964, pp. 161-174
55
“La connaissance de Dieu par l’homme ne peut être qu’analogique et symbolique. Les concepts
abstraits de la théologie n’y échappent pas, car ils sont, de ce point de vue, des symboles plus
désincarnés, significant une relation d’analogie entre les réalités humaines et les divines” (ibid., pp.
166-167).
56
See section 5.3.2.1
57
De Utilitate Credendi 1.3.5
Omnis igitur scriptura, quae testamentum vetus vocatur, diligenter eam nosse cupientibus quadrifariam
traditur: secundum historiam, secundum aetiologiam, secundum analogiam, secundum allegoriam. ...
Secundum allegoriam, cum docetur non ad litteram esse accipienda quaedam, quae scripta sunt, sed
figurate intellegenda.
58
Sermo 4.23
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Guile is when one thing is done and another pretended. When there is one thing
in intention and another in deeds, it is called guile. Guile in the proper sense is
deceit, in the figurative sense - it is the figurative sense. Every figurative and
allegorical text or utterance seems to mean one thing materially, and to suggest
another thing spiritually. So he called this figurative sense by the name of guile.
In this sermon, Augustine provides an allegorical interpretation of Jacob's
blessing: the kids that Jacob kills are the sins, and the fact that Jacob wears the kid
skins means that he bears the sins of others.59 Here, every aspect of the story is replaced
by another meaning. It is not clear how Augustine devised the other meaning.
Thus, in some cases Augustine sees allegory as a change of meaning, without a
link to metaphor. This resembles Quintilian's first type of allegory, but "change of
meaning" is so generic that it is hard to prove a similarity. There is also a similarity
with Quintilian’s examples of allegory. Consider the previously discussed example in
which the ship is an allegory of the state: "O ship, new waves will bear thee back to
sea. What dost thou? Make the haven, come what may".60 Quintilian points out that
everything in this sentence stands for something else, e.g. the ship is the state and the
tempests are the civil wars. This is similar to Augustine's examples of allegorical
interpretation. On the other hand, Augustine's examples also resemble Pauline
allegory. It is certain, though, that Augustine's view of allegory in the examples above
adheres to the substitution view.
3.2.5

Assessment: Augustine’s allegorical interpretation in the light of the
classical metaphor theory and Paul's allegory
Based on the material discussed, we can now assess the relationship between
Augustine's allegorical interpretation and his theory of metaphor described in the
previous section, the classical theory of metaphor and allegory as espoused for
instance by Quintilian. In DC Augustine aligns himself with Quintilian’s definition of
allegory, in particular the first class of allegory based on a change of meaning,
according to which allegory is a continuation of metaphors, or another trope that yields
a change of meaning. Quintilian’s ideas are visible in Augustine's allegorical
interpretation of the parable of the Good Samaritan, Cant 4:2, and the interpretation in
Sermo 4, in which every detail undergoes a change of meaning. These changes are not
based on metaphor, or on an analogous understanding – nor is this required by
Quintilian’s definition. In addition, Augustine’s allegorical interpretation adheres to
the substitution view.
However, in other works, Augustine discusses Pauline allegory, which he
distinguishes from classical (Quintilian's) allegory. For the examples that have been
discussed, it is not always certain if they are Pauline or classical. Some are explicitly
Pauline, and others (e.g. Sermo 4) strongly resemble it. At the same time, Augustine's
allegorical interpretation may also resemble (one of the types of) Quintilian's allegory,
to present one thing in words and another in meaning (aliud sensu ostendit). So far,
the distinction between classical and Pauline allegory is not yet clear, nor is
Dolus est quando aliud agitur, et aliud simulatur. Quando itaque aliud est in intentione, aliud in factis,
dolus dicitur… Dolus in proprietate fraus; in figura, ipsa figura. Omnis enim figurate et allegorica lectio
vel locutio, aliud videtur sonare carnaliter, aliud insinuare spiritualiter. Hanc ergo figuram doli nomine
appellavit.
59
Sermo 4.16
60
O navis, referent in mare te novi. Fluctus? O quid agis? Fortiter occupa portum.

3. AUGUSTINE ON METAPHOR AND ALLEGORY

75

Augustine's position with regard to this. I will explain the common views first, before
providing my own thoughts and suggestions for further research.
Some scholars have argued that in Pauline allegory the historical meaning is
accepted in addition to the allegorical meaning, while classical allegory denies the
historical meaning. This consistent with Bernard's post-400 terminological split into
typology (which is Pauline allegory) and allegory (which is classical allegory). This
view is also supported by Augustine's commentary on Gal 4,24, discussed above, in
which he calls Pauline allegory allegoria in factis, which he distinguishes from the
ordinary (classical) allegoria in verbis. In addition, as Bernard says, the view that in
allegory the literal meaning is not true is common among the Church Fathers;
Chrysostom already saw that in allegory the facts in the story did not actually take
place.61 Therefore, Bernard's distinction between allegory and typology on the basis
of whether or not the historical meaning is accepted seems justified. Moreover, this
distinction has been widely recognised. Martin Irvine has referred to allegory as
allegory in words and to typology as allegory in events.62 Luisa Valente has called
allegory allegoria in verbis or allegory 1, and typology allegoria in factis or allegory
2.63 Mark Edwards has made a similar distinction.64 In Bernard’s view, the criterion
of distinction between Pauline and classical allegory is the acceptance of the historical
meaning. There is no indication that there is a distinction in the allegorical meaning
itself; Pauline allegory could be essentially the same as classical allegory, with an
addition of the historical meaning.
Henri de Lubac, an authority on the topic of allegory, has gone further in
distinguishing Pauline allegory from classical allegory, at least so it appears at first
sight. In his book Exégèse Médiévale (1959),65 a meticulous investigation of early
Christian exegesis, he has asserted that Christian allegorical interpretation is a
completely different method than pagan, most notably Stoic, allegorical
interpretation.66 De Lubac has claimed that all Christian allegory is in fact Pauline,
although he has admitted some "literary" (pagan) use of allegory by the Church
Fathers.67 De Lubac has pointed out that Paul merely borrowed the term allegoria
from the Greek grammarians, as the pagan allegorists, but used it to denote a very
different concept.68 This thought also occurs in the document The Interpretation of the
Bible in the Church by the Pontifical Biblical Commission: "The fathers' recourse to
allegory transcends for the most part a simple adaptation to the allegorical method in
use among pagan authors."69
There is an important nuance between pagan allegorical interpretation and
classical allegory. I will explain this briefly, because pagan allegorical interpretation
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is beyond the scope of this study. The classical authors that have been discussed, e.g.
Quintilian, see allegory as a rhetorical device that a speaker or writer may choose to
use. Pagan allegorical interpretation, on the other hand, is something that usually
happened to a text, leading to a meaning that could not have been intended by the
author.70 Augustine's idea of the complex authorial intention of Scripture enables an
interesting position: the sacred author (e.g. Moses) may not have foreseen an
allegorical interpretation, but it was the intention of the Holy Spirit to convey the
allegorical meaning to later - Christian - readers. The application of Augustine's axiom
safeguards that the allegorical meaning does not contradict the divine will. Thus, the
alignment with the divine authorial intention could be an important feature of Christian
allegory that pagan allegory does not possess, however, de Lubac has not mentioned
this. He comes closest to this idea in his negative observation that the Church Fathers
did not seek to find their own arbitrary truth in Scripture:71
To believe him [I.G. Rosenmüller], the ancient doctors, completely
abandoning history, systematically changing the meaning of words, mixing the
opinions of the Greeks with the accounts of Moses, putting themselves under
the tutelage of Plato, Plutarch, Heraclitus, and Philo, had metamorphosed
biblical history into a philosophy; thus, their allegorical exegesis was not only
arbitrary, but completely contrary to the purity of our religion.
De Lubac disapproves of the distinction between the terms allegory and typology
as the difference between pagan and Christian allegory respectively.72
Others make a distinction between "allegory" and "typology" which expresses
a certain truth but which is not founded upon the whole of the texts and, as we
have seen in the preceding chapters, does not correspond to the terminology of
the ancients. ... Christian and pagan allegory ... are two opposed methods,
proceeding from two opposed doctrines and two frames of mind.
Of these arguments, the most compelling one is that Christian allegory is utterly
different from pagan allegory; it is not pagan allegory with the historical sense added
to it. Unfortunately, de Lubac never explains what Christian allegory is, nor what its
foundation is, except that it is completely different from pagan allegorical
interpretation. The claim that Church Fathers did not use the terms allegory and
typology does not stand up, as Augustine in fact uses these terms distinctively, as did
other "ancients", as Bernard has shown. De Lubac even admits multiple times that
Christian allegory is allegoria in factis, a synonym of typology. He even has referred
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to the passage in De Trinitate in which Augustine says that Pauline allegory is
allegoria in factis, as opposed to the ordinary concept of allegory.73 Further on, he
repeats this passage, and points at similar ideas in the work of among others Origen,
Ambrose, and Chrysostom.74 Then, he says that "Biblical allegory is essentially
allegoria facti".75 Moreover, throughout his book, de Lubac underlines the importance
of the historical sense in Christian allegory. For example, he approvingly quotes Th.
Preiss, who says that early Christian exegesis is different from "Hellenistic" exegesis
by the acceptance of the historical sense.76 Summing up, on the one hand de Lubac
has concluded that Christian allegory is typology or allegoria in factis, but on the other
hand he has failed to prove that it is completely different from pagan allegory.
In my view, the distinction between allegory and typology is not very important.
I concur with Van Fleteren: "Modern biblical scholarship at times forcefully
distinguishes between typology and allegory.77 Augustine did not so distinguish - a
type was a kind of allegory".78 This is consistent with David Dawson79 and Bernard
(in a later article),80 who have contended that there is no difference between allegory
and typology, but without delivering clear proof. Similarly, Jean Pépin has underlined
that allegoria in factis is not possible without allegoria in verbis, because it depends
on God's revelation in Scripture.81 I would raise a practical objection to the distinction
between typology and allegory. Firstly, this distinction is not always pronounced; it is
not always clear whether Augustine accepts the historical sense. Sometimes he uses
the term allegoria to refer to allegoria in factis, and in other cases he simply provides
an allegorical interpretation without indicating whether he accepts or rejects the
73
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historical sense. Secondly, he denies the history of certain texts as well as parables,
and in this case the distinction between allegory and typology is not of much use.
However, there is a much more fundamental difference between metaphor and
allegory: in allegorical interpretation, the metaphor cannot be found in the text, but the
interpretation itself is a metaphor. Compare, for instance, the statement "I am a jealous
God" (Exod 34:14), identified by Augustine as a metaphor,82 with "the inn is the
Church" in the allegorical interpretation of the Good Samaritan. Both are metaphors,
but the first occurs in Scripture itself, while the latter occurs in the interpretation.
Consequently, a Pauline allegorical interpretation may explain more about the future
object (e.g. the Church) than it explains about the Old Testament text. For example,
the interpretation of the Song of Songs in DC says more about how Augustine sees the
Church than about the meaning of the passage in Scripture. This is an interesting angle
for further research.

3.3

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have investigated Augustine’s view of metaphor and allegory
by looking at passages in which he defines these terms, or expresses his thoughts on
them. There are only a few of these passages, since in most cases he uses these
concepts without mentioning their names. I have shown that Augustine aligns himself
with the classical definitions of metaphor and allegory, especially with Quintilian’s,
which he often quotes literally. With regard to metaphor, he follows the classical view
and sees it as a rhetorical device based on analogy or similarity in general that can be
substituted by a literal expression without loss of cognitive content.
With regard to allegory, Augustine also aligns himself with Quintilian, whose
concept of allegory is wide, and includes the Ciceronian notion of continued use of
metaphor, but also any trope that involves a change of meaning, even irony. It appears
that Augustine never sees metaphor as the basis of allegory, but rather as a “change of
meaning”. While Augustine clearly echoes Quintilian’s ideas, this view of allegory is
so broad that it is hardly informative.
In addition, Augustine bases the use of allegorical interpretation on the
interpretation of Sarah and Hagar in Gal 4:24, in which Paul connects Sarah to the new
covenant and Hagar to the old covenant. Inspired by this interpretation, Augustine's
allegorical interpretation tends to relate an Old Testament event to a future event in
the New Testament; I have called this Pauline interpretation. In De Trinitate Augustine
calls Paul's allegorical interpretation in Galatians allegory in facts and distinguishes
this from the ordinary use of the word allegory, allegory in words. Allegory in facts
means that the facts in the narrative have actually happened, but that they have a
meaning as well. But this distinction is problematic, since we do not always know if
Augustine accepts or rejects the historical meaning in a certain allegorical
interpretation, and he sees some texts, such as the Song of Songs, as ahistorical
altogether. It is a topic for further research to investigate the true character of Pauline
allegorical interpretation, and its relationship with the classical view of allegory.
It is sure, however, that metaphor and allegory are not related in Augustine’s
view. The key difference is that metaphors blend in with the literal meaning, for
example “the ropes smelt fire” (Jdgs 15:14, Augustine's version) plays a role in the
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narrative of God’s freeing of Samson. An allegorical interpretation, on the other hand,
tends to override the literal meaning, or at least add an additional meaning.
In the next chapter, I will deal with Augustine's commentaries on the creation
narrative. I will discuss his view of historical interpretation, a topic that has emerged
in this chapter, but has not been properly addressed yet. In addition, I will give a more
profound account of Augustine's view of metaphor and allegory, and investigate how
it develops over time. Subsequently, in chapter 5, I will show that he develops a new
view of metaphor in De Genesi ad Litteram, which is a precursor of the modern theory
of metaphor of Black and Lakoff and Johnson. In De Genesi ad Litteram he considers
the ineffability of God and solves the most formidable problem of using the classical
view: metaphors are used because we cannot talk about God in proper terms, and
therefore, it should not be possible to apply the substitution view of metaphor. The
same problem applies to allegorical interpretation when it is used to deal with
anthropomorphisms.

II
Augustine's developing view of metaphor
in the creation narrative

4. History and allegory in the creation narrative
Throughout his entire Christian life, Augustine was particularly interested in the
creation narrative, and he wrote five commentaries on it. The most notable of these
commentaries is De Genesi ad Litteram (DGL), published in 416,1 (although he started
writing it in 404, possibly earlier)2 in which - as the title of the book indicates Augustine explores the literal interpretation of the creation narrative and the expulsion
from Paradise, as it is described in the first three chapters of Genesis. In this chapter,
I will discuss what Augustine means by literal interpretation, as this is more
complicated than it might seem. In short, in DGL literal interpretation means historical
interpretation, an investigation of the facts that happened, as opposed to allegorical
interpretation; and this is interesting, since Augustine is generally known for his
allegorical interpretation. What makes his notion of literal interpretation more
complicated is that he thinks that a number of historical events in the creation narrative
are described by means of metaphors. Since metaphor and allegory are often
associated, it may seem that interpretation in DGL is not altogether different from
allegorical interpretation. However, I will argue that Augustine's analysis of metaphor
in this work is innovative and fundamentally different from allegorical interpretation.
He thinks that metaphors are essential to talk about the metaphysical and that they
cannot be replaced by literal expressions, thus going beyond the classical theory of
metaphor. Moreover, as I will show in the next chapter, Augustine uses a new view of
metaphor to interpret the creation narrative, a view that is similar to the modern theory
of metaphor developed by Lakoff and Johnson.
Before turning to DGL I will address Augustine's previous commentaries on the
creation narrative, to show the development of his ideas. (1) Augustine's first
commentary on the creation narrative, De Genesi contra Manichaeos (DGCM), was
published in 388/389, shortly after his conversion to Christianity in 387.3 In this work,
Augustine already states that his goal is to give a literal interpretation, and he uses
allegorical interpretation only as a last resort, whenever he is unable to come up with
a literal interpretation that could deal with the metaphysical events described in the
creation narrative. I will also examine his allegorical interpretation, to be able to
confirm later on that Augustine uses a different approach in DGL. (2) The second
commentary, De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus (393/395),4 is an unfinished work,
which Augustine published to show his development.5 This work contains some
elements that are elaborated in DGL, as I will briefly discuss. (3) The third
commentary on the creation narrative is contained in the last three books of
Confessiones, book 11 to 13, dated 397.6 This commentary is relevant because at that
time Augustine already had the idea that some historical events in Scripture are
metaphysical, and have been described using metaphors, as this is the only way that
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human beings can understand the message. (4) The last commentary, in De Civitate
Dei, book 11 (dated 417/418)7, is beyond the scope of this chapter.

4.1

De Genesi contra Manichaeos

De Genesi contra Manichaeos, which Augustine wrote three years after his
conversion from Manicheism to Christianity, is an apologetic work against the
Manicheans, and the intended audience are Christians. In this work, he states that his
goal is to use simple language in order to reach both educated and uneducated people.8
DGCM can only be understood properly in its anti-Manichean context. The
Manicheans believed in two independent powers of evil and good; they thought that
matter was evil, and spirit (or light) was good. They rejected the creation narrative in
Genesis because it meant God was in darkness before he created the light.9 Augustine
responds that darkness is the absence of light; darkness is not something in itself. Thus,
he extends the physical meaning of light and darkness to a spiritual one, and uses it to
refute the Manichean view that evil is a power on its own; instead, he asserts that evil
is the absence of good.10 This will become the basis of his theory on good and evil,
which is beyond the scope of this dissertation.
DGCM is important to our inquiry for three reasons. (1) Augustine already tries
to use literal interpretation, even though his definition of literal interpretation in
DGCM differs from DGL’s. (2) He believes that history and figures go hand in hand;
some things can be "done" figuratively, which is a forerunner of the idea in DGL that
metaphysical events in the creation narrative are described by means of metaphor. (3)
Augustine advocates a figurative interpretation of anthropomorphisms.
The work consists of two books: the first book deals with the first creation
account (Gen 1:1 – 2:3), and the second book with the second account and the
expulsion from Paradise (Gen 2:4 – 3:24). At the beginning of book 2, Augustine
connects the two books, and in particular, he describes the relationship between the
first and the second creation account, although his description is not yet as elaborate
as his reconciliation efforts in the subsequent Genesis commentaries. He asserts that
the second creation narrative is a more detailed account than the first one, and he adds
that it should be interpreted figuratively (figurate) instead of aperte (I will come back
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to this term a little further).11 Then, he provides some theoretical background on
exegetical methods.12 He begins by saying that the historical facts have to be
investigated first, and then the prophecies, which relate to future events.13 He
continues that he prefers literal interpretation - which is odd given the earlier statement
that the second creation narrative should be interpreted figuratively; I cannot find an
explanation for this disparity. Augustine adds that literal interpretation should be in
line with the faith (Augustine’s axiom), but if that is not possible, figurative
interpretation, in which the text is considered to be a figure or enigma, is acceptable
on apostolic authority (see Gal 4:21-31).14 Most notably, he is not able to interpret the
six days of creation literally. He says that there are no words to describe the creation
of the universe, therefore, he interprets them "as predicting things to come in the
future".15 This implies that allegorical interpretation16 is an admission of weakness; it
is necessary to come up with an interpretation that is consistent with the faith, and also
to refute the Manicheans, but it avoids dealing with what the text is all about.
Weber and Ludwig Fladerer have both opposed the view that Augustine's
allegorical interpretation was an admission of weakness.17 Weber has argued that
11
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omnem creaturam quam condidit, sed ista expositio per ordinem dierum sic indicat tamquam historiam
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Augustine's choice of exegetical method is linked to his goal. He uses literal
interpretation for the passages that the Manicheans refuted because they were not
familiar with allegorical interpretation, and he uses allegorical interpretation for the
passages that were not contested by the Manicheans, and here he aimed at the "little
ones" (parvuli).18 This assumes that DGCM has a dual intended audience, the
Manicheans and the parvuli. I doubt that this is the case; as was said earlier, in DGCM
Augustine rejects the over-literal interpretation of the Manicheans. Even if Weber is
right, it is still possible that Augustine used allegorical interpretation as it served his
goal of convincing the parvuli, but was not satisfied with it. Weber has not noticed
that Augustine is aware that allegorical interpretation is not capable of dealing with
the ineffability of God and the metaphysical event of creation. As I will show further
on, Augustine develops a more sophisticated method that takes the ineffability of God
into account in his subsequent commentaries. He calls this method ad litteram, but the
meaning of this term shifts, which neither Weber nor Fladerer has noticed.
In DGCM Augustine does not define the term secundum litteram, he only
contrasts it with figurative interpretation. It is not exactly the same as aperte, since the
latter is discouraged - I will not concern myself here with the meaning of aperte since
Augustine uses this term only once. In addition, secundum litteram must absolutely
not be confused with carnalis (carnal or over-literal) interpretation.19 For instance, in
Gen 1:30, where "green herbs and fruit trees"20 are given to the animals, a carnal
interpretation would be to say this means that all animals are vegetarian.21 Augustine
attributes this way of interpretation to the Manicheans and emphasises that it should
always be avoided. In sum, it does not become clear what Augustine precisely means
by literal interpretation. Taking non-figurative as a working definition, Pollmann and
Teske have argued that Augustine applies literal interpretation this for a number of
passages from the narrative.22 Weber has even argued that a large part of DGCM book
1 contains a literal interpretation.23
Augustine's discussion of secundum litteram is separated from the part before,
where he talks about history and prophecy. Thus, my contention is that according to
Augustine, the choice for historical or prophetic interpretation is independent of the
choice for literal or figurative interpretation. I will not further discuss literal
interpretation at this point. As Roland Teske has pointed out correctly, there are two
types of figurative interpretation: "Augustine speaks of figures in two senses. There
are figures of speech (figurae locutionis) and also figures of things (figurae rerum)."24
I will argue that in the first type, the historical narrative contains figures and that these
figures are actually metaphors. In the second type of figurative interpretation, the
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narrative itself is a metaphor.25 This notion is consistent with Pauline allegory, in
which the historical narrative is understood as referring to future realities. Augustine
uses the word allegoria in DGCM only three times, in a general way, and never in the
sense that a certain part of Genesis, or a certain interpretation, is an allegoria. (1) The
veil of allegory and comparison needs to be taken off,26 (2) That God waters the earth
with clouds means that he teaches through allegory, which is cloudy,27 and (3) he
defends the use of allegorical interpretation by referring to Paul's interpretation of Sion
and Jerusalem.28 These passages indicate that Augustine sees the interpretation in
DGCM as allegorical, even though he is hesitant to use the term allegory to describe
actual interpretations as allegorical. Moreover, his interpretations match the concept
of allegorical interpretation as discussed in the previous chapter, as we will see.
Augustine himself describes one passage, DGCM 1.20.31, as allegorical in
Retractationes 1.10.2. The first type of figurative interpretation, on the other hand, is
not necessarily allegorical. It might be argued that they are similar to one of the
classical notions of allegory, the continued use of metaphor, but mostly it concerns
only a single metaphor, and even if it would contain multiple metaphors, it would not
make things cleared by calling this an allegory.
I will now discuss both types of interpretation: (1) figures in the historical
narrative, and (2) allegorical interpretation.
4.1.1

Figures in the historical narrative
The first book of DGCM contains a great deal of interpretation that I would
classify as literal,29 for example, the earlier discussed idea that darkness is the absence
of light. From time to time, Augustine encounters figurative expressions that are part
of the creation narrative, and these expressions fit together seamlessly with the literal
expressions. Augustine says that Scripture often uses metaphors (verba transferre) of
human words to speak about the divine.30 Teske has also noted this, and says that "...it
would seem necessary to admit metaphor... as a figure of speech. For example, we saw
that St. Paul's words, the helmet of salvation, the shield of faith and the word of Spirit,
referred to spiritual realities, not literally a helmet, shield and sword; surely this is the
figure of speech we would call metaphor, and Augustine explicitly says that Scripture
frequently transfers words from human to divine realities".31 This is a fascinating idea,
which Teske unfortunately does not work out in his brief introduction, which I will do
in this section.
In The Incomprehensibility of God, Paul van Geest has argued that Augustine
"never relinquished at least one Manichean idea: he continued to agree with the
Manichaeans that representations of God in human terms were childish" (lac
25

Teske (1991), p. 21
DGCM 1.22.33
27
DGCM 2.4.5
28
DGCM 2.10.13
29
DGCM 1.2.3-4, 1.3.5, 1.3.6, 1.4.7, 1.8.13, 1.9.15, 1.10.16, 1.14.22-23, 1.18.29, 1.21.32
30
DGCM 1.14.20
The transference of words from human matters to express things divine is common form with the divine
scriptures.
Habent enim consuetudinem divinae scripturae de rebus humanis ad divinas res verba transferre.
31
Augustine, Roland J. Teske, and Augustine. On Genesis: Two books on Genesis against the
Manichees ; and, On the literal interpretation of Genesis, an unfinished book. Washington, D.C:
Catholic University of America Press, 2001, p. 23; DGCM 1.14.20.
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parvuli).32 Van Geest has pointed out that Augustine thinks that whenever Scripture
mentions that God has human body parts this is meant allegorically.33 In DGCM
Augustine suggests that these expressions should be interpreted spiritually (spiritaliter
intellegunt).34 He points out a couple of figures that are related to God. The expression
"God calls the light Day (Gen 1:4) rather means that he causes the light to be called
day,35 and when God rests (Gen 2:2-3), this means that we rest in him after doing good
works.36 In book 2 Augustine equates God’s mouth with God's wisdom.37
Augustine thinks that metaphors in the creation narrative are not limited to
anthropomorphisms, they also pertain to the events of creation themselves. Most
notably, he thinks that the expression "heaven and earth" (Gen 1:2) refers to the whole
creation, and water is the raw, unformed material from which everything else is
created.38 Only when the waters under the sky are collected (Gen 1:9-10) does the
unformed material is formed.39 In addition, he believes that “Increase and multiply
and reproduce” (Gen 1:28-29) should be interpreted in a spiritual sense:40
Before that [the Fall], you see, there was a chaste coupling of male and female,
accommodated to his direction and her complying; and a spiritual brood of
intellectual and immortal joys filling the earth.
Later on, Augustine changes his mind on this interpretation; this is one of the few
passages of DGCM that Augustine rejects in Retractationes.41 He also rejects this view
in DGL, saying that Adam and Eve did not have sex before they were expelled from
Paradise, but that nothing would have prevented them from having sex while they
were still there.42 Nevertheless, Augustine emphasises in DGCM that the body is good
in Gods eyes.43
In book 2, Augustine interprets pabulum (fodder) - which he reads in his text of
Gen 2:5, after "God created heaven and earth" - as life, arguing that fodder sustains
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Van Geest (2011), p. 50
ibid., p. 51
Van Geest has referred to De Genesi contra Manichaeos 1.22.33, but this passage does not deal with
the body parts of God but with the idea that God rests. Van Geest probably meant to refer to De Genesi
contra Manichaeos 1.17.27 instead. Furthermore, Van Geest mentions the term "allegorically", but this
is term is not found in Augustine's text.
34
DGCM 1.17.27
But all those who have a spiritual understanding of the scriptures have learned to take these names as
meaning, not parts of the body, but spiritual powers...
Sed omnes qui spiritaliter scripturas intellegunt non membra corporea per ista nomina, sed spiritales
potentias accipere didicerunt...
35
DGCM 1.9.15
36
DGCM 1.22.33
37
DGCM 2.8.10
38
DGCM 1.5.9
39
DGCM 1.12.18
40
DGCM 1.19.30
Erat enim prius casta coniunctio masculi et feminae, huius ad regendum, illius ad obtemperandum
accommodata, et spiritalis fetus intellegibilium et immortalium gaudiorum replens terram.
41
Retractatationes 1.10.2
42
DGL 9.3.6
43
DGCM 2.16.24. His answer was already an instance of a truly miserable error – as though his being
naked, as God himself had made him, could displease God.
Iam miserrimo errore respondit, quasi deo posset displicere nudus, sicut eum ipse fecerat.
33
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life.44 He rejects this interpretation in DGL and Retractationes.45 He interprets the
greenery in Gen 1:24 as "the invisible creature".46
In the above examples, Augustine replaces the literal meaning by a spiritual one,
nevertheless, he argues that the interpretation are historical. This raises the question
about the meaning of historia in DGCM, which Augustine only very briefly describes
as "secundum historiam facta narrantur", translated by Hill as "in terms of history,
deeds and events are related".47 Yoon Kim, who is the first to investigate the
development of Augustine's works on the creation narrative, has pointed out that
historical interpretation in DGCM “is far from the modern sense of historical
interpretation. ... [Augustine] does not explain how statements of history can be
figurative statements in this work”.48 Kim has shown that in De utilitate credendi
(391/2) and Ep. 17, written around the same time as DGCM, “history is a narrative or
a story”, which is enlightening. Based on these two works, she has asserted that in
DGCM Augustine has the same notion of history,49 which is likely, but not sufficient
proof by itself. Michael Cameron has countered Kim's view in his comprehensive
investigation of Augustine's early figurative exegesis, in which he has accurately
remarked that "[creation] was no ordinary series of events; the creation of the world
and humankind by definition could not be witnesses live but only rendered by a
constructed narrative using earthly images to convey a divine act." He continues "So
Augustine pictured Moses ... using the genre of history, historia, understood as the
written account of things past", and refers to the phrase "secundum historiam facta
narrantur".50 His interpretation of this phrase overlooks that also parables and fables
narrate deeds, even though that they have not actually happened. Moreover, it seems
to contradict Cameron's earlier remark that the creation account is a constructed
narrative, which indicates a narrative that did not happen but is written down to make
a point (e.g. a parable).
In my view, looking at the examples, it is perhaps more accurate to say that in
DGCM Augustine tends to deny the corporeality, rather than the historicity of the
events in the creation narrative; he thinks that it is a historical fact that certain spiritual
realities were created. But these spiritual facts are different from 'normal' historical
facts. Moreover, in later works, Augustine himself no longer regards the interpretation
in DGCM as historical.
44

DGCM 2.3.4
So then he calls the spiritual and invisible creation the greenery of the field because of its vigor and
vitality, and we naturally give the same interpretation to the word "fodder" as sustaining life.
Viride ergo agri spiritalem atque invisibilem creaturam dicit propter vigorem vitae, et nomine pabuli
utique propter vitam bene hoc ipsum interpretamur.
45
Retractatationes 1.10.3. Also, in DGL 5.2.4 he gives a different interpretation; he thinks there that
the addition pabulum is to make sure that we do interpret heaven and earth in Gen 2:5 as corporeal.
This will be explained in more detail in section 4.4.7.
46
DGCM 2.4.5
Before he sinned, however, when God has made the greenery of the field and the fodder, which we
have said mean the invisible creature, he was watering this creature from an inner spring.
Ante peccatum vero cum viride agri et pabulum fecisset deus, quo nomine invisibilem creaturam
significari diximus, irrigabat eam fonte interiore.
47
DGCM 2.2.3
48
Kim, Yoon K., Augustine's Changing Interpretations of Genesis 1-3: From De Genesi Contra
Manichaeos to De Genesi Ad Litteram, Lewiston, N.Y: Edwin Mellen Press, 2006, pp. 60-61
49
ibid., pp. 61-62
50
Cameron, Michael, Christ Meets Me Everywhere: Augustine’s Early Figurative Exegesis. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012, p. 63
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To recapitulate, Augustine prefers literal interpretation in DGCM, a concept that
he does not fully explain. He is, however, not able to come up with a literal
interpretation of anthropomorphisms that agrees with his idea that God is ineffable.
Moreover, he thinks in DGCM that a number of historical events in the creation
narrative are described using figures, and therefore he calls (a large part of) his
figurative interpretation historical. This is exactly what Augustine means by figurata
facta sint (done in a figurative way).
Augustine's notion that event of creation is metaphysical is important. The
problem with the approach in DGCM is that he thinks that metaphors have only a
rhetorical purpose, they are used to explain spiritual truths to the “little ones”, but their
cognitive content can easily be replaced by proper expressions. As was indicated
earlier, this substitution does not do justice to the ineffability of God, and the
metaphysical truths of creation. Ironically, this is what causes him to use figurative
interpretation in the first place. Thus, he misses the point that we can only talk about
God by means of metaphor, in other words, all human beings are “little ones”.
However, DGCM contains two notable exceptions to the substitution view, and
they are important because they are forerunners of his new view of metaphor in DGL.
In these cases, he sees metaphors as necessary, because God is ineffable. Therefore,
he does not replace the metaphors by proper language; instead, he uses the via
eminentiae.51 In the first case, Augustine says that certain words (e.g. good) go beyond
their earthly meaning when they are used to talk about God. It is not possible to replace
the meaning of these words with other, more appropriate words; this is the closest that
we can get. Augustine points out that creation is good in a different way that God is
good, and that time is eternal in a different way than God's eternity.52 In the second
case, he asserts that the light (e.g. in Gen 1:3) may refer to divine light (John 1:9). Nor
does he replace the word light with something else here, although he explains the
effects of divine light: "That other light, however, does not feed the eyes of birds, but
the pure hearts of people who trust and believe God and turn from a love of visible
and time-bound things to the fulfilment of his commands".53
4.1.2

Allegorical interpretation
I will now discuss a number Augustine’s figurative interpretation of, among
others, the six days of creation, Paradise, and Adam and Eve. These interpretations
relate to future events instead of the historical narrative, therefore, they match with the
concept of Pauline allegorical interpretation that was outlined in the previous chapter.
This is a contrast with the figures in the historical narrative that have just been
discussed In the first book of DGCM, Augustine presents four allegorical
interpretations of the six days of creation. In the first one, he interprets the six days of
51

See section 1.1 for a brief discussion of the via eminentiae. Later on, in section 5.1 I will explain the
bridge between the via eminentiae, via aphairesis, to a view of metaphor that is similar to the modern
theory.
52
DGCM 1.2.4.
We do not say that this world is the same age as God, because the eternity of the world is not the same
as the eternity of God. God, to be sure, made the world, and thus times began with the very creation
that God made; and that’s why times are called eternal. All the same, times are not eternal in the same
way as God is eternal, because God, being the constructor of times, is before all times. It’s like all things
God made being very good (Gn 1:31); but they are not good in the same way as God is good, because
he is the one who made, while they were what was made.
53
DGCM 1.3.6
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creation as a prophecy of phases in Biblical history. Augustine's justification of
prophetical interpretation is that the six phases of history are similar to the six days of
creation. 54 Thus, Scripture is used as a "donor" to describe the object of the prophecy
(the six phases of history), but the meaning of the passage in Scripture is not given a
deeper meaning. For example, he connects the first day of creation with the infancy of
humankind, which he describes as the generations from Adam to Noah, and interprets
the flood as the blotting out of memories after infancy..55 In the second interpretation,
he interprets the six days of creation as phases of personal spiritual development;56 I
have listed them in Table 2. The other two interpretations relate to ages of salvation
history and ages of humanity, but for my purposes, it is not necessary to discuss these.
Day
1

Activity in Gen 1
Light separated from darkness.

2

Creation of heaven (solid
structure between the waters).
Land separated from water.
Creation of plants.
Creation of sun, moon, and
stars.
Creation of fishes and birds.

3
4
5
6
7

Creation of land animals and
men.
God rests.

Phase of personal religious development
Light of the faith; we begin to believe in
visible things.
We distinguish things in the flesh and things
in the spirit.
We separate our minds from the fleshly
temptations.
We see what unchangeable truth is, which
shines in the soul likes the sun.
We produce good works (reptiles of live
souls), brave works (whales) and proclaim
heavenly truths (the flying things of heaven).
We produce "live soul from the earth".
We should hope for everlasting rest.

Table 2 Interpretation of Gen 1 as a prophecy of phases of spiritual development

In the second book, Augustine provides an allegorical interpretation of Paradise
and Adam and Eve. In spite of his refutation of the idea that corporeal creation is evil,
he does not confirm that the creation narrative deals with corporeal creation. Instead,
as Teske has explained, Augustine emphasises its figurative meaning:57
Certainly God really created all things visible and invisible and placed the
human soul in its mid-rank position above bodies and beneath God in the happy
life, and man certainly sinned and was dismissed from paradise in a mortal
body. But it would seem that most of the other events narrated did not occur
as they were recounted, but are merely figurative of something else. ... If at this
point Augustine regarded the whole of Book Two more or less as a parable,
then the sin of Adam and Eve was not, in Augustine's view at this point, so
much a real event as merely a story that illustrates what happens in each of us
when we sin.
54

DGCM 1.23.35
I see these six ages as being like those six days in which the things were made which scripture describes
God as making.
Et easdem sex aetates habere similitudinem istorum sex dierum, in quibus ea facta sunt quae deum
fecisse scriptura commemorat.
55
DGCM 1.23.35
56
DGCM 1.25.43
57
Teske (1991), pp. 30-31
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For example, Augustine follows Paul's interpretation of Gen 2:24, "Therefore
shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they
shall be one flesh", to the effect that this is a prophecy of Christ and his Church, who
are depicted as man and wife in Eph 5:31-32.58 Moreover, at other times, Augustine
provides interpretations that relate to general truths. In Augustine's interpretation of
the creation of the woman from Adam's rib (Gen 2:21-22), he offers several figurative
interpretations, which are all general statements, including that the man is the head of
the woman.59 Augustine's interpretation of Adam and Eve’s nakedness (Gen 2:25)
relates to the human condition before the Fall (a general truth): "But that Adam and
his wife were naked and not embarrassed signifies simplicity of soul and chastity".60
In addition, Augustine interprets the tunics of skins that God gives to Adam and Eve
as a sign of their mortality (Gen 3:21), which also relates to a general truth.61
To sum up, the examples of allegorical interpretations that were discussed are
not focused on historical events but are rather said to predict future events, or
sometimes they relate to general spiritual truths. This is an important contrast with the
figures in the historical narrative that were discussed earlier.
4.1.3

Conclusion
Augustine's goal in DGCM is to refute the Manichean criticism of the creation
narrative. Moreover, he argues that the historical narrative should be investigated first,
followed by prophetic interpretation. He thinks that the best way to investigate the
historical narrative is by means of literal interpretation. He does not explain what he
means exactly by literal interpretation; the only thing that we know is that he was
unsuccessful in using this method. As an alternative, he uses two types of allegorical
interpretation. In the first type, he uses allegorical interpretation to unravel the
historical facts, and he believes that this is possible because he thinks that allegory and
history can go together; some things are "done figuratively". The examples have
shown that in this case his notion of allegorical interpretation is equal to metaphor.
Augustine sees anthropomorphic expressions, as well as the metaphysical events in
the creation narrative, as metaphors. He acknowledges that metaphor is needed to talk
about the metaphysical. However, in general, Augustine replaces their meaning with
a spiritual meaning expressed as a proper statement. This is problematic because it
does not respect the metaphysical character of these metaphors. In two instances,
however, Augustine does not substitute the metaphors, but uses the via eminentiae to
explain them. Later on, the via eminentiae will lead to a new view that is similar to the
modern theory of metaphor.
The second type of allegorical interpretation in DGCM is actually consistent with
how this concept was established in the previous chapter. In this type of allegorical
interpretation, the events in the creation narrative point at spiritual truths or are
prophecies for New Testament realities such as Christ and the Church. However,
Augustine’s original goal was to come up with a literal interpretation, and his use of
allegorical interpretation is an admission of weakness; he admits that he was not able
to come up with an interpretation of the metaphysical events of creation. In the
following section we will see how Augustine stays faithful to his goal of literal
58
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interpretation, and the development of his methods to deal with the metaphysical
creation narrative.

4.2

De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus

In Retractationes Augustine describes De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus (short:
Imperfectus) as an unfinished and almost forgotten work, made redundant by DGL,
but he decided to publish it in order to show his progress.62 Imperfectus is similar to
DGL regarding the objective and the meaning of ad litteram and the use of the axiom,
which I will briefly address, and it is a forerunner in respect of his view of metaphor,
as I will show in more detail.
Imperfectus is not an apologetic work, even though some of the ideas in this work
are clearly a response to the Manicheans, for example his argument that darkness is
the absence of light (whether corporeal or spiritual),63 an idea that is already present
in DGCM. However, in Imperfectus Augustine does not mention the Manicheans in
the title or in the book itself, suggesting that he has a wider goal in mind. Karla
Pollmann has argued that Imperfectus leaves more room for exegetical uncertainty
because it is not apologetic.64 Augustine is indeed hesitant to make assertions about
things that we do not know for sure, as the motto non affirmando, sed quaerendo
shows.65
The term ad litteram occurs in the title of this work, but not in the work itself, let
alone that it is explained.66 Yet, Augustine repeats the goal that he formulated in
DGCM to find a historical interpretation first, and then an allegorical or prophetic
interpretation.67 But in this work he focuses on the historical events described in the
creation narrative; he does not give a prophetical interpretation. Teske has
convincingly argued that ad litteram means historical interpretation for Augustine.68
All aspects of Augustine's axiom are clearly formulated in Imperfectus.
Augustine notes that interpretations must be in line with the Catholic faith.69 In
addition, he uses scientific knowledge, for example, "where he speaks about the cycle
of the planets, the phases of the moon, and the origin of the clouds, springs and
rivers."70
Most importantly for our purposes, Augustine's view of metaphor has been
improved in Imperfectus. Augustine points out that God is ineffable, as he did in
DGCM, but in Imperfectus he says that comparisons (similitudo) consequently have
to be used to talk about God. In fact, I would prefer to say metaphor instead of
comparison, since the passages of Scripture to which he refers do not contain any
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Retractationes 1.18.1
De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus 5.24
See also Hill (2002), p. 107: "...certain of his assertions are aimed at that sect [the Manicheans]"
(4.11.15, 5.23-24).
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Pollmann, Karla, "Augustine, Genesis, and controversy", in Augustinian Studies, 38, 2007, pp. 203216, pp. 206-207 (=Pollmann 2007)
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Hill (2002), pp. 106-7. Hill has translated the motto as “by asking questions [rather] than by making
affirmations”.
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Teske (1991), p. 32
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De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus 2.5
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Teske (1991), p. 33
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De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus 1.1
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explicit comparison. For instance, he explains Gen 1:2: "and the Spirit of God was
being borne over the water" as follows:71
[It should be understood] in the way that the intention of a craftsman is "borne
over" the wood or whatever it is he is working on, or even over the parts of his
body, which he applies to the work. ... But we cannot find any clearer
comparison (simultudinem), or any that is closer to the matter we are talking
about in things that people can grasp in any way at all.
Thus Augustine thinks this metaphor is not sufficient to express the truth, but it
is the closest to what humans can understand. This is an improvement, as he thought
in DGCM that metaphors are merely needed for the “little ones”. Another
improvement is the idea that the metaphor in question cannot be replaced by any
expression without loss of meaning. Another example is that God did not speak (in
Gen 1:3) in a carnal way, i.e. with sound produced by a tongue, but instead, Augustine
points out that God spoke in an ineffable way.72 He does not say what this means, he
only excludes the carnal meaning. It is important to note that carnal resembles literal,
but it cannot be equated with Augustine's notion ad litteram, since he rejects carnal
interpretation and promotes ad litteram interpretation.
In Augustine’s discussion of the verse "And God saw that the light was good"
(Gen 1:4, NRSV),73 he also points out that the carnal meaning is not true, and that it
is said in this way to benefit the understanding of human beings, but unlike in the
previous examples he proposes a replacement in proper language: "This statement
should be understood as signifying, not joy at some unexpected good, but approval of
the work done." It cannot be emphasised enough, however, that God's approval is also
metaphorical, because a human term, approval, is applied to God. Augustine does not
seem to have noticed this.
In conclusion, we can say that Augustine’s implicit goal in Imperfectus is to give
a literal interpretation of the creation narrative, and by literal interpretation he means
historical interpretation. Since Imperfectus is not an apologetic work, unlike DGCM,
Augustine is more open to showing uncertainty in his interpretation. In addition, he
takes the ineffability of God more seriously in his interpretation of metaphor than he
did in DGCM. In some cases, he thinks that it cannot be substituted; he merely
excludes the literal meaning so that the reader is left to think of a metaphorical one.
As will become clear, this is an important step towards Augustine's view of metaphor
in DGL.

4.3

Confessiones

In the last three books of Confessiones, book 11 to 13, Augustine deals with the
creation narrative. He repeats a great deal of the thoughts he had formulated in the
earlier commentaries, and just as in Imperfectus, he interprets abyss and light in a way
that underlines their accuracy and at the same time their necessity, although he does
not actually use the word metaphor. Moreover, his interpretation of the six days of
creation is allegorical, but this is also an interesting forerunner of his interpretation in
DGL, alongside the abyss and light metaphors.
71
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First, I will address the structure and purpose of Confessiones. Annemaré Kotzé
has pointed out that it has puzzled many commentators that Augustine’s
autobiography concludes with three exegetical books, and some have even regarded
this as bad composition.74 She has shown that the composition of Confessiones makes
perfect sense when its communicative purpose is taken into account. She has
discovered that the whole of Confessiones has a protreptic purpose: to convert the
Manicheans to Christianity. This protrepsis “comes from within”: Augustine portrays
himself as one of the Manicheans, is concerned with their wellbeing, and uses their
terminology and values as much as possible to convince them.75 The protreptic
purpose is present in the autobiographical part, and also in the exegetical part (book
11 to 13).76
The last three books of Confessiones are structured as follows. In Book 11 and
12 Augustine discusses Gen 1:1 and Gen 1:2 respectively, and rather extensively,
dedicating a complete book to a single verse. But these books contain more than an
interpretation of these verses; some wider topics are discussed as well. In book 11 he
discusses the authorship of Scripture,77 and in book 12 he deals with the meaning of
time, which is beyond the scope of this dissertation.
Kotzé has observed casually that book 11 to 13 are not really exegetical, but
rather a “rhetorical tour de force to convince the Manichean reader of the validity of
the story”, by showing that the creation narrative, which the Manicheans rejected, is
also present in the writings of Paul.78 In line with this, Augustine does not even take
the authority of Scripture for granted, but treats this as something that he needs to
verify to his Manichean audience. In book 11, Augustine's goal is to validate the first
verse of Scripture, Gen 1:1, "In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth".
Augustine says that there is an inner source of truth that comes from God,79 and that
supersedes the authority of Scripture. Augustine reaches this idea by means of
philosophical reasoning: heaven and earth must be created, because they are
changeable, and they cannot be created by themselves, therefore, there must be a
creator.80
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Kotzé, Annemaré, Augustine's "Confessions" : communicative purpose and audience. Leiden: Brill,
2004, pp. 13-14
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ibid., p. 99-107
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ibid., p. 221
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See section 1.2
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Kotzé (2004), p. 221
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Confessiones 11.3.5
But how would I know whether he spoke the truth? If I were to ascertain that too, could it be on his
assertion? No; undoubtedly within myself, in that inner habitation of my though, the truth that is neither
Hebrew nor Greek nor Latin nor any vernacular would speak to me without bodily organ of mouth or
tongue, and without any clatter of syllables would tell me, "He is speaking the truth"; and then with an
instant certainty I would say to that man who served you, "What you say is true". But since I cannot
question him, who spoke truthfully because you, O Truth, had filled him, I beg yourself, O Truth, my
God, to pardon my sins, and as you granted that servant of yours the grace to say those things, grant
also to me the grace to understand them.
Quod si et hoc scirem, num ab illo scirem? Intus utique mihi, intus in domicilio cogitationis nec hebraea
nec graeca nec latina nec barbara veritas sine oris et linguae organis, sine strepitu syllabarum diceret:
"verum dicit" et ego statim certus confidenter illi homini tuo dicerem: "Verum dicis". Cum ergo illum
interrogare non possim, te, quo plenus vera dixit, veritas, rogo, te, deus meus, rogo, parce peccatis meis,
et qui illi servo tuo dedisti haec dicere, da et mihi haec intellegere.
80
Confessiones 11.4.6
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In Book 12 Augustine says that before the creation of the world, the earth was
formless, and that the creation narrative therefore says that darkness was over the
abyss.81 But why does Scripture not say "the earth was formless"? Augustine points
out that it is impossible to understand formlessness, because everything that we know
has a form,82 in other words, the state of the world before creation is ineffable.
Although he does not use the word metaphor, he clearly thinks that the abyss is a
metaphor. His treatment of this metaphor is similar to his interpretation “spirit is
hovering over the water”, in both cases he shows the inaccuracy of the metaphor, but
also says that it is the closest that we can get.
In book 13 Augustine provides an interpretation of virtually every verse of Gen
1. He remarks that "Let there be light" (Gen 1:3) can also relate to the spiritual things
that came into existence during the six days of creation.83 This is another case of
historical interpretation that uses metaphor, similar to what we have seen in DGCM.
So far, Augustine's interpretation of Genesis is historical. Even when he identifies
abyss as a metaphor, this interpretation still relates to the historical events.
James O’Donnell has pointed out that “the conversio of the fallen creature
metaphysically resembles the original formatio of the creature from materia
informis”.84 Later on, in DGL it will become clear that the light and abyss metaphors
play a pivotal role, connecting the creation narrative, in which unformed matter is
formed, to the history of men, which is characterised by Fall and conversion.85 This
idea also exists in Confessiones but in embryonic form. In Confessiones, Augustine
points out that the six days of creation are not periods in time, since God is not bound
to time. Instead, it has been written down this way (possibly at God’s command) to
enhance our understanding of the creation of the world.86 However, Augustine does
not see the six days of creation as metaphor, but instead, he uses allegorical
interpretation, i.e. an interpretation that does not relate to the event of creation but to
later events. This is similar to his interpretation of the six days of creation in DGCM.
But the allegory in Confessiones is more profound. Anne-Isabelle Bouton-Touboulic
has observed that Augustine sees the six days of creation as a sort of fatum or
predestination of things to come in the future.87 Touboulic has not mentioned it, but
as I will show further on, Augustine further develops this idea into a model for the
creation of the ordo in DGL.
I will now provide a point-by-point discussion of the allegory in question, to
show how it serves as a fatum. Augustine interprets the abyss in Gen 1:2 as the
hardness of God's judgement, and the spirit floating above the waters is His
compassion.88 Augustine also discusses the meaning of "one abyss calls the other" in
his version of Ps 42:8. He says that the abyss also signifies the imperfection of humans,
as well as the failure to fully understand God and talk about him to others. Then,
Augustine interprets the firmament (Gen 1:7-8) as Scripture. This interpretation is
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inspired by Ps 104:2, which he reads as "who stretches out heaven like a skin",89 and
the idea that Scripture is written on parchment. His theory is that before the Fall, the
firmament was stretched out above humans as an authority, but after the Fall, Scripture
took that place, and gained more authority because of the mortality of humans.
Therefore, Augustine says, Scripture is related to the skins that men had to wear after
the Fall, because their skins signify their mortality.90 Furthermore, he thinks that the
firmament (i.e. Scripture) stands above the good works, which, as I will discuss further
on, are represented by the trees. In reading Scripture, we can be together with God,
and the knowledge of Scripture is the source of good actions. Augustine thinks that in
Gen 1:9-10 the land signifies the Christians, and the sea stands for the sinners. The
gathering of the water is the gathering of the sinners (and their separation from the
Christians). In this way, the Christians become visible and are able to perform the
works of compassion. The land is watered by an invisible source of sweet water. The
fruits are the good works; the seed yielding herbs relate to the easy works and the fruit
trees to the difficult works.91 Furthermore, Augustine says that in Gen 1:14-19, the sun
signifies wisdom, the moon knowledge, and the stars talents.92 The birds in Gen 1:20
are heavenly messengers. The spirit is granted to the land animals (Gen 1:24); this
interpretation is most likely based on the fact that the Latin word anima means both
animal and spirit. He interprets the animals of the land as the Christians.93 That men
are created to the likeness of God (Gen 1:26) means two things: men will see God
when he appears (see 1 John 3:2),94 and men have to follow the will of God.95 In
reference to the blessing of man (Gen 1:28), Augustine asks why the fish are blessed
as well (Gen 1:22), but not the plants and the land animals. He suggests that the
reproduction of the fish signifies "physical meaning" and the land animals signify
"spiritual meaning".96 In Gen 1:29 the fruits are only given to men because they signify
the works of compassion.97 Finally, Augustine points out that God does not need to
rest (Gen 2:1-3), and therefore, he interprets God's rest as "we rest in God".
To sum up, in Confessiones, Augustine focuses on the prophetic meaning of the
creation narrative and thus he uses allegorical interpretation. This is completely in line
with the scheme in DGCM to find the historical interpretation first, and only then the
prophetic meaning by means of allegorical interpretation.98 However, he also looks at
the historical events in the creation narrative and acknowledges that corporeal terms
are required to describe metaphysical events. For the understanding of the light and
the abyss, he points at a metaphorical meaning that cannot be rendered in proper
words. Moreover, these metaphors connect the creation narrative, in which unformed
matter is formed, to a blueprint of human history, of Fall and conversion, which
Augustine fully develops in DGL, the work that I will discuss next.
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De Genesi ad Litteram

In De Genesi ad Litteram Augustine follows a different path than in his previous
Genesis commentaries. Therefore, I will introduce this work by discussing its goal, its
audience and communicative purpose, and I will briefly explain the structure of the
work. I will then address the meaning of the titular term ad litteram, which has a
slightly different meaning in DGL than it does in DGCM. Firstly, I will discuss the
surprising fact that Augustine views metaphors as part of ad litteram. Secondly, I will
show how Augustine reconciles the two creation narratives in his ad litteram
interpretation. Finally, I will present a case study that further clarifies Augustine’s ad
litteram interpretation in DGL.
4.4.1

Goal: the promotion of interpretation “ad litteram”
The main message of DGL is that the complete book of Genesis - including the
creation narrative - is a historical book, as the books of the kings.99 I will explain this
idea in this section. At the beginning of DGL, Augustine advocates that the creation
narrative and Paradise should be interpreted literally, possibly to be followed by an
allegorical interpretation.100 For example, he says that "Sarah and Hagar signify the
two testaments, yet they were two women who actually existed", and that Paradise
also has both a historical and a prophetical meaning.101 However, in DGL Augustine
does not investigate what future things the historical events might relate to. Aimé
Solignac has noted that there are a few minor digressions into allegorical
interpretation, for example Augustine's discussion of evening in Gen 1:5.102 Here
Augustine does not reject allegorical interpretation; he only states that he will resort
to the goal of DGL to find the literal interpretation.
In DGL, literal interpretation means historical interpretation, i.e. an investigation
of the things that happened. In Book 1 Augustine sets out his goal to give an
interpretation in accordance with the historical facts,103 which suggests that ad litteram
means historical. In Retractationes he explicitly equates historical interpretation with
literal interpretation.104 Augustine's notion of ad litteram is widely acknowledged.105
In addition, Henri De Lubac has pointed out that littera is the same as historia to the
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Church Fathers in general,106 and that they use the term res gestum to denote
"historical facts", a term also used by Augustine.107
Thus, in DGL Augustine is convinced of the historicity of the creation narrative.
Moreover, he sees history as a genre rather than as an exegetical choice.108 The idea
that Scripture is historical is important in other works as well, most notably in
Quaestiones in Heptateuchum and in De Civitate Dei. In the latter work, Augustine
places historical events in Scripture on a timeline together with historical events of the
Roman Empire. For example, he says that in the time of the Judges, the Greek fables
were invented,109 and that Aeneas came to Italy when Abdon the Judge ruled over the
Hebrews.110 Furthermore, in this work, he adopts from DGL the interpretation of
Paradise as a place on earth that really existed.111 Further on in De Civitate Dei,
Augustine says that the historical events of Noah’s ark really took place.112
Augustine criticises other Christian writers on the historicity of Paradise. He
distinguishes three positions: (1) Paradise only has a literal meaning, (2) Paradise only
has a spiritual meaning, and (3) both meanings are true.113 As Taylor has pointed out,
"the corporeal or literal meaning is advocated by Jerome and John Chrysostom. The
spiritual or allegorical meaning is espoused by Origen. Ambrose finds both meanings
present".114 Augustine disputes the view that Paradise was not corporeal,115 i.e.
Origen's view, and this is the key message of DGL.
In DGL Augustine also rejects Origen's allegorical interpretation of the creation
of human beings as male and female (Gen 1:27), which denies the historicity of Adam
and Eve.116 According to Taylor, "Origen held that the interior man is made up of the
masculine part, which is spiritus, and the feminine part, which is anima".117 Augustine
argues that Adam and Eve had to be corporeal because God provides food for them
(Gen 1:29). It is important to realise that Augustine was writing this as the Origenist
controversies were ranging in the background, in which the historicity of Paradise
played a small role.118 Finally, Augustine refutes some of Tertullian's remarks on the
soul.119 These ideas are not relevant for this study, and as it is difficult to deal with
them briefly, I will instead omit them altogether.
To sum up, the goal of DGL is to show that the creation narrative should be
interpreted literally, by which Augustine means investigating the historical facts.
Augustine's belief in the historicity of the creation narrative is an important difference
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with a number of other Christian exegetes who regarded it as pure allegory, most
notably Origen.
4.4.2

Development of the term “ad litteram”
While Augustine already advocates interpretation ad litteram in DGCM, in DGL
this term has a different meaning (see Table 3). Firstly, in DGCM, unlike in DGL,
Augustine defines literal interpretation as an interpretation that is not figurative.
Secondly, in DGCM Augustine has a wide notion of history: it includes any kind of
narrative, including parables, and it does not need to have actually happened per se. In
line with this, he leaves it open whether Paradise is a historical place; instead, in his
allegory, he emphasises that the creation narrative talks about the creation of spiritual
realities.120 On the other hand, the term history relates in DGL to events that have
actually happened.
Question
Definition of ad
litteram
Definition of history
Did DGCM succeed
in finding a literal
interpretation?
Is the interpretation
in DGCM historical?

Answer in the terminology
of DGCM
Not figurative

Answer in the terminology
of DGL
Historical

Any narrative, including
parables
No, because large parts of the
text are interpreted as figure

Facts that have actually
happened
No, because it is not
historical (text is seen as
allegory)
No, see above

Yes, because it expounds the
narrative even if it did not
happen

Table 3 Difference in terminology between DGCM and DGL

In spite of the change in terminology, Augustine attempts to maintain continuity
between DGCM and DGL. In DGL he quotes DGCM 2.2.3, and says that though he
had not been able to give an interpretation ad litteram at the time he was writing
DGCM, he was now.121 This statement shows that Augustine's goal in DGCM had
already been to give a literal interpretation of the creation narrative, but it does not
mention that he understood something different by that term at that time. At the end
of the second book of DGCM, he writes that he has given a historical interpretation122
because he has focused on the narrative, which he interprets allegorically because he
believes that "things can be done figuratively". This reasoning is not compatible with
the terminology in DGL. In the terminology of DGL, DGCM is not literal because it
is not historical. Consequently, in DGL he can correctly quote the passage from
DGCM in which he says that he did not succeed in giving a literal interpretation, even
though there has been a major shift in his terminology.
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Audience and communicative purpose
Some attention must be paid to the audience and communicative purpose of
DGL. My goal is not to settle these matters definitely, but rather to address some
misunderstandings about its purpose, and to enable a better understanding of this work.
I will show that DGL is neither apologetic nor protreptic, but rather that Augustine
intends to reach a Christian audience.
Pollmann has asserted that "most recent scholarship has rightly acknowledged
that Gen.litt. is motivated by anti-Manichean ambitions, because the Manichees
despised allegorical interpretations as unscholarly and intellectually invalid, although
this is rarely made explicit in the Gen.litt".123 This argument may have been valid in
the terminology of DGCM, where ad litteram means non-figurative. But, in DGL the
term ad litteram means historical, and as I will show further on, Augustine includes
metaphors among the historical sense. This means it is doubtful that his goal was to
convince the literally-minded Manicheans. Other scholars have also doubted that this
text had an apologetic character: Solignac at least has downplayed the apologetic
character, saying that the circle of addressees is wider than in DGCM, and includes all
those who misinterpret the Bible, and that apologetic efforts are mixed with pastoral
efforts.124 Edmund Hill's view on this matter125 is similar to Solignac’s.
The most convincing evidence that DGL is non-apologetic can be found in the
content of this work itself; there is only a single passage that deals with a Manichean
idea, the theory of transmigration.126 Of course, some of his thoughts in DGL could be
used in one way or another in an apologetic argument, but that does not make the goal
of the text apologetic. Moreover, in DGL Augustine does not provide exegetical
certainty, which is typical of apologetic works, but as in Imperfectus, in Solignac’s
words, Augustine "meanders", discussing all kinds of views.127 His approach is rather
tentative, and he only takes a strong position on certain Christian interpretations that
he thinks are utterly wrong.
Howell has suggested that DGL has a protreptic purpose, using an argument
similar to Pollmann's: "Because the Manichees insisted on contradictions between
reason and Genesis, Augustine was convinced that the literary genre of Genesis
required ad litteram interpretation".128 But a major difference is that in Pollmann’s
view the Manicheans are opponents, and Augustine’s aim is to protect fellow
Christians from Manichean ideas. Howell, on the other hand, sees the Manicheans as
the intended audience; Augustine wants to convince them by using methods that they
accept. If Howell is right, DGL has a protreptic purpose, similar to what we have seen
in Confessiones.
It is beyond doubt, however, that Augustine had a Christian audience in mind
that he wanted to convince of several Christian opinions, and this means that DGL
does not have a protreptic purpose. He emphasises that he is speaking to Christians, to
disprove the ideas of Christians with whom he does not agree. "I am speaking, of
course, to those who accept the authority of Scripture; for some of them want Paradise
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to be understood not in the literal sense but figuratively".129 That the intended audience
consists of fellow Christians also follows from his extensive use of the rule of faith,
as I will discuss in greater detail further on.130 In sum, the goal of DGL is to convince
fellow Christians that the creation narrative has a historical meaning.
4.4.4

Structure
I will now discuss the structure of DGL, in order to support my further analysis
of this work. This work consists of twelve books, and each book - except books 10
and 12 - discusses a passage of the creation narrative, following the order of the text
verse by verse (see Table 4).131 But DGL is structured much more by theme than by
the order of the text. This is so because in each book, in addition to the principal
passage, other passages which belong to the theme of the book are discussed as well.
Furthermore, certain topics are addressed in both the first and the second account of
creation, while DGL devotes a single book to that topic. For example, the creation of
man is discussed in book 6 using the principal passage from the second account of
creation (Gen 2:7a). The passage in the first account that also deals with the creation
of man, Gen 1:27, is only briefly discussed in book 3, but in much greater detail in
book 6.

First account of
creation

Transition
Second account
of creation

Miscellaneous

Book
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

Topic
Meaning of light. How did God speak?
Creation of heaven
Creation of the animals, man and woman
Seventh day, days of creation in general
Reconciliation of first and second account
Creation of the man, reconciliation
Creation of the soul
Planting of Paradise, exegetical methods
Creation of the woman
The origin of human souls
Expulsion from Paradise
Various kinds of visions on Paradise

Passage
Gen 1:1-5
Gen 1:6-19
Gen 1:20-31
Gen 2:1-3
Gen 2:4-7
Gen 2:7a
Gen 2:7b
Gen 2:8-17
Gen 2:18-24
Gen 2:25 – 3:24
-

Table 4 Table of contents of De Genesi ad Litteram

4.4.5

Examples of literal interpretation using Augustine's axiom
I will discuss a couple of examples that show Augustine's interest in the historical
narrative, and I will also demonstrate that he uses his axiom in order to solve problems.
(1) His text of Gen 2:6 says that one fountain watered the earth. (The word fountain
does indeed occur in the LXX (πηγὴ), but the Hebrew text has mist ())ֵאד.132 He
discusses several difficulties, for instance, if a single fountain watered the complete
earth, the mountains would have to be covered, but if the mountains were covered, the
earth would have flooded. His solution is grammatical; he says that the singular of
fountain could also be used to denote a plural. As an example, he refers to the passage
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of the Egyptian plagues. In his version of Scripture, the words "locust" and "frog" are
singular but in fact denote a multitude of locusts and frogs.
(2) Augustine thinks that the four rivers that spring forth from Eden (Gen 2:1114) do not only have an allegorical meaning but are true rivers.133 He points out that
the names of two of the rivers have changed, Geon is the Nile and Phison is the
Ganges. Then, he points out that the historical meaning is problematic because in
reality, these rivers do not come together in one place. He "solves" this problem by
claiming that these four rivers could have a common underground source. He uses his
scientific knowledge, a part of his axiom, in his interpretation, but he admits that this
is only known to occur for short distances.
(3) The rule of faith, an important aspect of Augustine’s axiom, also plays an
important role in his exegesis. For example, he says that everything that exists is
created by God, including unformed matter, and he says this on the basis of the faith
and "right reason".134 At the same time, this interpretation relates to a historical event:
the creation of unformed matter. (4) Another example of an interpretation that is based
on the faith is that the works of creation are not only done by the Father, or only by
the Son, but by the Trinity.135 (5) Finally, on the question whether the light in Gen 1:3
is spiritual or material light, he says that spiritual light exists according to the faith:136
As to the actual existence of spiritual light in a spiritual creature, our faith
leaves no doubt; as to the existence of material light, celestial or supercelestial,
even existing before the heavens, a light which could have been followed by
night, there will be nothing in such a supposition contrary to the faith until
unerring truth gives the lie to it.
Thus it follows from the examples discussed above that Augustine investigates
the historical sense of the creation narrative. In addition, he often uses his axiom to
find an interpretation.
4.4.6

Metaphors in the historical narrative
In DGL Augustine thinks that a number of historical events in the creation
narrative are metaphysical, and are therefore described by means of metaphor (verbum
translatum). To a large extent, this has already been pointed out by Karla Pollmann,
John Hammond Taylor, and Aimée Solignac, on whose insights I will build. However,
they have underestimated or even omitted the role of metaphor. My contribution to the
debate is that metaphor plays an important role: Augustine believes that metaphors are
crucial to understanding the metaphysical message. I have argued that Augustine
develops a new view of metaphor to understand the metaphysical events in the first
creation account. It will become evident that this view is quite different from
allegorical interpretation, and this unequivocally shows that he uses a novel approach
in DGL. I will explain this in detail in chapter 5. In this section, I will explain why
Augustine sees metaphors as ad litteram, and why this is different from allegorical
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interpretation. To begin with, it is important to note that his metaphorical interpretation
in the first creation account differs from that in the second account. In the first account,
Augustine sees a number of metaphysical metaphors, for example, he regards the light
in Gen 1:3 as spiritual light. The days of creation, and their morning and evening, are
metaphorical as well. The same goes for the darkness was over the abyss (Gen 1:2).
On the other hand, the metaphors that he identifies in the second creation account are
rather idiomatic. For example, "their eyes were opened" (Gen 3:7) means that they
started to recognise something that they did not recognise before, and "God's hand"
means "God's power". It will become clear that both types of metaphor relate to the
historical sense, but Augustine's treatment of the metaphysical metaphors are by far
the most interesting.
Augustine's analysis of metaphors in DGL calls for an explanation in view of his
goal of providing a literal interpretation of the creation narrative. Pollmann has argued
that Augustine sees the “spiritual understanding” (e.g. of light) as literal because he
sees the literal sense as "simply being the truest sense of Scripture". She has referred
to Augustine’s statement that the divine light in Gen 1:3 is literal, arguing that material
light is derived from divine light (i.e. metaphorical light), instead of vice versa.137
Fladerer has also taken this statement at face value; he is convinced that Augustine
sees spiritual light as light in the literal sense.138 This statement is crucial to
understanding Augustine's notion of ad litteram, but Pollman and Fladerer have not
noticed that this is a rhetorical strategy;139 morever, as will become evident later on,
Augustine is well aware of the fact that humans understand the metaphysical in
corporeal terms, not vice versa.140 Moreover, Pollmann has used the term “spiritual
understanding” instead of metaphor, which means that she does not distinguish
Augustine’s treatment of metaphor in DGL from allegorical interpretation. Likewise,
Fladerer has taken account of Augustine's spiritual understanding of light in the
creation narrative, but he has not connected this to Augustine's view of metaphor.141
Solignac has explained that Augustine interprets many events in Gen 1 as
metaphysical. For instance, the creation of light is interpreted as the creation of the
angels, and the six days of creation are not temporal days but signify the hierarchical
order in creation.142 Solignac has provided two examples: (1) Augustine interprets
"God speaks" metaphysically, and connects it with the eternal Word of God, and (2)
"Let there be light" is interpreted as spiritual light.143 Solignac (without using the word
metaphor) has correctly stated that Augustine seems to use allegorical interpretation
in this work, but that this is not actually the case since it deals with the historical
narrative and not the prophetic meaning.144
Taylor is one of the only authors who have acknowledged that Augustine thinks
that metaphors are part of the historical narrative, and like Solignac, he has pointed
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out that this is not allegorical.145 Unfortunately, he has not pushed this argument any
further because he has only considered the less interesting idiomatic metaphors, which
are clearly not allegorical. Moreover, unlike the metaphysical metaphors, they can be
easily explained in proper words.
To sum up what we have said so far, Augustine thinks that some of the historical
events in the first creation account are metaphysical and that the metaphysical can only
be described in earthly terms, by means of metaphors. Thus, historical interpretation
and metaphors are intertwined, and together they make up literal interpretation.
Augustine's view of the metaphors in the first creation account is interesting; he thinks
their meaning goes beyond anything that can be said properly, in contrast with the
classical view of metaphor.
Two authors have claimed that the interpretation in DGL is neither literal nor
historical. One of them is Henri de Lubac, whose criticism I quote in full:146
But one quickly perceives in his reading that the appellation [of literal
interpretation] is to be taken in a rather supple and non-exclusive sense; it is
right at the beginning of this work that he posits the principle of spiritual
understanding or mystical signification as a principle of faith: "No Christian
will dare to say that [the facts reported] are not to be taken figuratively,
attending to the words of the Apostle: 'But all these things happened to them
in figure', and to what was written in Genesis: 'And they shall be two in one
flesh', a great sacrament is commended in Christ and in the Church". [DGL
1.1.1]
However, Augustine's remark “no Christian will dare to say that the narrative
must not be taken in a figurative sense",147 does not mean that Augustine opposes
literal interpretation - nor that he does not consider himself a Christian - he merely
says that it is not self-evident (in his time) that the creation narrative can be interpreted
in a different way than figuratively. Shortly afterwards, and throughout DGL, he
disproves this statement, as if he is trying to say “I dare to abandon the figurative
sense”. Therefore, De Lubac's interpretation is rather selective, as it refers only to the
first paragraph of DGL, which leads to a favourable outcome for him: it supports his
view that Augustine was strongly in favour of allegorical interpretation in all
situations.
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Taylor (1982), vol. 1, p. 10
One must not assume that a historical account becomes figurative or allegorical when the writer
employs a figure of speech, usng a word in a transferred meaning. (11.31.41) When the author of
Genesis says, Then the eyes of both were opened, and they perceived that they were naked, he is using
"eyes were opened" in a figurative sense, but the statement does not suggest to us an allegorical
narrative. Similarly there are passages in Scripture where the "hand of God" is said to have
accomplished certain deeds, but everyone knows that the "power of God" is meant. (6.12.20)
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De Lubac (1959), pt. 1, p. 480
Mais on s'aperçoit vite à sa lecture que l'appelation est à prendre en un sens assez souple et nullement
exclusif; c'est même tout au début de cet ouvrage qu'il pose le principe de l'intelligence spirituelle ou
de la signification mystique comme un principe de foi : «Non esse accipienda figuraliter (facta narrata),
nullus christianus dicere audebit, attendens Apostolum dicentem : Omnia autem haec in figura
contingebant illis, et illud quod in Genesi scriptum est : Et erunt duo in carne sua, magnum sacramentum
commendatur in Christo et in Ecclesia. »
147
DGL 1.1.1
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David F. Wright has also contended that the interpretation in DGL is not very
literal in the following less-than-flattering words on Augustine:148
Thus in this rambling and frequently inconclusive discussion [about the
interpretation of light], the bishop of Hippo only too readily inclines towards
a “literal” meaning located in the immaterial order of being.
Wright thinks that Augustine uses “the immaterial order of being” as an excuse
to call an immaterial interpretation literal. But Wright has not realised that the word
literal to Augustine means historical. When the history of the immaterial order of
being is described metaphorically, Augustine sees this description as literal. Of course,
one can argue whether certain elements in the creation narrative, such as the light in
Gen 1:3, should be interpreted as immaterial, but it must be acknowledged that
Augustine focuses in DGL on the events described in the text.
4.4.7

The relationship between the two creation accounts
I will now address how Augustine applies his analysis of metaphors to his
reconciliation of the first and second creation account; reconciliation of the two
accounts is also important from a historical point of view. The first creation account
(Gen 1:1 – 2:3) contains the story that the world is created in six days, and the second
account (Gen 2:4 – 2:22) contains another story about the creation of the world, in a
different order.149 The two accounts therefore appear to be inconsistent, and the fact
that Augustine in DGL believes in the historicity of Genesis makes this especially
important, compared to a view in which the creation accounts are mere allegories.
Therefore, it is no surprise that Augustine spends much time in DGL to reconciling
these two accounts. Metaphors play an important role in this reconciliation, but in this
section I will focus on the historical aspects.
Fladerer and Bronwen Neil have pointed out that Augustine uses the Tyconian
concept of recapitulatio; he sees the second creation narrative as a repetition of the
first creation account.150 But although Augustine does propose this hypothesis, in the
end he refutes it.151 Bouton-Touboulic has shown that Augustine understood the two
accounts as two separate moments of creation. In the first account of creation, God
creates the causal order (causalis ordo), which determines the possibilities in the
temporal order.152 This means that in the first account of creation, the possibilities of
all creatures were created simultaneously. On the other hand, in the second account of
creation, these possibilities were realised; in fact this is an ongoing process. Augustine
substantiates this by referring to John 5:17: "But Jesus answered them, “My Father is
still working, and I also am working.”153
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Wright, David F., "Augustine: His Exegesis and Hermeneutics," in Magne Saebo (Ed.), Hebrew
Bible/Old Testament. The History of Its Interpretation I/1. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996,
pp.701-730, p. 708
149
Augustine sees Gen 1 and Gen 2 as the work of a single author, unaware of the Priestly and Yahwist
source. (Solignac (1972), p. 21)
150
Fladerer (2010), p. 221 n. 519.
Neil, Bronwen, "Exploring the Limits of Literal Exegesis: Augustine's reading of Gen 1:26", in
Pacifica 19, June 2006, pp. 144-155, p. 153.
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DGL 6.2.3-6.4.6
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Bouton-Touboulic (2004), pp. 82-86; DGL 5.23.44-46
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DGL 6.3.4. Cf. Solignac (1972), p. 21

4. HISTORY AND ALLEGORY IN THE CREATION NARRATIVE

107

Michael Gorman has argued that this is Augustine's unique view; a similar
argument does not occur in the works of any of his predecessors.154 Augustine points
out that "God created heaven and earth" (Gen 1:1, Augustine's version) has to be
understood as the creation of formless matter, because Gen 1:1 is not followed by the
phrase "and God saw that it was good", therefore he deduces that nothing physical was
created yet.155 Then, on the subsequent days, formless matter is formed. Augustine
stresses that everything happened simultaneously; the unformed matter is prior to
formed matter in origin but not in time: "It is not in the order of time but in the order
of causality that matter unformed and formable, both spiritual and corporeal, came
first in creation."156
Thus, Augustine thinks that the six days are an order in creation, but not an order
in time. Further on, he says that the world was created in a single moment. Gorman
has pointed out that Augustine thinks that the first day was not a corporeal day, and
that it was repeated six or seven times.157 Augustine bases this claim on three
arguments. Gorman has also mentioned the first argument: the sun was created on the
fourth day, so the first three days cannot be "corporeal" days. A meaning of day is
needed that covers the first three days, as well as the other four days.158 According to
Augustine, day has a metaphorical meaning (although he does not use the word
metaphor); it is not an ordinary day in the common sense of the word. I will return to
this later.
The second argument is based on Gen 2:4. Augustine's version of Scripture reads:
"This is the book of the creation of heaven and earth when day was made. God made
heaven and earth."159 His interpretation of "when day was made" (cum factus est dies)
is that heaven and earth are made on a single day. He believes that this day is repeated
six or seven times, without lapse of time.160 It is important to note that Augustine’s
version of Scripture differs from the LXX and the Hebrew text. The LXX has “this is
the book of the creation of heaven and earth, when they were made, on the day God
made heaven and earth”.161 The LXX has ᾗ ἡμέρᾳ (day), a locative dative, meaning
"on the day", thus, the day is not made, unlike in Augustine's text. Also, Augustine's
version deviates from the Hebrew text as well, which NRSV has translated as: "These
are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created. In the day
that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens".
The third argument is based on Sir 18:1, to which Augustine refers a number of
times in DGL.162 Augustine's text of Scripture reads: “He who lives forever created all
things together”.163 Taylor has noted that “the word simul (‘at one time’, ‘all together’)
154

Gorman (1977), pp. 69-70
DGL 1.14.28
156
DGL 5.5.13
Non itaque temporali, sed causali ordine prius facta est informis formabilisque materies, et spiritalis et
corporalis.
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Gorman (1977), p. 128
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Gorman (1977), ibid. DGL 4.1.1 and 4.26.43
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Translation Taylor (1982). Augustine's version reads: "Hic est liber creaturae coeli et terrae, cum
factus est dies, fecit deus caelum et terram."
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DGL 5.3.6
161
(My translation)
ὕτη ἡ βίβλος γενέσεως οὐρανοῦ καὶ γῆς, ὅτε ἐγένετο, ᾗ ἡμέρᾳ ἐποίησεν ὁ θεὸς τὸν οὐρανὸν καὶ τὴν
γῆν
162
DGL 4.33.52 and 6.3.4
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“Qui vivit in aeternum, creavit omnia simul” (Translation Taylor 1982)
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in the Latin version seems to be a mistranslation of the Greek word κοινῇ
(‘commonly’, ‘without exception’)”.164 It must be noted that the Hebrew text of Sirach
was not known in Augustine's time.
Augustine thinks that the second account of creation describes the corporeal
creation, which takes place in time. He argues that the expression "when day was
made” (cum factus et dies) (Gen 2:4) means that this verse deals with a different kind
of heaven and earth than the one mentioned in Gen 1:1: here it refers to the whole of
creation, instead of to the creation of formless matter.165 He adds that the addition of
"and every green thing of the field" (omne viride agri) in Gen 2:5 is superfluous, as
heaven and earth already refer to the whole of creation, but that the goal of this
addition is to make sure that we interpret "heaven and earth" as corporeal instead of
spiritual.166
The reconciliation of the first and second accounts also plays a role in book 6 of
DGL, where Augustine discusses the creation of man. A major reconciliation problem
is that man and woman are created together in the first account, while the man was
created first in the second account, from mud, and the woman later, from his rib. This
reconciliation problem strengthens his view that everything is created conceptually in
the first creation account, and that these concepts are realised only in the second
account.167 He rejects the idea that only the soul was created in the first account,
arguing that Gen 1:27 says that God created male and female, which contradicts his
idea that the soul is neither male nor female. Another argument is that God called his
creation perfect after the sixth day, and creation would not have been perfect yet if the
body not yet been created.168
To sum up, the reconciliation of the first and the second creation account are of
great importance in Augustine’s historical interpretation. His solution is that the first
account describes the creation of the causal order, which is a blueprint that contains
all the possibilities of the temporal order. The second creation account describes
creation in the temporal order.

4.5

Conclusion

Augustine was always interested in the creation narrative, on which he wrote five
commentaries: De Genesi contra Manichaeos, De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus,
Confessiones book 11 – 13, De Genesi ad Litteram, and De Civitate Dei book 11. This
chapter has discussed all commentaries except the. In De Genesi contra Manichaeos
already Augustine has the ambition to provide a literal interpretation of the creation
narrative, but his definition of literal interpretation, as well as his degree of success in
accomplishing it, developed over time.

This variant of the VL was subsequently incorporated in the Vulgate. Jerome did not translate Sirach
because he thought the apocryphal books were not inspired.
164
Taylor (1982), vol. 1, p. 254, n. 69
165
DGL 5.1.3.
The sacred text surely compels us to understand heaven and earth as they exist after day has been made.
166
DGL 5.2.4
...we are admonished to think of that day which may perhaps be a corporeal thing consisting in some
sort of light unknown to us, or a spiritual thing made up of the united company of angels.
167
DGL 6.2.3
168
DGL 6.7.12
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In De Genesi contra Manichaeos Augustine describes literal interpretation as the
opposite of figurative interpretation. His ideal is to provide a literal interpretation, but
as he is unable to accomplish this, and is determined to refute the Manicheans, he
resorts to figurative interpretation, of which he uses two types. The first type presumes
figures in the historical narrative, and I have demonstrated that this is equivalent to
metaphor. The second type relates the historical narrative to future events, and this is
equivalent to allegorical interpretation. Both types have in common that they substitute
the figures by literal expressions. This is problematic when dealing with metaphysical
concepts (God and the act of creation), since these concepts are ineffable; they can
only be expressed metaphorically. Finally, he allegorises Paradise and Adam and Eve
as general spiritual truths. These interpretations ignore the historicity of the creation
narrative, even though he does not explicitly deny it.
In Imperfectus, Augustine continues the goal of a literal interpretation of the
creation narrative outside an apologetic setting. In this work, his definition of literal
interpretation changes to historical interpretation, an investigation of the events that
happened. Even though he did not finish this work, it is clear that his treatment of
metaphor had developed. He points out that the metaphor "the Spirit of God was being
borne over the water" (Gen 1:2) is not sufficient to express the truth, but that it is the
closest to the truth that humans can still understand. Thus he appreciates the necessity
of metaphor to talk about the metaphysical, and is aware of its imperfections and of
the fact that it cannot be replaced by proper language.
In Confessiones 11-13, Augustine uses a different angle than in the previous
commentaries: his aim is protreptic; in other words, it is to convince the Manicheans
to convert to Christianity. Moreover, he does not have the goal to provide a literal
commentary on the creation narrative. He sees the abyss and the light in the creation
narrative as metaphors, and his interpretation of the abyss uses a similar approach as
in Imperfectus: he underlines the inaccuracy of the expression, but also stresses that
we cannot get closer by any proper statement. In addition, he understands the light in
Gen 1:3 as spiritual light.
De Genesi ad Litteram is Augustine’s most elaborate commentary on the creation
narrative. In this work, he continues to define the term ad litteram as historical
interpretation. His goal is to convince his fellow Christians that the creation narrative
is historical. Thus, he refutes the opinions of Christians who think that the creation
narrative only has an allegorical meaning, such as Origen. That his audience consisted
of Christians also follows from his comprehensive use of the fule of faith. Because of
his choice for historical interpretation, Augustine needs to address the two accounts of
creation, which describe historical events that cannot at first sight be reconciled - if he
had opted to use allegorical interpretation, this problem would not have arisen. His
solution is that the first account describes the creation of the causal order, which is a
blueprint that contains all the possibilities of the temporal order. The second creation
account describes the corporeal creation in the temporal order.
In DGL Augustine finds that the historical creation narrative contains metaphors
of two types: metaphysical metaphors and idiomatic metaphors. The idiomatic
metaphors are comparable to DGCM, where he identifies figures in the historical
narrative that can easily be replaced by proper language without loss of cognitive
content. But he uses a profound methodology for the metaphysical metaphors, a
methodology that exceeds the possibilities of the classical view of metaphor. I will
discuss this in detail in the next chapter.

5. Metaphor in De Genesi ad Litteram
In De Genesi ad Litteram Augustine develops a radically new view of metaphor,
in which he breaks with the classical tradition. In this chapter, I will set out Augustine's
path to his new theory of metaphor. DC contains three premises that will turn out to
be crucial to Augustine's enhanced understanding of metaphor. Firstly, the idea that
God is ineffable, which leads to the via negativa, which develops via the via
eminentiae into aphairesis (abstraction). Secondly, in line with this, Augustine sees
that signs "hint at a different, higher reality, a reality that they do not and cannot
represent fully in themselves".1 Third, he gives a great deal of interpretational freedom
to the reader. Moreover, from an early stage on, he employs metaphors when
formulating his own thoughts on metaphysical concepts, as we have seen, for example
in De Quantitate Animae;2 other Church Fathers and philosophers also do this.
But even though the premises of a proper understanding of metaphor are already
present in DC, he does not integrate these into his exegesis, but instead uses allegorical
interpretation. For example, Augustine was unable in De Genesi contra Manichaeos
to come up with a "literal interpretation" of the creation narrative, by which he means
an interpretation that deals with the creation narrative itself. This left him not entirely
satisfied, and he therefore turned to allegorical interpretation. For example, the six
days of creation signify something beyond the text, e.g. six phases of history or six
phases of a human life, but these interpretations do not explain what the text means in
itself.
We have seen that Augustine's allegorical interpretation has two concomitant
disadvantages: it ignores the ineffability of God, and it is not focused on the text of
Scripture that it comments on. These disadvantages are not surprising, since the
classical theory of metaphor, which was the one that he had at this disposal, sees
metaphor as purely rhetorical, and as incapable of creating a meaning that cannot be
said properly. Thus it is not sufficient to analyse metaphysical metaphors, including
the ones that occur in the Bible. He consequently had to resort to allegorical
interpretations that are only loosely connected to the text of Scripture.
Centuries later the modern theory of metaphor was developed, and this resolves
the classical theory’s shortcomings. (1) Black (1962) has proposed the interaction
view, in which two concepts interact, producing a new meaning that cannot be said
without the metaphor. This relies on the creativity of the reader, who decides what
properties are transferred from the target field to the source field. For example, in "man
is a wolf", the creativity of the reader decides what properties are transferred from
"wolf" to "man". (2) Lakoff and Johnson (1980) have invented the metaphorical
concept, i.e. metaphysical concepts are structured in experiential concepts, for
example, ARGUMENT IS WAR. We can talk about ARGUMENT in terms of WAR, for
example, we can win an argument. (3) In view of the limitations of the classical
metaphor theory, Stienstra (1993) has pointed out that the modern theory of metaphor
is precisely a suitable instrument to analyse metaphors in Scripture. In her monograph
1

Pollmann, Karla, "Augustine's Hermeneutics As a Universal Discipline!?", in Karla Pollmann and
Mark Vessey, Augustine and the Disciplines: From Cassiciacum to Confessions. Oxford: Oxford
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she has investigated the metaphorical concept YHWH IS THE HUSBAND OF HIS PEOPLE.
This has led her to the discovery that a large number of expressions belong to this
metaphorical concept, e.g. YHWH IS JEALOUS, which would otherwise not have been
recognised as such. Thus the analysis of metaphorical concepts is a crucial exegetical
tool.
Augustine's new view of metaphor in DGL also deals with the shortcomings of
his former exegetical methods. In this chapter, I will present this new view by outlining
his theoretical statements regarding metaphor, complemented with examples where
necessary. It will become clear that his new theory has striking similarities with the
modern theories of metaphor of Black (1962) and Lakoff and Johnson (1980).3 Most
notably, Augustine analyses the structural metaphor GOD IS LIGHT in the creation
narrative, and he shows that a number of expressions in Scripture are related to this
metaphorical concept. This approach is reminiscent of Stienstra’s contemporary
approach in her monograph YHWH is the Husband of His People. Augustine also
thinks that these expressions cannot be replaced by literal expressions. In the third and
final part, I will substantiate my findings of Augustine's new theory of metaphor by a
case study of Augustine's analysis of metaphors in De Genesi ad Litteram.

5.1

Aphairesis

5.1.1

Augustine's notion of aphairesis
In Augustine's early works, such as Confessiones, he uses aphairesis (taking
away, abstraction) when he talks about God, in order to take into account his
ineffability. Augustine's notion of aphairesis is interesting because, as will become
clear, it is a precursor for the new ideas on metaphor in De Genesi ad Litteram that
resemble the modern theory of metaphor. Moreover, as I will show, aphairesis is the
process that happens to the source field according to the interaction view, at least in
metaphors that are used to describe metaphysical concepts.
The view I am defending here relies on the argument that Paul van Geest has
made in his book The Incomprehensibility of God that Augustine is a negative
theologian. Van Geest has shown moreover that Augustine's notion that God is
ineffable lad to his use of aphairesis.4 As has been seen,5 Augustine rejected
affirmative, anthropomorphic talk about God (the via affirmationis), and thus adhered
to the via negativa. Later on in his work, he started using the via eminentia, which is
a combination of the via affirmationis and the via negativa. Consider this example of
the via eminentia: "God is the most beautiful, exceeding all earthly beauty": the first
part is affirmative, but at the same time it is denied that God is beautiful in an earthly
way.
Van Geest has pointed out that the via eminentia leads to aphairesis.6 He has
argued that Aristotelian aphairesis - the type that Augustine uses - "consists of the
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See section 2.2
Van Geest (2011)
5
See section 1.1
6
Van Geest (2011), p. 89
"Augustine thus sees the opportunities offered by aphairesis to evoke God as concretely as possible. As
if in one movement, however, he also distances himself from it. Following the Platonic and patristic via
eminentiae, he first mentions the beauty of physical things. He then goes on to distinguish the beauty,
which can be experienced, from Beauty, who is God, because the latter is incomparably and ineffably
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process in which the qualities of material things are abstracted from the concrete things
that possess them, without isolating the qualities from these objects."7 The final words,
"without isolating the qualities from these objects" mark an important difference with
Plato, who thought that these abstract qualities existed on their own.8 It is not sure that
Augustine was directly influenced by Aristotle. I will return to Aristotle's notion of
aphairesis further on. As an example of aphairesis, Van Geest has quoted
Confessiones 10.6.8, where Augustine asks what he loves when he loves God.9
But what am I loving when I love you? Not beauty of body nor transient grace,
not this fair light which is now so friendly to my eyes, not melodious song in
all its lovely harmonies, not the sweet fragrance of flowers or ointments or
spices, not manna or honey, not limbs that draw me to carnal embrace: none
of these do I love when I love my God.
And yet I do love a kind of light, a kind of voice, a certain fragrance, a food
and an embrace when I love my God: a light, voice, fragrance, food and
embrace for my inmost self, where something limited to no place shines into
my mind, where something not snatched away by passing time sings for me,
where something no breath blows away yields to me its scent, where there is
savor undiminished by famished eating, and where I am clasped in a union
from which no satiety can tear me away. This is what I love, when I love my
God.
Another example of Augustine's aphairesis can be found in the part of DC where
he says that one thinks about God using physical realities, even though these are not
adequate.10 He says that it is unavoidable to think about God as something living, even
though this does not do justice to the ineffability of God. Therefore, Augustine
suggests thinking about vitam ipsam ("life itself", or "true life") instead. According to
Van Geest, this vitam ipsam had to acquire the status of being incomparable to
anything else, in order to safeguard God's ineffability. Vitam ipsam has to be equated
to the source of life, i.e. to God.11 But there is more to this statement. Augustine goes
much further than equating vitam ipsam with the source of life (God), which would
create a circular argument that would be unable to provide any insight. According to
Augustine, vitam ipsam means looking for the highest form of life (therefore, he
suggests to use the via eminentia) and he says that this form of life is the unchangeable
truth.
5.1.2

Aristotle's mathematical example
As has been seen, the concept of aphairesis stems from Aristotle. I will now
discuss his thoughts on aphairesis, because his understanding of this has a deeper
theoretical foundation than Augustine's. Then I will show in what way Aristotle's
more excellent (‘eminent’): absolute transcendent and therefore unknowable for human beings on
earth."
7
ibid.
8
ibid., p. 26
9
ibid., p. 88
10
DC 1.8.8
Et quoniam omnes qui de deo cogitant vivum aliquid cogitant, illi soli possunt non absurda et indigna
existimare de deo qui vitam ipsam cogitant.
And since all who think of God think of something alive, the only thinkers whose conceptions of God
are not absurd and unworthy can be those who think of life itself.
11
Van Geest (2011), p. 59
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thoughts return in the modern theory of metaphor. Later on, we will see how this all
relates to Augustine's exegesis.
In Metaphysics, Aristotle says the following about aphairesis:12
And just as the mathematician makes a study of abstractions [aphairesis] (for
in his investigations he first abstracts everything that is sensible, such as weight
and lightness, hardness and its contrary, and also heat and cold and all other
sensible contrarieties, leaving only quantity and continuity—sometimes in
one, sometimes in two and sometimes in three dimensions—and their
affections qua quantitative and continuous, and does not study them with
respect to any other thing; and in some cases investigates the relative positions
of things and the properties of these and in others their commensurability or
incommensurability, and in others their ratios; yet nevertheless we hold that
there is one and the same science of all these things, viz. geometry), so it is the
same with regard to Being.
In Aristotle's mathematical example, aphairesis takes away all sensible
properties from an object, e.g. weight and temperature, so that only quantity (πόσος)
and the continuous (συνεχής) properties remain. This description of mathematical
aphairesis is in fact what we would call a mathematical model. I will explain this
further by providing an example: applying aphairesis to a building. The result of this
process, which Aristotle does not mention but which we can easily deduce, could be a
set of geometric shapes. Aristotle says that mathematicians can choose how many
dimensions to preserve in their model (1, 2, or 3).
A crucial point, which Aristotle nevertheless never mentioned, nor indeed
anyone else, is that aphairesis requires a choice on what aspects of the object should
be taken away. Of course, Aristotle implies the possibility of such a choice, as in his
example which suggests that the mathematical properties, e.g. quantities and
geometric shapes, remain after aphairesis. But he does not show how this choice has
to be made in any case other than his mathematical example. God is not quantitative,
thus when we use aphairesis when we talk about God, quantity will have to be taken
away as well.
Now the question is what remains after aphairesis. This question is especially
relevant when we use aphairesis in discourse on God, since in this case we also have
to take away mathematical properties such as quantity. As Van Geest has pointed out,
Aristotle thinks that the remaining abstraction (or model) cannot be isolated, so that
the abstraction does not really exist itself; this is an important difference with Plato.
In Aristotle's view, the relationships between the objects are preserved (καὶ τῶν μὲν
τὰς πρὸς ἄλληλα θέσεις σκοπεῖ). I will now investigate how this relates to the modern
theory of metaphor.

12

Aristotle, Metaphysics 1061α-β
καθάπερ δ᾽ ὁ μαθηματικὸς περὶ τὰ ἐξ ἀφαιρέσεως τὴν θεωρίαν ποιεῖται περιελὼν γὰρ πάντα τὰ
αἰσθητὰ θεωρεῖ, οἷον βάρος καὶ κουφότητα καὶ σκληρότητα καὶ τοὐναντίον, ἔτι δὲ καὶ θερμότητα καὶ
ψυχρότητα καὶ τὰς ἄλλας αἰσθητὰς ἐναντιώσεις, μόνον δὲ καταλείπει τὸ ποσὸν καὶ συνεχές, τῶν μὲν
ἐφ᾽ ἓν τῶν δ᾽ ἐπὶ δύο τῶν δ᾽ ἐπὶ τρία, καὶ τὰ πάθη τὰ τούτων ᾗ ποσά ἐστι καὶ συνεχῆ, καὶ οὐ καθ᾽ ἕτερόν
τι θεωρεῖ, καὶ τῶν μὲν τὰς πρὸς ἄλληλα θέσεις σκοπεῖ καὶ τὰ ταύταις ὑπάρsχοντα, τῶν δὲ τὰς
συμμετρίας καὶ ἀσυμμετρίας, τῶν δὲ τοὺς λόγους, ἀλλ᾽ ὅμως μίαν πάντων καὶ τὴν αὐτὴν τίθεμεν
ἐπιστήμην τὴν γεωμετρικήν, τὸν αὐτὸν δὴ τρόπον ἔχει καὶ περὶ τὸ ὄν.
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5.1.3

Aphairesis in the modern theory of metaphor
I will show that there is a relationship between aphairesis and metaphor,
especially the modern theory of metaphor. Van Geest has not described the
relationship between negative theology, aphairesis, and metaphor, but he has pointed
out that there is no verbum proprium to refer to the res (concept) of the Trinity
according to Augustine,13 which is an important idea, because it implies that the
Trinity can only be discussed using a verbum translatum (metaphor), the exact
opposite of verbum proprium. This is also consistent with the earlier findings that
metaphor is needed to talk about God.
In the modern theory of metaphor, the process in the source field of a metaphor
is similar to aphairesis. In both cases, a choice has to be made which properties to
keep (for aphairesis) or transfer (for metaphor), and which properties to discard. As I
will argue, often, though not always, the physical properties of the source field are
discarded. Furthermore, in both aphairesis and metaphor, the relationships between
the objects remain important. Consider for example the metaphor TIME IS MONEY.
Time is not really money; one cannot grab time like one can grab physical coins.
However, an abstraction of money (valuable resource, something which can only be
spent once, etc.) can be applied to time. Another example: in the ARGUMENTS ARE
BUILDINGS metaphorical concept, arguments are not really buildings. Most sensible
properties of BUILDINGS are neglected, such as the material that they are made of, and
their physical location. Nevertheless, the relationships of BUILDING remain: thus
arguments have a foundation, they have content etc.
There are also metaphors, however, in which abstraction does not play a role,
and this is especially the case for substitution metaphors, to use Black's terminology;
in other words, for metaphors that are decorative and can easily be replaced by literal
expressions. An example of such a metaphor is "Mary is the queen of the ball". In this
example, the physical properties of the source field, queen, are highlighted instead of
taken away, so that in fact, it is the exact opposite of aphairesis that takes places.
5.1.4

Conclusion
In Augustine's early works, such as Confessiones, he uses aphairesis to take into
account God's ineffability when talking about him, but he does not yet use aphairesis
in the interpretation of Scripture. Van Geest has pointed out that in Augustine's early
works, he deals with the ineffability of God by means of allegorical interpretation.14
Nevertheless, Augustine thinks that the biblical anthropomorphic images have value,
they are milk for the little ones (lac parvuli), but through allegorical reading they are
meat for spiritually developed readers.15
While allegorical interpretation can be used to deal with passages in Scripture
that talk about God in an affirmative way, it has an important disadvantage: it is a
method that avoids talking about God altogether. This stands in stark contrast with the
examples of aphairesis that have been discussed in this chapter, which emphatically
takes into account the ineffability of God. Aphairesis takes away all sensible properties
of an object, resulting in an abstraction. What remains after this abstraction are the
relationships with other objects, and I have argued that this is similar to Lakoff and
Johnson's metaphorical concepts, which form networks with other metaphorical
13

Van Geest (2011), p. 149
ibid., p. 51
15
ibid., p. 55
14
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concepts as well as underlying metaphorical expressions. I will now discuss
Augustine's new views on metaphor, which are based on aphairesis and are similar to
the modern theory of metaphor. He uses his new views in his interpretation of
Scripture, properly respecting the ineffability of God.

5.2

Augustine's new view of metaphor

In DGL, Augustine develops a new view of metaphor, which builds on
aphairesis, and is different from the classical view. A problem that the current analysis
must face is that Augustine was obviously not interested in presenting a full-fledged
metaphor theory; he did not devote any single section of DGL to metaphor theory.
Instead, his remarks on metaphor are scattered throughout his work, and he shows
some of his ideas only implicitly, in certain exegetical cases, without a theoretical
explanation. In this section, I will reconstruct Augustine's new ideas on metaphor,
most notably in DGL, and compare them with the modern theory of metaphor. It will
turn out that there are striking similarities, especially regarding the key points: the
necessity of metaphor to talk about the metaphysical, the partiality of metaphor, and
the analysis of metaphorical concepts.
5.2.1

Types of metaphor
Black has made a distinction between substitution metaphor, which can easily be
replaced by proper language, and interaction metaphor, which obtains its meaning by
an interaction between the source field and the target field that relies on the reader’s
creativity. Interaction metaphor cannot be replaced by proper language without loss
of meaning. It is this type of metaphor that is needed to talk about the metaphysical.
In his exegesis, Augustine implicitly differentiates between these two types of
metaphor. In DGL, as in his previous works, he treats a number of metaphors as
idiomatic (sometimes particular to the Hebrew or Greek) and points out that they can
be replaced by a proper Latin expression. Most importantly, in DGL Augustine applies
the interaction view to a number of metaphysical metaphors, as I will show later on in
the case study.
5.2.2

Necessity of metaphor
The modern metaphor theory holds that interaction metaphors are needed to talk
about metaphysical concepts; there is no other way to express their meaning. The
necessity of metaphor is also mentioned in De Genesi ad Litteram, when Augustine
points out that our speaking about God has to be metaphorical. For example, he says
that we can speak about God as if he had a place, while this is not properly speaking
appropriate; God does not move in space and time. Augustine generalizes that we can
only use corporeal language to talk about spiritual things.16
Hence it is not incongruous to transfer the meaning of the word (verbum
transfertur) from the material to the spiritual order and speak of place in this
sense, although the reality itself is worlds apart.17

16

DGL 4.18.34
A similar thought occurs in 3.4.7 and 12.16.31
17
...ideo non incongruenter a corporalibus ad spiritalia verbum transfertur, ut dicatur locus, cum res
ipsa plurimum distet.
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He uses the term verbum transfertur for this, which is the verbalised form of
verbum translatum (metaphor). Augustine therefore says that when we talk about
spiritual matters, we can use words from another domain, the corporeal world. This is
similar to Lakoff and Johnson’s claim that “we typically conceptualize the
nonphysical in terms of the physical”.18
Lakoff and Johnson have emphasised that "metaphors we live by" transcend
language and that they govern our experience and thinking; they are pervasive in our
daily lives. The occurrence of metaphor in language is merely a result of the place it
occupies in human experience. Augustine’s view is parallel to some extent, as he
believes that we can come to an understanding of God through his creation, which he
says for example in Sermo 68.6. In addition, in De Trinitate he says that "it is not, after
all, only the authority of the divine books which asserts that God is; the univeral nature
of things which surrounds us, to which we too belong, proclaims that it has a most
excellent founder .... And so, since we rank the creator without a shadow of doubt
above created things, we have to admit that he supremely lives, and senses, and
understands all things, and cannot die, decay or change; and that he is not a body but
the most powerful, just and beautiful, the best and happiest spirit of all."19 In this
statement Augustine uses the via eminentiae, which he combines with the idea that we
can understand God through his creation.
In my investigation I will look further than Augustine's theoretical statement. In
the case study at the end of this chapter I will also investigate how he interprets
metaphors in practice. It is important to find out whether he thinks in practice that
these corporeal terms (i.e. metaphors) are necessary and cannot be rendered by proper
terms. This is the key difference between his idea and the classical view of metaphor.
Aristotle describes metaphora as borrowing a word that does not exist from
elsewhere.20 Nevertheless, Aristotle believes that the message could also be rendered
literally; it would only require more words, and might not be as elegant.
It will become evident that Augustine does not think that spiritual metaphors can
be replaced by proper language, not even by circumscription. At various points in De
Genesi ad Litteram, Augustine does try to explain the metaphors that he encounters.
For example, he explains that in the creation of the world in six days, days are a sort
of category instead of real days. But he is well aware of the fact that if a metaphor is
spelled out, its creativity is diminished and a part of the meaning is lost. This stands
in stark contrast to allegorical interpretation, where the meaning of the text is spelled
out.
5.2.3

Interaction and partiality of metaphor
As has been seen, in Sermo 4 Augustine shows the interaction view in practice;
he points out the properties of the source field and makes explicit which properties he
is choosing to transfer, and in doing so he shows that he is aware of the partiality of
metaphor. Moreover, he understands the need to use multiple metaphorical concepts

18

Lakoff and Johnson (1980), p. 59
De Trinitate 15.4.6
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See section 2.1.1
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to talk about God.21 But this is an exception in Augustine’s work rather than his
general approach to dealing with metaphor.
It is hard to prove to what extent Augustine was aware of the interaction process
in metaphor because of the lack of theoretical descriptions in his work regarding this
topic. Fortunately, we can obtain some insight into his views by considering his
position on the importance of the reader, as well as the exegetical examples he gives.
To begin with, there are two theoretical prerequisites to understanding the interaction
process. The first is the partiality of metaphor, which is needed because the interaction
process determines which properties should be transferred from the source to the target
field, and this does not make sense if all properties are transferred. Partiality is also
what sets metaphor apart from allegory; in allegory, every detail fits, and this is not
the case in the interpretation of metaphor.22 In DGL, Augustine is familiar with the
idea that a metaphor is only be partially applicable, which is a direct consequence of
the notion that metaphors are insufficient to talk about God. Already in aphairesis, the
physical aspects of a claim about God are discarded; for instance, God is beautiful, but
not resembling earthly (physical) beauty. Another example: in DGL, Augustine
implicitly shows that the expression "God speaks" (Gen 1:2) is partially applicable;
God is unchangeable and does not speak in time.23
The second prerequisite is that individual readers of Scripture must have a great
deal of interpretational freedom’.24 Augustine is hesitant to choose a single
interpretation and discard other interpretations that are acceptable within his axiom.
This is similar to Black, who also emphasises the importance of the reader in
interaction metaphors. At first sight, Augustine sees interpretational freedom as a
benefit, because it allows every reader to find a meaning that is in line with their
spiritual needs. In this view, even a literal interpretation of Biblical
anthropomorphisms have some spiritual value for the "little ones" (lac parvuli), but a
spiritual reading reveals a fuller message, suited for those who are spiritually more
developed. This motivation is completely different from Black's, primarily because,
in Augustine's eyes, interpretational freedom is not concerned with how concepts
interact; the "little ones" do not even recognise anthropomorphisms as metaphors. But
there is also another reason why Augustine values obscurity: he acknowledges that
human knowledge is limited and that we must not find our own truth in Scripture.
5.2.4

Stienstra's analysis of metaphorical concepts
Stienstra has interpreted metaphors in Scripture using the modern theory of
metaphor.25 The analysis of metaphorical concepts is an exegetical tool that is very
useful since it puts metaphorical expressions in the right context and it reveals a
number of expressions as being metaphorical that otherwise would not have been
recognised as such. Moreover, she has not explained the metaphors themselves by
providing a literal interpretation, thus leaving the creative force of metaphor intact.
This is an important contrast with Sermo 4; although Augustine reveals the creative
21

See section 3.1.4. In short, the metaphor "Christ is a rock" is only partially applicable: God is solid
and strong, but not uncouth and rough. Augustine’s knowledge about God (the target field) determines
which properties of a rock (the source field) are transferred.
22
For instance, Stienstra (1993), pp. 139-140
23
See section 5.3.1.1
24
See section 1.3
25
See section 2.3.2
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process of metaphor in his own mind, he ends up replacing the metaphor by a literal
interpretation that leaves his readers no room for creativity.
As will become clear, Augustine’s approach in DGL is similar to Stienstra’s
approach. In DGL, he demonstrates that a certain expression is a metaphor, so that the
reader is encouraged to ignore the literal sense and think of the metaphorical meaning
himself. For example, Augustine states that the six days of creation must not be
understood as corporeal days. Then he shows that a number of metaphorical
expressions are interconnected by showing that they belong to the same conceptual
metaphor. For example, he connects the six days of creation to the metaphorical
concept GOD IS LIGHT. Then he deepens this metaphorical concept by exploring the
network of related metaphors. I will explain this later on in greater detail.
5.2.5

Conclusion
In this chapter I have so far extracted Augustine’s new view of metaphor in DGL
and compared it with the modern theory of metaphor. The material that I have
discussed suggests that there is a great deal of overlap; to sum up:
• Metaphors are based on experience, we talk about spiritual matters in corporeal
terms;
• Metaphors are improper and only partial comparisons. The creativity of the
reader is required to decide how the source field is connected to the target field.
Consequently, by using metaphors, the author gives the reader a great deal of
interpretational freedom. However, this freedom is not absolute, because it is
bound by Augustine's axiom, most notably, the rule of faith and the context.
This is consistent with Black, who has pointed out that the meaning of
interaction metaphor does not depend on the knowledge of the individual
reader, but the system of associated commonplaces. Moreover, Black admits
that the meaning of metaphors also depends on the context. Lakoff and
Johnson also bound the freedom of the individual reader, even to a larger extent
than Augutine since they have pointed out that "metaphors we live by" belong
to a particular culture, and they silently assume that all members of that culture
interpret metaphors in the same way. Thus, my contention is that Augustine's
axiom fulfils the same role as Black's system of associated commonplaces and
Lakoff and Johnson's "culture". In a way, the axiom contains associated
commonplaces about God;
• Some metaphorical expressions are interconnected by means of a metaphorical
concept. Although Augustine does not use the term metaphorical concept or
anything resembling this, I will argue that his treatment of metaphors in DGL
can only be explained by assuming that he is aware of the idea that the term
denotes;
• Metaphors are necessary; we cannot talk about God or metaphysical matters in
any other sensible way. Therefore, these metaphors cannot be replaced by
proper language. The main reason that Augustine provides is that proper
expressions about God tend to be blasphemous since he cannot be compared
with anything that is corporeal. The modern theory of metaphor, on the other
hand, seems to provide different reasons why metaphors cannot be substituted
by literal expressions. For Black, this is the bi-directional influence between
the source field and the target field. This is a dynamic process and goes beyond
a list of properties that are transferred from the source field to the target field.
Lakoff and Johnson have not talked about the possibility to replace metaphors
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by literal language (they criticise Aristotle's idea that metaphor is based on
similarity, but not the substitution view) at first sight one might even argue that
they break down a metaphorical concept into entailments, for example, TIME
IS MONEY has "running out of time", "saving time", etc. But they emphasize
that metaphorical concepts can be extended, thus, they are dynamic and it is
not always possible to break down a metaphorical concept in a definitive way.
Moreover, even though Lakoff and Johnson have argued that the entailments
of metaphorical concepts are regarded are literal, this may be so in the
perception of the everyday users of the metaphor, but I would argue that from
a fundamental perspective many entailments are metaphorical. For example,
one cannot literally save time. Thus, metaphorical concepts can be peeled off
into entailments, but they cannot be spelled out completely; there will always
be a metaphorical remainder.
The necessity of metaphor and its experiential basis can already be substantiated
by the definitions in DGL that have been discussed in this section. The points about
the interpretational freedom of the reader, the metaphorical concept, and the extent to
which a metaphorical concept can be spelled out, however, need to be proven by
means of a case study, which will follow further on.
Lastly, there are three important differences between Augustine’s view of
metaphor in DGL and the modern theory of metaphor. (1) Lakoff and Johnson have
claimed that "Structural metaphors in our conceptual system induce similarities"; in
other words, the similarity is not inherent in nature. Augustine does not discuss this
matter. On the contrary, he thinks that there is an intimate link between God and his
creation, which is used to talk about God (the source field). This would suggest that
Augustine believes that the similarities in metaphors about God, e.g. "God is Light",
are somehow present in nature itself, and not superimposed by the sacred author.
(2). In DGL, Augustine sees certain metaphors as literal, as discussed in the
previous chapter. This is in line with Lakoff and Johnson, who have observed that
most metaphors must be taken literally, for example, "time is running out".26 Also, at
the beginning of their book, they say:
The metaphor is not merely in the words we use – it is in our very concept of
an argument. The language of argument is not poetic, fanciful, or rhetorical; it
is literal... It is important that we don’t just talk about arguments in terms of
war. We can actually win or lose arguments.27
On the other hand, Lakoff and Johnson have pointed out that most metaphorical
concepts are figurative, for example TIME IS MONEY. They have added that most of
the metaphorical concepts, unlike the underlying metaphorical expressions, do not
occur in everyday language.
(3) Augustine does not pay attention to the cultural aspects of metaphor. This is
another a contrast with Lakoff and Johnson, who have claimed that metaphors are
bound to a particular culture and cannot be understood automatically by readers from
a different culture,28 and Stienstra, who has spent a great deal of time in coming to
understand the source field of the metaphor that she investigates, marriage, in the time
and culture in which the metaphor originally functioned. It must be asked, however,
26

Lakoff and Johnson (1980), p. 53. Lakoff and Johnson do not regard new metaphors as literal, because
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whether Augustine's lack of cultural analysis is problematic. Augustine's main
metaphorical concept is GOD IS LIGHT, and light is less susceptible to cultural
differences than marriage. Stienstra has shown that Biblical marriage is fundamentally
different from present-day Western marriage, which makes the metaphor YHWH IS THE
HUSBAND OF HIS PEOPLE hard to understand without a proper explanation of Biblical
marriage. On the other hand, it is difficult to imagine a culture in which light is not
regarded as positive. Moreover, the metaphor SEEING IS KNOWING (which Augustine
could have connected to GOD IS LIGHT, because God is the source of all knowledge)
occurs in many languages.
Augustine's approach is more in line with Black’s. Like Lakoff and Johnson,
Black has acknowledged that the meaning of a metaphor is culture-dependent, but
Black has emphasised the importance of the context and the author. In addition, Black
is aware that it is not always clear whether an expression is a metaphor at all. In some
cases, this can only be determined by looking at the context and the author.
To sum up, Augustine’s view of metaphor shows striking similarities with the
modern theory of metaphor. In the remainder ofthis chapter, I will present a case study
of Augustine’s metaphorical analysis in DGL to substantiate this claim.

5.3

Discussion of metaphors in De Genesi ad Litteram

In this section, I will provide evidence for Augustine's new view of metaphor,
outlined in the previous section, by discussing his analysis of metaphors in DGL. It is
important to note that in DGL, Augustine sometimes uses the term verbum translatum
(metaphor), often accompanied by a circumscription, but in other cases, he only uses
the circumscription, in which he stresses the ineffability of God and the events
described in the creation narrative. He adds that it is for this reason that corporeal
terms have to be used to describe metaphysical concepts, but that these terms are not
adequate. This circumscription is much more accurate than the term verbum
translatum, which Augustine's contemporary readers will have associated with the
classical view of metaphor. As the examples will show, Augustine sees metaphor in
quite a different way, one similar to the modern theory of metaphor. Therefore, I will
set greater store by the presence of the circumscription than by the presence of the
term verbum translatum. The most important criterion, however, will be how
Augustine treats a given expression, whether he sees it as metaphorical, and if so, how
he deals with it.
5.3.1

The first account of creation
In DGL Augustine thinks that the first account of the creation narrative describes
conceptual creation, which took place in a single moment.29 He observes that the first
account especially is so highly metaphysical that it is beyond the reach of proper terms
reach to describe it. For instance, as I will discuss in greater detail further on, he sees
the six days of creation as metaphorical. The most important conceptual metaphor in
DGL is GOD IS LIGHT. The metaphorical concept itself does not occur in the creation
narrative; metaphorical concepts generally do not occur as such, but only their

29
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associated metaphorical expressions are used.30 Augustine does not mention the
metaphorical concept in his analysis; he says that God is light only at the end of DGL.31
But distinct from these objects [virtues, which Augustine believes are in the
soul] is the Light by which the soul is illumined, in order that it may see and
truly understand everything, either in itself or in the light. For the Light is God
Himself, whereas the soul is a creature; yet, since it is rational and intellectual,
it is made in His image.
In this passage, he does not spell out the metaphorical concept, but he relates it
with the metaphor that the soul sees because of God's light. As I will show further on,
he encourages the reader to discover the metaphorical space of LIGHT, for example, it
is present during the DAY, which has a MORNING and EVENING. Furthermore, the
absence of LIGHT (also when used to talk about God) is DARKNESS. It will become
clear that the awareness of a conceptual metaphor leads to the realisation that other
expressions are metaphorical as well. Augustine says that "darkness was over the
abyss" (Gen 1:2, Augustine's version) is a metaphor and related to GOD IS LIGHT - this
will presently be discussed further. So far, Augustine's approach is similar to
Stienstra's, in which the conceptual metaphor YHWH IS THE HUSBAND OF HIS PEOPLE
leads to the insight that God's jealousy is metaphorical.32
To sum up, Augustine does not fully explain the metaphors related to GOD IS
LIGHT. Instead, he recognises that the creativity of the reader is needed in order to
properly understand metaphors. In particular, he is silent about what properties of the
source field should be transferred to the target field. His task is to facilitate the readers,
by pointing out that certain expressions are metaphors, and by showing their
relationship with other metaphors. Therefore, the freedom that Augustine gives to the
readers of Scripture (as long as their interpretations are consistent with his axiom) is
an integral component of his understanding for his understanding of metaphor.
5.3.1.1 God speaking
In the first account of the creation narrative, Augustine applies aphairesis to
God’s act of speaking. The first time he discusses God’s speech is at the very
beginning of this work, where he investigates the question: “How did God say, Let
there be light? Was this in time or in the eternity of His Word”.33 Augustine concludes
that in Gen 1:3 God spoke in an eternal way, and in Augustine's reasoning he considers
different aspects of his axiom. Firstly, he contends that there was nobody to hear God’s
words, i.e. he uses logical reasoning. Secondly, he uses the regula fidei, in particular,
the assumption that God is unchangeable. Augustine does not replace “God said” by
proper language – an attempt would be: “God made” - the only function of his
interpretation is to point out that the statement is a metaphor.34 Augustine does not use
the word metaphor, but he has that concept in mind.
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See section 2.2.2
DGL 12.31.59
Aliud autem est ipsum lumen, quo illustratur anima, ut omnia vel in se vel in illo veraciter intellecta
conspiciat. Nam illud iam ipse deus est, haec autem creatura, quamvis rationalis et intellectualis ad eius
imaginem facta.
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It may be clear for the expression “God said” that it is a metaphor, but Augustine
shows that once we have revealed that the first statement is a metaphor, other
statements turn out to be metaphors as well; in this case, as he points out, the words
“when” and “where” are metaphorical:35
It is true that the words “when” and “sometime” refer to time, but the when of
something that must be created is eternal in the Word of God; and it is created
when in the Word there is an exigency for its creation. But in the Word Himself
there is no when and no eventually, because the Word is in every way eternal.
Thus, Augustine denies the normal (earthly) meaning of “when” and “where”,
thus implicitly saying that the expressions in which they occur are metaphors. He
points the reader in the right direction, but he does not give an interpretation in which
he replaces these words by proper words; this is, of course, not possible, since the
metaphysical can only be described by means of metaphor.
On the other hand, Augustine thinks that God spoke to Adam (Gen 3:9) through
a corporeal creature.36 Such a way of speaking was possible because by that time, the
creation was already completed. Consequently, a number of problems associated with
God's speech were solved; a material voice could exist, and there was someone to hear
it. However, there is a remaining issue: God is unchangeable, but he acts in time. I do
not think Augustine's solution that God sent a corporeal creature to do the task, is
satisfactory. I will come back to this further on.37
5.3.1.2 Darkness was over the abyss
In Confessiones Augustine lays the foundation for the metaphorical
understanding of the "darkness was over the abyss" (Gen 1:2) elaborated in DGL. As
has been seen, he points out in Confessiones that this describes the state of the earth
before creation, and it is the closest on earth to the metaphysical meaning that it entails,
formlessness.38 He emphasises that this comparison is nevertheless totally
inadequate.39 In DGL he adopts these thoughts from Confessiones and in addition he
calls the abyss a verbum translatum:40
In this interpretation we should understand "dark abyss" as a metaphor (ut
translato verbo), meaning that life which is formless unless it is turned towards
its creator. Only in this way can it be formed and cease being an abyss, and be
illuminated and cease being dark.
Augustine provides an explanation of the metaphor - life is formless unless it is
turned to its creator - but this explanation is certainly not the same as replacing it by
35

DGL 1.2.6
Cum enim verba sint temporis, cum dicimus: "quando" et "aliquando", aeternum tamen est in verbo dei,
quando fieri aliquid debeat, et tunc fit, quando fieri debuisse in illo verbo est, in quo non est quando et
aliquando, quoniam totum illud verbum aeternum est.
36
DGL 8.18.37
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Augustine adds that he believes that God spoke to Abraham and Moses through a material creature.
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12:1-3 and Exod 7:1, but not to Augustine's theory of Biblical inspiration.
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DGL 1.1.3
ut translato verbo tenebrosam abyssum intellegamus naturam vitae informem, nisi convertatur ad
creatorem: quo solo modo formari potest, ut non sit abyssus, et illuminari, ut non sit tenebrosa.
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proper language. His real exegetical accomplishment is connecting the ABYSS
metaphor with the concept GOD IS LIGHT, by saying that only God's light can take
away the dark abyss. Further on, Augustine connects the light of God to the conversion
and formation of a creature. First, he says that God’s ineffable speaking leads to the
formation of an unformed creature.41 Then, he points out that since God is light, "its
formation consists in its turning to the changeless light of Wisdom, the Word of
God".42
In sum, Augustine makes connections between different metaphors by linking
them with the metaphorical concept GOD IS LIGHT. It is still up to the reader to unravel
the full entailments of this metaphor. Further on, it will become evident that he also
links GOD IS LIGHT with the days of creation.
5.3.1.3 The spirit was brooding over the waters
Augustine's text of Gen 1:2 continues with "spiritus dei superferebatur super
aquas",43 which means "The Spirit of God was brought above the waters".44 He refers
to an interpretation of an unnamed scholar who says that the Syriac text, which he
assumes is close to the Hebrew text, has (the Syriac equivalent of the Latin word)
fovebat instead of superferebatur. Fovebat means "to keep warm", "to cherish", and
in particular "to brood". According to Taylor, this interpretation is taken from
Eustathius' translation of Basil's Hexaemeron, but it also appears in Ambrose's
Hexaemeron.45 Basil's interpretation is as follows:46
As regards the verb 'was stirring above', they interpret in preference to that, he
says, 'warmed with fostering care,' and he endued the nature of the waters with
life through comparison with a bird brooding upon eggs and imparting some
vital power to them as they are being warmed. Some such meaning, they say,
was implied by this word, as if the Spirit were warming with fostering care,
that is, was preparing the nature of water for the generation of living beings.
Jerome makes a similar remark in QHG, where he says that the Latin word
superferebatur should be incubabat or confovebat; both words have the same
implications as fovebat. Unlike Basil and Ambrose, Jerome bases his claims on the
Hebrew instead of the Syriac.47 Nevertheless, the Vulgate follows the VL, ferebat
super, instead of incubat or convofebat.
I will show that the reading of fovebat is defensible. The Hebrew word, ְמַרֶ֖חֶפת
(mə·ra·ḥe·p̄eṯ), is usually translated as move or float, as in Augustine's version
41

DGL 1.4.9
And so, when Scripture declares, God said, “Let there be…., we may understand this as an immaterial
utterance of God in His eternal Word, as the Word recalls His imperfect creature to Himself, so that it
may not be formless but may be formed according to the various works of creation which He produces
in due order.
...ut in eo, quod Scriptura narrat: dixit deus: fiat, intellegamus Dei dictum incorporeum in natura verbi
eius coaeterni, revocantis ad se inperfectionem creaturae, ut non sit informis, sed formetur secundum
singula, quae per ordinem exequitur.
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superferebatur. However, there is one occurrence of the same root, ( רחףRCHP), in
Deut 32:11, where brooding is a possible interpretation.48 NRSV translates this verse
as follows: "As an eagle stirs up its nest, and hovers over its young; as it spreads its
wings, takes them up and bears them aloft on its pinions". Here the word  ְיַרֵחף, rendered
by NRSV as hovers, could be translated by brooded as well.
In the passage quoted above, Basil mentions the connotations of motherly love,
and that the mother bird sustains the life of her offspring with her body warmth.
However, his subsequent interpretation that the Holy Spirit had a role in creation,
immediately makes these connotations unnecessary, and therefore diminishes them.
Furthermore, Basil leaves no room for the interpretational freedom of the reader.
Augustine also mentions the connotations of motherly love:49
This action is ... like that of a bird that broods over its eggs, the mother
somehow helping in the development of her young by the warmth of her body,
through an affection similar to that of love. Hence we must not think of the
matter in a human way, as if the utterances of God were subject to time
throughout the various days of God's work.
However, Augustine's approach is different from Basil's. Instead of providing a
definitive interpretation, he facilitates the reader. First, he points out an alternative
reading of the text of Scripture. Then, as in his interpretation of the abyss, he
underlines that we should not interpret this expression in a human way, essentially
saying that it is a metaphor. He does not replace the metaphor by proper language, but
instead, he relies on the reader’s creativity to make a meaningful connection between
brooding and the Spirit of God.
Further on, Augustine points to another place in Scripture where brooding is
used: Mt 23:37: "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those
who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen
gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!" (NRSV) The purpose
of this could be to strengthen the view that the brooding metaphor is used more often
in Scripture. However, it is impossible to prove that Mt 23:37 refers to Gen 1:2. In
fact, it is unlikely, because the concept of brooding does not occur in the LXX version
of Gen 1:2. In addition, it is hard to say if Matthew's Greek words relate to a particular
interpretation of the Hebrew word ( ְמַרֶ֖חֶפתmə·ra·ḥe·p̄eṯ). But it is clear that Augustine
tries to show that metaphorical concepts pertain through Scripture, which is another
similarity with Stienstra’s approach.
5.3.1.4 The world was created in six days
In DGL, Augustine sees the six days of creation as metaphorical,50 and he
believes that the creation of the world took place instantaneously, as was discussed
before.51 For the sake of the clarity of my argument, I will briefly recapitulate the three
arguments that he provides. (1) The sun was created on the fourth day, therefore the
first three days cannot be corporeal days. A meaning of day is needed that covers the
48
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DGL 1.18.36
...sicut ova foventur ab alitibus, ubi calor ille materni corporis etiam formandis pullis quodammodo
adminiculatur per quendam in suo genere dilectionis adfectum. Non itaque per singulos dies istorum
divinorum operum tamquam temporales voces dei carnaliter cogitemus.
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first three days, as well as the other four days. (2) Augustine's version of Gen 2:4 which deviates from both the LXX and the Hebrew - reads “this is the book of the
creation of heaven and earth, when they were made, the day God made heaven and
earth”. Augustine interprets this text in such a way as to mean that the creation took
place on a single day. (3) Augustine's version of Sir 18:1 (in English translation) has:
"He who lives forever created all things together”. It must be noted that this is not in
line with the LXX, and that the Hebrew text of Sirach was not known in Augustine's
time.
The fact that some of Augustine's arguments in support of instantaneous creation
are based on mistranslations should not distract us from the wider point that he makes.
I will now demonstrate that this idea caused Augustine to see the six days of creation
as metaphorical, and most importantly, I will show how he deals with metaphors once
he has recognised them. First, he says that the days of creation are ineffable. Moreover,
the days of our week recall the days of creation, but they are not really similar.52 This
already indicates that we should apply aphairesis to our understanding of day, in order
to understand the meaning of day in the creation narrative. A little further, Augustine
underlines the didactic character of this expression, which will later turn out to be a
metaphor; he says that the six days of creation were written down for the sake of
human understanding.53
Augustine continues, not yet with an explanation of the six days of creation, but
by connecting the six days of creation with the metaphorical concept GOD IS LIGHT.54
I have spoken about spiritual light, about the creation of day in angelic spirits,
about their contemplation of the Word of God, about their knowledge of
creatures in themselves, and about their referring this to the praise of the
immutable Truth, where from the first they beheld the forms of creatures yet
to be before they knew these creatures as actually produced. Now it must not
be thought that these interpretations are applicable to "day" and "evening" and
"morning" not literally but only in some figurative and allegorical way. These
interpretations, of course, are different from our ordinary understanding of
light in the material sense. But it is not true that material light is literally "light",
and light referred to in Genesis is figurative* "light. For where light is more
excellent and unfailing, there day also exists in a truer sense. Why, then, should
that day not have a truer evening and a truer morning?55
Moreover, in this passage it is clear that the via eminentiae forms the basis of
Augustine's new theory of metaphor. He says that GOD IS LIGHT is literal, not
52
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*) Taylor has metaphorical instead of figurative. While Augustine probably means metaphorical, he
uses the much broader term figurate, so I replaced metaphorical by figurative. I did the same in the
continued quote of DGL 4.28.45, a little further on, where I marked the word figuratively with an
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Nec quisquam arbitretur illud, quod dixi de luce spiritali et de condito die in spiritali et angelica creatura,
et de contemplatione, quam habet in verbo dei, et de cognitione, qua in se ipsa creatura cognoscitur,
eiusque relatione ad laudem incommutabilis veritatis, ubi prius ratio videbatur rei faciendae, quae
cognita est facta, non iam proprie, sed quasi figurate atque allegorice convenire ad intellegendum diem
et vesperam et mane, sed aliter quidem, quam in hac consuetudine cotidianae lucis huius et corporalis,
non tamen tamquam hic proprie, ibi figurate; ubi enim melior et certior lux, ibi verior etiam dies. Cur
ergo non et verior vespera et verius mane?
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figurative or allegorical, since divine light is more excellent than material light;
material light is derived from divine light instead of vice verse. Taylor has also
observed this, as an explanation of why Augustine involves metaphors in a literal
commentary.56 In Augustine's work, the idea that (some) metaphors are literal occurs
only in DGL. In other works in which he discusses the topic of metaphor, for example
Contra Mendacium and Letter 180, he does not say that metaphors are literal. A
passage from Aquinas' Summa Theologica57 has the same essence as the passage from
DGL, and Stienstra has commented on this passage as follows:58
When we have learned what "good" means under mundane conditions, we may
also apply it to God, and consequently we are speaking metaphorically. Only
when we have recognized that all goodness is limited except God’s, can we
come to realize that earthly goodness mirrors God’s, rather than vice versa.
Similarly, we can say that in Augustine's statement, divine light is metaphorical,
even though earthly light mirrors divine light.
Augustine then continues by pointing out that multiple interpretations are
possible in this matter, and that we should be cautious to accept a single interpretation
as the only possible one.59 He does not provide a definitive interpretation, but instead
gives indications on how to interpret God's light, as well as the related concepts of
evening and morning:60
For if in the days with which we are familiar the light wanes as the day
declines, and we call this evening, and if it rises again at daybreak, and we call
this morning, why should we not say that there is also evening when angels
after contemplating the Creator gaze down upon a creature, and that there is
also morning when they rise from a knowledge of a creature to the praise of
the Creator? Christ Himself is not called the Light in the same way as He is
called a stone: He is literally the Light but figuratively a stone.61
Thus, Augustine advocates the use of aphairesis; day should not be interpreted
in a material way - the sensible properties are taken away - but the relationships with
other objects are kept intact. The spiritual day has a morning and an evening, which
are related to God's light. The meaning of the days of creation has to be found in
relation to God's light. He does provide an actual interpretation: evening is when
angels, after contemplating the Creator, gaze down upon a creature, and morning is
when they rise from a knowledge of a creature to the praise of the Creator. This
interpretation is certainly not intended as the only possible one. This is clear because
he gives a different interpretation a little further on:62
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And there was evening, because there was necessarily that knowledge by
which a creature would be distinguished from the Creator, the creature being
known in itself otherwise than in God. Then followed morning, introducing
the knowlegde of another creature to be made by the Word of God first in the
minds of the angels and then in the firmament itself actually existing in nature.
Even though Augustine does not propose a final interpretation of the days of
creation, there is one interpretation that he wants to avoid at all cost, namely that the
creating of evening denotes sin, as this would imply that God is the creator of evil.63
Another interpretation that he does not accept is that morning is the start of an act of
creation and evening the end; he argues that this would imply that the seventh day, on
which God rests, is also a creature.64
Concerning the meaning of the six days of creation, Augustine says that they
imply a certain order in which things are created. This is in fact another example of
aphairesis; after subtracting all sensible properties, order is one of the things that
remain from a series of days. He solves the contradiction between the idea of
simultaneous creation and step-by-step creation with the following analogy. If you
look at the sun, your gaze first reaches several intermediate points before it reaches
the sun,65 but this goes so fast that in fact it happens simultaneously. He concludes this
discussion with the following paradox:66
In such actions [referring to creation], therefore, which happen simultaneously,
no one sees what must have occurred ‘first’ or ‘later’, unless he beholds it in
that Wisdom by which all things were made in due order simultaneously.67
Much earlier in DGL, Augustine expresses a similar view regarding the creation
of unformed and formed matter. He says that unformed matter was formed at the same
moment that it was created, but in discourse, the two things cannot be expressed
simultaneously; one thing needs to be mentioned before the other.68
5.3.1.5 Discerning spiritual light from material light
Augustine does not believe that light in the creation narrative always relates to
God himself (the source of light). In some cases, light may refer to spiritual light, light
that is created by God in order to give spiritual knowledge to the creatures. Taylor has
also observed this:69
There are also passages where he is careful to distinguish between the Light
which is God Himself and the created light that God gives to the mind... Hence,
when Augustine says the Light illuminating the soul is God Himself, we must

facta est et vespera: quia necessaria erat et ista cognitio, qua distingueretur a creatore creatura aliter in
se ipsa cognita quam in illo; atque inde mane et aliud praenoscendum, quod fuerat verbo dei faciendum,
prius in cognitione mentis angelicae, deinde in natura ipsius firmamenti.
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understand him to mean that the ultimate source of the light is God, who gives
a created light to the mind.
Both meanings of light are metaphorical (although Augustine sees divine light as
true light, from which material light is derived), but they have different meanings. In
addition, there is also a possibility that light denotes material light. Throughout DGL
Augustine has to distinguish between these three meanings of light. I will show what
methods he uses to make this distinction. As an example, I will discuss his
interpretation of "Let there be light" in Gen 1:3. He rejects the interpretation that this
light is the light that is co-eternal with God; instead, he sees it as the light that gives
wisdom to men.70 Subsequently, he provides the following interpretation:71
But if the light spoken of first of all in the words, "Let there be light," and light
was made, must also be supposed to have a primacy in creation, it is nothing
other than intellectual life, which must be in a formless and chaotic state unless
it is turned to its Creator and illumined. But when it is turned and illumined,
the decree, Let there be light, spoken by the Word of God has been fulfilled.
This interpretation relates to the abyss; the light in Gen 1:3 takes away the
formlessness of the abyss. But what is the reason that Augustine does not see the light
in Gen 1:3 as material light or the light of God? He provides a number of arguments
to support this view, all of them based on his axiom: the consistency of Scripture with
itself and with science. I will now discuss a few of these arguments. The first is that
the sun was only created on the fourth day of creation, so the light in Gen 1:3 cannot
be material light. This argument is based on the internal consistency of Scripture.
Secondly, he refutes the interpretation that the light in Gen 1:3 stayed there until it was
separated from the darkness (Gen 1:4), using scientific arguments; it is always day
(and night) somewhere on earth.72 Also, he points out in DGL 4.22.39 that the light
created on the first day could not have created a circular motion (as the sun does) given
the absence of the sky. Therefore, this is spiritual light rather than corporeal light.
Furthermore, Augustine refutes the interpretation of Basil that the light created in Gen
1:3 was a temporary light, before the sun was created, saying "But where the original
light went when evening came on, so that night might have its place, this author does
not say, and I do not think any explanation can be found."73 Moreover, Augustine also
rejects the interpretation that the light in Gen 1:3 is divine light - the kind of light that
is co-eternal with God himself - because that would mean that God disappears at
night.74
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5.3.1.6 Augustine's predecessors
In order to show the uniqueness of Augustine’s interpretation of the six days of
creation, I will compare his view with his predecessors, Philo, Basil, and Ambrose,
who also wrote commentaries on the creation narrative. Like Augustine, Philo says
that the world was created instantaneously instead of in six days, but unlike Augustine,
he does not motivate this claim in any way.75 In addition, Philo says that the six days
of creation are a model (παραδείγμα) for physical creation that occurred later on.76
We must mention as much as we can of the matters contained in his account,
since to enumerate them all is impossible; for he embraces that beautiful world
which is perceptible only by the intellect, as the account of the first day will
show: for God, as apprehending beforehand, as a God must do, that there could
not exist a good imitation without a good model, and that of the things
perceptible to the external senses nothing could be faultless which was not
fashioned with reference to some archetypal idea conceived by the intellect,
when he had determined to create this visible world, previously formed that
one which is perceptible only by the intellect, in order that so using an
incorporeal model formed as far as possible on the image of God, he might
then make this corporeal world, a younger likeness of the elder creation, which
should embrace as many different genera perceptible to the external senses, as
the other world contains of those which are visible only to the intellect.
This idea is similar to Augustine's theory that the first account of creation deals
with conceptual creation, and that the second deals with physical creation. Philo's
interpretation of the six days of creation is that six is a perfect number,77 and that this
accounts for the perfect order of creation.78 The number six plays an important role in
Philo's De Opificio Mundi; it is mentioned in 105 out of 170 paragraphs.79 Augustine
also mentions that the number six is a perfect number, but this plays a rather limited
role in his exegesis. He only discusses it at the beginning of the work,80 but does not
return to it later when he reaches the conclusion.
Basil also believes that the world was created simultaneously, but as in Philo's
work, an explanation is lacking.81 In Basil's Hexaemeron, the idea that God is light
does not occur. In Ambrose's Hexaemeron, on the other hand, the idea that God is light
does occur. At the beginning of this work, Ambrose points out that the corporeal
creation is a shadow of the incorporeal world.82 In line with this, he says that God is
the true light.83 This is similar to Augustine's thoughts on the relationship between
corporeal and divine light. However, Ambrose does not think that the light in the
creation narrative is metaphorical at all. He claims that light is unmeasurable; although
this has been proven wrong by modern physics, to the human eye, it does look
unmeasurable. Therefore, it could be meaningful to compare God to light in respect of
its immeasurability. But unfortunately, Ambrose does not relate this aspect of light to
75
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God.84 Furthermore, he says that the sun is the "author of vegetation",85 and warns the
reader not to regard the sun as the highest being.86 A few lines further he says that one
should not trust in the sun, but instead, "When you behold it, reflect on its Author.
When you admire it, give praise to its Creator."87 This is a promising start, but
unfortunately Ambrose does not work elaborate further. It must be noted that Ambrose
does use the word light metaphorically when he talks about the church.88
To sum up, none of Augustine's predecessors connect the six days of creation
with the metaphor "God is light", and none of them show the relationship between the
concepts of light, day, morning, and evening. Thus, his interpretation of GOD IS LIGHT
was unique in his time.
5.3.2

The second account of creation
According to Augustine, the second creation narrative contains the realisation of
the corporeal creation which takes place in time, a process that is still ongoing. For
example, while the concept of man is created in the first account, the second account
actually describes the first man in history. This means that the second account is
largely historical in Augustine's eyes. As in the first account, he thinks that some
events in the second account are described using metaphors, and he also uses the term
verbum translatum. However, it will become evident that Augustine falls back on the
classical view of metaphor in his interpretation of the second account. He thinks that
these metaphors can easily be replaced by proper language. In addition, he does not
show that these metaphors are interconnected. This is in line with Solignac's remark
that Augustine only uses metaphysical exegesis in the first creation account, and that
he is excessively literal in the second.89
5.3.2.1 The creation of man
Augustine points out that God did not make man with his hands, which he thinks
Gen 2:7 implies. The text of Scripture does not say this, but if it had, it would have
been a metaphor (verbum translatum).90
Indeed, if Scripture had said such a thing [that God formed man from the slime
of the earth with bodily hands], we should be compelled to believe that the
writer had used a metaphor. ... But anyone in his right mind understands that
the name of a bodily member has been used in these passages for the power
and might of God.
In this quotation, Augustine uses the classical view of verbum translatum; he
thinks that this metaphor can be replaced by proper language: the power and might of
God. Thus it seems that he wants to avoid an anthropomorphic depiction of God. He
does not seem to be aware of the fact that this replacement is problematic since the
power and might of God is also a metaphor; earthly power is used to describe the
power of God, as in the metaphor GOD IS KING. The purpose of this passage is to refute
84
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the claim that the reason why man is special is that God made him with his own hands.
Augustine argues that animals were also created by the hand of God, in a metaphorical
sense. In this light he adds an interesting remark on the relationship between body and
mind: what makes man special are his cognitive abilities, but there is also a corporeal
aspect to his superiority over animals, since he walks upright.91
5.3.2.2 The creation of the soul
In Augustine's interpretation of the creation of the soul (Gen 2:7), he begins by
establishing the correct text of Scripture. His manuscript reads "God breathed (flavit)
into his face the breath of life".92 He points out that other manuscripts have sufflavit
(blew up, inflated) instead of flavit (breathed), but he points out that these manuscripts
are not correct, since the LXX reads ἐνεφύσησεν, which means breathed.93 He says
that we should treat this expression in the same way as he previously interpreted the
hand of God, thus as a metaphor, although he does not use the term verbum translatum
here. The goal is identical: to avoid an anthropomorphic view of God. Unlike the hand
of God, Augustine does not replace God breathed by a proper expression. I will show
that this so is because he cannot find the exact meaning of the text; the only thing he
can do is reject a number of - what he believes are - erroneous interpretations.
Augustine asserts that God does not put anything of his own substance into
Adam, as the text appears to suggest. Augustine infers this by applying his axiom; he
points out that this interpretation contradicts God's unchangeability, which is essential
to the faith.94 Further on, he struggles with the question what the soul is made of, if it
is not made of God. He even wonders what the soul was before God's breathed on it.95
Augustine points out that the soul is capable of perceiving whatever comes to its
notice in the world of bodies96, including corporeal light. But the soul is also capable
of understanding the light of God when it turns away from corporeal light. Hence,
Augustine thinks that the soul is higher than the corporeal world; it is not corporeal
itself.97 In addition, he discusses many other ideas about the soul which are interesting
in their own right, but are not relevant to the purposes of our argument. Augustine
ends his discussion of the soul by proposing that the soul is incorporeal; God does not
make out of anything else that he made. Furthermore, it is not a substance of God
himself.98 This description of the soul is quite apophatic. Moreover, his idea on the
soul is based on his own philosophical thoughts rather than on the text of Gen 2:7. He
does not look for a metaphorical meaning of God's breath.
5.3.2.3 The serpent
Augustine's comments on Gen 3:1, where the serpent is called wise, that this is a
metaphor (verbum translatum), and a little further on he uses the term abusio:99
Now, it is a metaphor* that the serpent is called “the most subtle”
(prudentissimus)...
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But it is really a misuse of words (abusione) to speak of wisdom (sapienta) in
an evil creature, and of cunning (astutia) in a good one”.**100
Quintilian points out that abusio is called κατάχρησις (catachresis) in Greek, and
is used to fill a lexical gap by borrowing a word from another domain.101 However, as
Fladerer has observed, Augustine has a wider notion of abusio: for him it means the
improper use of a word.102 Consequently, Augustine thinks that sly can be replaced by
wise, while in Quintilian’s definition, abusio fills a lexical gap, so that replacement by
a single word is not possible.
Jerome, on the other hand, offers an interpretation of the serpent that is based on
the Hebrew text. In QHG he points out that the Hebrew text has arom, which means
sly instead of wise:103
Instead of wise the Hebrew has arom, which Aquila and Theodotion have
understood as panourgon, that is, 'worthless' and 'sly'. So by means of this word
are described cunning and slyness rather than wisdom.
However, Augustine doubts that the serpent is called sly instead of wise in the
Hebrew text. Surprisingly, he says that there are Latin manuscripts that also say that
the serpent was sly, but he rejects these because he thinks that they are not in line with
the Hebrew. Therefore, even though Augustine was not aware of Jerome's comment
in QHG, or did not accept it, he attributes a high authority to the Hebrew text.
Augustine returns to this matter in LH, and observes there that the serpent was the
cleverest rather than the wisest of all beasts.104
Augustine thinks that it was an actual serpent that physically talked to Adam and
Eve. In order to avoid the absurdity of a talking and morally capable serpent,
Augustine proposes that the devil controlled the serpent,105 which is similar to
Augustine's idea that God spoke to Adam through a corporeal creature. This solution
might seem convoluted at first sight, and one might wonder why wiseness of the
serpent as a metaphor, but not the serpent itself.
There are two explanations for this interpretation. The first one is that in DGL
Augustine gives priority to the investigation of historical events, instead of further
meanings or general truths. The second explanation is that Augustine wants to avoid
at all cost that evil is seen as an independent power, which is already an important
motive in DGCM, was we have seen. Pollmann has succinctly explained that this leads
to Augustine's interpretation of the serpent:106
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* Taylor translates verbum translatum as "it is in a figurative sense". I have changed this to metaphor,
which is more accurate. As has been said before, to Augustine "figurative sense" has a wide meaning
that also includes allegory.
** Square brackets are mine, round brackets are Taylor’s.
Translato enim verbo dictum est "prudentissimus...
Abusione quippe nominis ita sapientia dicitur in malo, quemadmodum in bono astutia.
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See section 2.1.5.1
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Pro sapiente in Hebraeo habetur arom, quod Aquila et Theodotion πανοῦργον interpretati sunt : hoc est
nequam et versipellem. Magis itaque ex hoc uerbo calliditas et uersutia quam sapientia demonstratur.
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DGL 11.3.5
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Pollmann, Karla, “Human Sin and Natural Environment: Augustine’s Two Positions on Genesis
3:18”, in Augustinian Studies 41 (2010), pp. 69-85, p. 80
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The particularly cunning nature of the serpent made it the ideal medium for the
devil (cf. Gn. litt. XI,2,4). In Gn. litt. XI,12,16, Augustine leaves open the
question of why it was the serpent in particular that the devil was permitted to
employ for the temptation. His only move is to emphasize that this was all done
with God’s permission (not predestination!), either to ruin people who are the
object of his wrath or to humble and/or test the objects of his mercy (following
Rom. 9:22f.).
Nevertheless, as Pollmann has remarked, "the snake remains a symbol of all
diabolic temptation."107
5.3.2.4 Their eyes were opened
Augustine says that the expression "and the eyes of both were opened" (Gen 3:7)
is a verbum translatum.108 He argues that Adam and Eve did not walk around in
Paradise with their eyes closed, so that the expression must mean something else. He
explains the metaphor by looking at another place in Scripture where it occurs. This is
Lk 24:13-31, where the eyes of Cleophas and his companion were opened when they
recognised Jesus. Therefore, Augustine says that this metaphor can be replaced by a
literal expression: to recognise what one did not recognise before.

5.4

Conclusion

In this chapter we have seen that Augustine develops a new view of metaphor in
DGL that resolves the shortcomings of his earlier exegetical methods related to the
ineffability of God. Augustine was always aware of the ineffability of God and the
inadequateness of language to talk about him. Thus, from early on, he rejects the via
positiva, i.e. affirmations about God, most notably anthropomorphisms such as “the
hand of God”. Instead, he employs the via negativa when talking about God, in which
every statement about God is negated, and even the negations are negated. Later on,
he uses the via eminentia, for example, God is the most beautiful, exceeding all earthly
beauty. Thus, as Van Geest has shown, "both affirmative and negative discourse are
simultaneously strengthened” in the via eminentia. Augustine then develops the via
eminentia into aphairesis, which is an abstraction that takes away all sensible
properties. I have discussed an example from Confessiones, in which Augustine says
that it is unavoidable to think about God as something living, and therefore we should
think about vitam ipsam ("life itself", or "true life") instead, which is an abstraction of
life.
However, in his works written prior to DGL, Augustine uses aphairesis as well
as the preceding concepts in his own thoughts about God, but not in his exegesis.
Instead, he uses allegorical interpretation to deal with metaphysical passages in
Scripture. In De Genesi contra Manichaeos already he sees allegorical interpretation
as an admission of weakness. In this work, he says that he is unable to interpret the six
days of creation in a literal way because the act of creation is ineffable and beyond
comprehension. Instead, he uses allegorical interpretation and relates the days of
creation to phases in history, as well as phases in life. This interpretation may be useful
for the faithful, but it is hardly related to the creation narrative.
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ibid., p. 81; DGL 11.28.35
DGL 11.31.41. "aperti sunt oculi eorum .... quamvis translato verbo scriptura usa sit".
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In DGL, Augustine's goal is to find a historical interpretation of the creation
narrative. Since this is a special narrative, which describes the metaphysical event of
creation, it contains metaphors. Moreover, Augustine design a new way to interpret
metaphor, rooted in the belief that God is ineffable, and based on aphairesis. His new
view resembles the modern theory of metaphor as developed by Black and Lakoff and
Johnson. This is because in aphairesis, physical properties are discarded, and the same
thing is described in the modern theory of metaphor for metaphysical metaphors.
Examples of aphairesis in DGL are for instance that “God speaks”, but not in a
temporal way that produces the movement of air. Another example is that the days of
creation have to be understood in a non-corporeal way; thus, one of the things that
remain is order (in the sense of a sequence).
Augustine extends the idea of aphairesis to metaphor, and this leads to a view of
metaphor that has striking similarities with the modern theory of metaphor. It follows
from his theoretical statements that Augustine believes that metaphor is necessary to
talk about God, and it is not possible to replace it with proper language without loss
of meaning. Moreover, these metaphors are based on human experience, thus
corporeal concepts have to be used, such as light, to talk about the divine. These new
insights into metaphysical metaphor do no match the old figurative methods and call
for a new way of interpretation. I have shown by means of a case study that Augustine
uses exegetical methods in DGL that are similar to the modern theory of metaphor.
The partiality and creativity of metaphor follow exclusively from aphairesis; in
all metaphysical metaphors, Augustine thinks that the corporeal and temporal aspects
are not applicable. Most notably, he points out that God is light, but not in a material
way, but in a truer way. Moreover, he encourages the creativity of the reader to connect
the concept of light to God. This does not mean that the reader is free to come up with
any interpretation since all interpretations have to be consistent with Agustine's axiom,
but Augustine does not spell out the meaning for the reader. Augustine shows an
implicit understanding of the metaphorical concept GOD IS LIGHT. He identifies a
network of metaphors related to this metaphorical concept. The abyss is the absence
of light and describes the unformed state. The light of God forms the creature and turns
it to its Creator. In addition, he points out that the six days of creation are metaphorical,
and related to the light of God, and he shows the entailments of this: the evening and
morning also belong to the DAY metaphor. He provides a possible interpretation:
evening is when angels, after contemplating the Creator, gaze down upon a creature,
and morning is when they ascend from knowledge of a creature to the praise of the
Creator. This interpretation is by no means the final answer, rather it is an
encouragement for the reader to look further. Augustine does not substitute the
meaning of these metaphors with a literal interpretation, thus leaving their creative
force intact. The conclusion of this chapter is that Augustine’s new view of metaphor
in DGL has striking similarities with the modern theories of metaphor as developed
by Black (1962) and Lakoff and Johnson (1980).
In the next part of this dissertation, I will investigate Augustine’s ideas on
metaphor and history in his commentary on the Heptateuch, Quaestiones in
Heptateuchum.

III
Augustine's exegetical methods in
Quaestiones in Heptateuchum

6. Introduction to Quaestiones in Heptateuchum
In the third part of this dissertation, I will address the exegetical methods in
Augustine’s Quaestiones in Heptateuchum (QH). This work, finished in 419,1 consists
of quaestiones (problems) that concern various topics related to passages of the
Heptateuch. The reason to study QH in addition to De Genesi ad Litteram (DGL) is
that these works belong together; QH starts where DGL ends.
Not much research has been done of QH. The only end-to-end commentary on
this work was written by Wilhelm Rüting in 1916.2 Gustave Bardy (1932-33)3 and
Anna Volgers (2005)4 have discussed the genre of QH, and Ferdinand Cavallera
(1931) has compared Augustine's QH with Jerome's Quaestiones Hebraicae in
Genesim (QHG).5 In addition, an English translation by Joseph Lienhard,6 and German
translation by Walter Gross7 have been published in 2018, each containing an
introduction QH. Since QH has not been studied much, I will first, in this chapter,
provide a proper introduction to this work, including its goal, internal structure, and
genre. In the subsequent chapters, I will investigate Augustine's exegetical methods in
QH. The common ground between this work and DGL is that both works focus on the
literal/historical meaning of Scripture, but there are important differences in how they
fill this in. In QH, literal interpretation comprises textual criticism based on manuscript
comparison, combined with an investigation of the historical narrative for its own
sake. In addition, Augustine deals with problems of Scripture that appear on the
historical level, most importantly textual inconsistencies, as well as conflicts with the
faith, such as the dietary laws and the violence of God. Augustine occasionally also
1

Rüting, W., Untersuchungen über Augustins Quaestiones und Locutiones in Heptateuchum,
Paderborn: Schöningh, 1916, p. 4.
Rüting has dated QH to 419, and has left open the possibility that it was published one year later.
According to Rüting this date was already known to the Maurists, (Rüting (1916), p. 4 and Rüting has
found a large number of arguments to support his claim. Others have adopted this date from Rüting.
García de la Fuente, Olegario (trans.), Cuestiones sobre el Heptateuco. Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores
Cristianos, 1989, p. 6
Pollastri, Allesandra, "Introduzione generale", in Luigi Carrozzi and Alessandra Pollastri (trans.),
Locuzioni E Questioni Sull'ettateuco. Roma: Città nuova, 1997, pp. 283-384, p. 286 and p. 290f
Bardy, G., ‘La literature patristique des «Quaestiones et responsiones» sur l’Écriture Sainte’, in Revue
Biblique 41 (1932), p. 516 (without any reference or motivation)
Weidmann, Clemens, "Zwei Lücken in den Quaestiones in Heptateuchum des Augustins", in Revue
d'études augustiniennes et patristiques, 53 (2007), pp. 113-139, p. 124. Besides Rüting, he refers to O.
Perler, Les voyages de saint Augustin, Paris, 1963, p. 363
Cavallera, F., "Les QHG de Jerome et QH de Augustin" in Miscellanea Agostiniana, t. 2, Rome, 1931,
p. 362 gives 419-420, only based on the Retractationes, and he does not refer to Rüting.
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Rüting (1916)
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Bardy, G., ‘La literature patristique des «Quaestiones et responsiones» sur l’Écriture Sainte’, three
articles in the Revue Biblique 41 (1932), (210-236, 341-369, 515-537) and three in the Revue Biblique
42 (1933), (14-30, 211-220, 328-352)
4
Volgers, Anna E. C., A Church in Search of Answers: A Study of the Latin Quaestiones-Tradition.
dissertation, University of Utrecht, 2005
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Cavallera (1931)
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Augustine, Quaestiones in Heptateuchum, Locutiones in Heptateuchum, Sermo 4. Writings on the
Old Testament. Translated by Joseph T. Lienhard, and Boniface Ramsey. Hyde Park, NY: New City
Press, 2016
7
Augustinus, Quaestiones in Heptateuchum : Fragen Zum Heptateuch. Translated by Walter Gross,
Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2018
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uses allegorical interpretation, but as I will show, this is not a decisive element in QH.
Typically, allegorical interpretation provides interpretations that exceed the historical
meaning and are useful to present-day readers. However, I have argued that Augustine
uses generalisation in QH as an exegetical method that serves exactly this goal. In
generalisation, a general principle is derived from individual cases described in the
text. Augustine uses this method mostly to interpret laws.
I will now briefly outline the subsequent chapters, which I have structured per
exegetical method: allegorical interpretation, historical interpretation, and
generalisation. This is a somewhat artificial division, as Augustine often combines
multiple methods in a single quaestio, but it is a reasonable approach because a single
method often stands out. Moreover, since QH hardly contains theoretical statements,
and is structured as a running commentary, a certain structure has to be imposed in
order to see the larger picture and understand his exegetical methods.
Chapter 7 deals with metaphor, allegory, and the interpretation of
anthropomorphic passages. QH does not follow the sophistic view of metaphor in
DGL. Nevertheless, Augustine firmly believes in the ineffability of God, and uses that
in his interpretation. Despite his focus on the historical narrative, roughly 8% of the
quaestiones is allegorical; a minority, but nevertheless a substantial one. My analysis
will show that allegorical interpretation is not important in QH.
In chapter 8 I will substantiate the claim that historical interpretation is the
dominant exegetical method in QH, and I will demonstrate that this method of
interpretation is largely driven by apparent inconsistencies and unclarities. An
important finding is that in some quaestiones Augustine is interested in history for its
own sake; his goal is not to propose an interpretation that is useful for the faithful.
Looking at his historical interpretation, we will see that Augustine had several methods
at this disposal. I will discuss the most important method, textual criticism, in chapter
9. In QH Augustine spends a great deal of time on textual criticism, based on the
examination of different manuscripts of the VL, and occasionally the LXX and
Jerome's QHG and the Vulgate. He also does this in DGL, but only in a handful of
cases.8 The purpose in QH is to improve the manuscripts where necessary. In addition,
Augustine investigates Scriptural idiom, which he clearly distinguishes from allegory.
In addition, he deals with the tropes (including metaphor) and grammar. In addition to
QH, I will discuss Locutiones in Heptateuchum (LH), which forms a diptych together
with QH, and which is devoted to the analysis of Scriptural idiom, as well as grammar,
tropes etcetera.9
In chapter 10, I will deal with the interpretation of the Old Testament laws.
Augustine's view on the Old Testament comes to full maturity in this issue.
Abandoning allegorical interpretation, he finds a way to come to terms with the
difficulties in the Old Testament laws. He points out that even though not all laws are
still in force, it is at least good to know what Jesus liberated us from; in order to forgive
each other our debts, it is important to know what our debts are. Then he assesses
which elements of the Old Testament laws still have value. He does this by using
historical interpretation as well as the method of generalisation. This leads to results
that go beyond the historical context, and are of interest to Augustine's readers. He
8

See section 5.3
Rüting (1916), p.13 has pointed out that Locutiones in Heptateuchum (LH) was written at the same
time as QH, and that QH and LH may have been written together.

9

6. INTRODUCTION TO QUAESTIONES IN HEPTATEUCHUM

141

uses a remarkable approach to distinguish which Old Testament laws can be
generalised, and which ones were only necessary at the time. In one quaestio, this
approach leads to the rather unexpected criticism that women are not treated fairly in
an Old Testament law.
Before turning to the investigation of the exegetical methods in QH, I will now
discuss the goal, internal structure, and genre of this work, and discuss the most
important literature, to provide the right context for my investigation.

6.1

Purpose, format, and structure

6.1.1

The purpose of Quaestiones in Heptateuchum
In the introduction to QH, Augustine states that QH consists of questions that
arose while he was reading Scripture, and which he wrote down with the goal of
remembering them and using them later.10 This clearly stated purpose cannot be
denied, especially since Augustine has fulfilled this, for example, as Allesandra
Pollastri has demonstrated, he uses the findings in QH in De Civitate Dei 15 and 16.11
The audience of QH is, however, wider than Augustine himself, otherwise he would
not have described this work in Retractationes. Nevertheless, this investigation does
not have the intention to make any claims on the audience of QH.
In addition to the purpose of a personal note book, QH could also have been used
to serve additional purposes. I will argue that in QH Augustine investigates the
historical meaning of the Old Testament, and he diminishes the importance of
allegorical interpretation. In many quaestiones Augustine even values the historical
events for their own sake; not every quaestio has a pastoral value. Far from every
Christian read the Old Testament primarily in a historical way. It is hard to find
evidence that Augustine's goal was to refute certain Christian opinions that the
Heptateuch only has an allegorical meaning, as he does in DGL, because in QH he
rarely explicitly refutes an allegorical interpretation.12 My contention is, though, that
QH at least aims to show the possibility of a historical interpretation of the Old
Testament, and a way to deal with the difficulties that arise in doing so.
I will highlight two other purposes of QH have been suggested, that both have
compelling arguments, although I think it is hard to label them as the main purpose
since they only occur on a much smaller scale than the previous purposes that were
discussed. According to Cavallera in an argument later expanded by Dorothea Weber,
QH discusses linguistic problems and is an antithesis for Jerome's hebraicae veritas.13
In relation to this, another goal of QH may be to demonstrate the exegetical principles
in DC, most notably those that deal with proper signs (signa propria).14 Another
purpose may be to provide an academic overview of Old Testament interpretations.
Rüting has observed that Augustine reviews the thoughts of a number of authors,
including Jerome, Ambrose, Tyconius, Origen, and Philo.15 Throughout QH
Augustine cites different authors, usually referring to them by quidam (certain people)
instead of by name, which would be far from acceptable according to present-day
10

QH Prooemium
Pollastri (1997), pp. 296-297
12
One of the exceptions is QH 3.24 (Lev 8:35), which I will discuss in section 9.3.1.
13
Weber, Dorothea, "Beobachtungen zu Augustinus' Locutiones in Heptateuchum", in Studia patristica
vol. 49 (2010) pp. 329-334, pp. 333-334
14
See section 1.5.1
15
Rüting (1916), pp. 160-162
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academic standards, but was perfectly normal in his time. Three authors are mentioned
by name however; Augustine mentions their names once: Jerome in QH 1.26,
Tyconius in QH 2.47, and Origen in QH 1.4. QH cites these authors much more
frequently without naming them; sometimes he uses their ideas to solve a problem,
sometimes he responds to their points of view.
In sum, my contention is that QH's purposes are at least twofold: a personal
notebook with ideas to work out later on, combined with presenting the case for
historical interpretation of the Old Testament. In addition, QH contains a number of
possible minor purposes, including an antithesis for Jerome's hebraicae veritas, the
review of thoughts of other authors.
6.1.2

Quaestiones in Heptateuchum is not apologetic
My contention is that QH is not an apologetic work, which is consistent with the
findings of Pollastri16 and Joseph Lienhard.17 Rüting, on the other hand, has claimed
that QH is an apologetic work, especially against the Manicheans but also against
others.18 But as Rüting himself has acknowledged, the tone of QH is less polemical
than in Augustine’s earlier works, and he does not mention the names of his opponents
as often. A little further on, Rüting has depicted QH as an overview of the different
trends in theology in Augustine’s time. According to Rüting, the apologetic character
lies in the idea that QH teaches apologetic skills to the Christian community.19 I agree
with Rüting that QH is an overview of ideas, but exactly for this reason I do not think
this work is apologetic. Moreover, the non-apologetic character follows from the fact
that Augustine shows less exegetical confidence in QH than in his truly apologetic
works, such as De Genesi contra Manichaeos. As was said earlier, many quaestiones
are undecided or leave open multiple interpretations. In addition, the number of
quaestiones with apologetic content is marginal. Out of more than 600 quaestiones,
Rüting has identified 14 quaestiones that contain a reaction to the Manicheans,20 and
in addition, he has pointed out that one quaestio is directed at Pelagius,21 one at
Priscillian,22 and one at Appolinaris.23 Bardy has also argued that Augustine responds
to Manichean ideas in multiple quaestiones; he has mentioned six of these, of which
five coincide with Rüting's list, but he has not drawn from this the conclusion that QH
is apologetic.24
I will now have a closer look at the quaestiones on Rüting's list, and show that
most of them are not apologetic. Instead, Augustine is driven by his goal to show the
literal interpretation of Scripture, focusing on internal consistency, as well as on
idiomatic and textual issues. I will explain the Manicheans’ main criticism of the Old
Testament, which is twofold. (1) They thought that the God of the Old Testament was
evil, and tested people. (2) They often found fault with the behaviour of the Patriarchs,
among others their polygamy. Only two quaestiones are apologetic and refer explicitly
to Contra Faustum, Augustine's most important work against the Manicheans. Here,
16
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the point of departure is to show exegetical confidence and collect all the evidence
against the Manichean point of view. For example, in QH 1.26 (Gen 12:12. 14), in
which Abram pretends that Sarai is his sister because he feared that other men would
kill him and get Sarai, Augustine refers to the solution in Contra Faustum,25 in which
he states whatever is needed to prove that Abram was righteous. Another example is
QH 2.2 (Exod 2:12), in which Augustine deals with Moses' revenge on an Egyptian
who killed a Hebrew. He refers to a solution in Contra Faustum 22,70: according to
Acts 7:25, God authorised Moses' violence.
As Rüting has correctly pointed out, Augustine defends the Patriarchs on some
occasions in QH, but also sometimes criticises them. Thus he criticises them in, for
instance, (1) QH 5.27 (Deut 17:17) on the interdiction for a king to have many wives,
in which he criticises Solomon's polygamy, (2) QH 7.49 (Judg 11:29-35), in which he
criticises Jephthah, and (3) QH 1.45 (Gen 19:29), where he criticises Lot.26 Rüting has
not concluded from Augustine's criticism of the Patriarchs that his main goal in QH is
not apologetic.
Moreover, when we look at the other quaestiones, there is an interesting overlap
between the Manichean criticism and Augustine's own thoughts, in particular his goal
of showing consistency in Scripture (between the Old and New Testament).
Consequently, these quaestiones are not so much apologetic, but rather driven by
Augustine's own goals. For example, the interpretation of Gen 22 was a point of
conflict with the Manicheans. As early as in Sermo 2, written in 391, in the heat of
Augustine's anti-Manichean phase, he already commented on the Manichean notion
that the God of the Old Testament was evil and tested people. In this sermon he admits
that both God and the devil test people. However, Augustine emphasises that God does
not test people because he does not know in advance what they will do, but rather to
give them self-insight.27 In QH 1.57 (Gen 22:1) Augustine's thoughts on Abraham's
test are similar, but he goes beyond Sermo 2 by giving much attention to the text of
Scripture.28 His version of Gen 22:1 reads "Et tentavit Deus Abraham", "God tested
Abraham". Augustine notes that this appears to be inconsistent with James 1:13,
according to which God does not test people, and 1 Thess 3:5, according to which the
devil also tests people. Augustine solves this problem by explaining that in Gen 22:1
the word temptare has an idiomatic meaning, which is probar, to test in order to
exonerate. The usual meaning of the verb tentare is to test in the sense of an attack.
Augustine uses Deut 13:4 as evidence, which Augustine reads as "Tentat vos Dominus
Deus vester, ut sciat si diligitis eum", "Your God tempts you, so that he knows if you
love him".
Another example is QH 2.8 (Exod 4:11), where Augustine discusses the
following passage: "Then the Lord said to him, “Who gives speech to mortals? Who
makes them mute or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I, the Lord?" (NRSV). Augustine
says that some people - the Manicheans, according to Rüting29 - falsely accuse God of
making people blind or deaf. In response, Augustine shows a similar passage in the
New Testament, John 9:39: "Jesus said, “I came into this world for judgment so that
those who do not see may see, and those who do see may become blind.” (NRSV)
25
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Then, Augustine says that nobody is blind or deaf if God does not want this, but he
adds that God is nevertheless just.
Finally, it is hard to find the connection with the Manicheans in several other
quaestiones on Rüting's list.30 For example, in QH 1.145 (Gen 44:15) Joseph hides his
silver cup in his brother Benjamin’s bag. Later on, Joseph pretends that he knows this
by using magic powers. Augustine says that this was a joke and therefore not a lie.31
Rüting has not substantiated his claim that this is an anti-Manichean quaestio.32
To sum up, several quaestiones on Rüting's list have an anti-Manichean theme,
but certainly not all of them. Moreover, the Manicheans are never mentioned, and the
tone of these quaestiones is not apologetic. Furthermore, the number of alleged
apologetic quaestiones is relatively small. Therefore, it is not easy to defend Rüting's
idea that QH is an apologetic work, and especially that it is an anti-Manichean work.
Of course, Augustine’s time with the Manicheans has left traces in his later work, as
James O’Donnell has said, “Everything exegetical in [Augustine] down to 400 at least
must be taken as having an anti-Manichean sub-text”,33 but we must not forget that
Augustine published QH three decades after his conversion from Manicheism to
Christianity. As it appears, by that time, at least in QH, his interest in anti-Manichean
polemic had faded.
6.1.3

The quaestiones genre
Bardy (1932-33) has asserted that QH is part of the quaestiones genre, which, he
has observed, is a popular genre in antiquity, also with Augustine and the other Church
Fathers. Apart from QH, Augustine wrote several other quaestiones, including on the
Gospel of Matthew, and the harmony of the Gospels – these works are beyond the
scope of this research. Other Church Fathers wrote quaestiones as well. Jerome, for
example, wrote the Quaestiones Hebraicae in Genesim (QHG), which influenced QH,
as I will discuss further on.
Bardy has defined the quaestiones genre as consisting of questions and answers,
originally a genre profane used for instance by Aristotle to discuss textual problems
in the works of Homer, most notably aporias (apparent inconsistencies).34 Bardy has
contended that the Stoics later extended the genre to the discussion of moral
problems.35 To some extent, QH fits Bardy's description of quaestiones; QH consists
exactly of a discussion of aporias, textual problems, by comparing different
manuscripts of Scripture,36 and moral problems,37 as I will discuss later on. These three
aspects all unfold at sentence level, especially aporias and textual problems, and the
30
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Rüting (1916), p. 174
33
Augustine, Confessions: Introduction and text, translated by James O’Donnell. Oxford : Clarendon
Press, 1992, vol. 1, p. xlix n. 97
34
Bardy (1932), pp. 210-211
Ceux d’entre eux qui ont écrit des scholies ont trouvé, dans la littérature profane, un genre littéraire
particulièrement adapté à leur but : celui des questions et réponses, zetemata kai luseis, et ils n’ont pas
hésité à l’employer.
… Sans avoir la prétention d’épuiser un sujet très vaste, nous voudrions, dans les pages qui suivent,
rappeler au moins les grandes lignes de l’histoire des Quaestiones et réponses scripturaires au cours de
la période patristique.
35
Bardy (1932), p. 211
36
See section 9.1 and 9.2
37
See chapter 10
31

6. INTRODUCTION TO QUAESTIONES IN HEPTATEUCHUM

145

quaestiones genre is thus inextricably linked with the consecutive commentary format
that was discussed earlier.
Bardy's idea of the quaestiones genre is enlightening. Unfortunately, he discusses
several works that belong to the quaestiones genre one by one, in an isolated manner.
Therefore, he has not described how the influence of the profane quaestiones actually
plays out in the Patristic quaestiones (including QH). Moreover, he has failed to find
what the books that belong to the Patristic quaestiones literature have in common, nor
has he shown their relationship with each other. Nevertheless, Bardy’s scheme has
become quite popular, and Olegario García de la Fuente has stated that he agrees with
it.38 Wright has argued that QH is part of the quaestiones genre, also referring to
Bardy.39 Cavallera concurs, but refers to an older source.40
Volgers has used Bardy’s work as a basis for her study of the quaestiones in A
Church in Search of Answers (2005). In this book she has claimed to provide a
‘watertight’ definition of quaestiones:
The term quaestiones refers to a format which contains or accommodates the
use of different literary genres but centres around the structure of questions
and answers. In the works designated as such both the questions and the
answers to these questions have to be fully articulated. Only when the
question-and-answer format is guiding the structure of the entire work, does a
treatise qualify as properly belonging to the category of quaestiones.41
Volgers' definition of quaestiones may seem to be more precise than Bardy's, but
it must be asked how meaningful the criterion is that she has used, i.e. the prevalence
of questions. Even though she mentions in her introduction that quaestio can also mean
problem, throughout her book she uses the narrowest meaning of the word; her notion
of quaestio is based on the simple presence of a question mark. The question marks in
Latin texts, however, are the interpretation of the editors. Originally, the Latin
language did not have a question mark, instead using separate interrogative words such
as quomodo, or sometimes adding the suffix –ne. In QH Augustine does not always
use words that are interrogative per se. He mostly uses the words quid and quod, but
they do not necessarily imply that the sentence is a question. Moreover, the difference
between a question and a statement is not relevant in most cases. Compare for example
"How God created the world" and "How did God create the world?" Both can be
followed by an explanation of how God created the world. To sum up, it is a surprising
choice to use the presence of a question mark as a criterion.
My main objection to Volgers’ definition is that it leads to a conclusion that is
not very fruitful: “By creating a corpus of questions and answers they [the Christians]
would be able to define their own identity: once answers to questions were known,
they could be used to settle disputes”.42 This conclusion does not improve our
understanding of the individual works in the quaestiones category. In my view,
38

García de la Fuente, Olegario, "El idioma Scripturarum según las Quaestiones in Heptateuchum de
San Agustín", in L. Ferreres and Virgilio Bejarano, Actes Del Ixè Simposi De La Secció Catalana De
La Seec: St. Feliu De Guíxols, 13-16 D'abril De 1988 : Treballs En Honor De Virgilio Bejarano.
Barcelona: SEEC, Secció Catalana, 1991, pp. 775-780. p. 776
39
Wright (1996), p. 709
40
Cavallera (1931), p. 360. Cavallera refers here to G. Heinrici, Zur patristischen Aporienlitteratur,
Leipzig, 1909.
41
Volgers (2005), p. 20
42
Volgers (2005), p. 226
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defining a category is only useful if it is interesting to compare the items in that
category with each other. The items should be able to say something about the
category, and the category should then be able to say something about the items.
Volgers thinks that the definitions drawn up by Bardy and other authors are too
vague, but this is based on a superficial reading of these authors. For instance, she has
accused Adam Kamesar of using vague and inconsistent terms,43 but this is only based
on a few instances in the introduction, and it does not play a role at all in the rest of
Kamesar’s book since this deals only with Jerome’s QHG. Furthermore, she wrongly
gives the impression that Bardy classifies works as quaestiones based on their title.44
As a matter of fact, Bardy does not regard QHG as quaestiones, because this work
deals with clarifying Scripture on the basis of the Hebrew text instead of problems.
Nevertheless, Bardy has discussed QHG, but only because the title of the work
contains the word quaestiones, and because others, such as Cavallera, are convinced
that this work belongs to the quaestiones genre.45 In addition, Bardy considers some
of Jerome’s letters to be quaestiones, regardless of their title,46 hence it is clear that
the title of a work does not play a role in his classification of them as quaestiones.
Volgers’ definition also raises the question why she has not considered De
Genesi ad Litteram to be quaestiones; almost all chapters47 begin with a question. The
first chapters begin with: "How did God say, let there be light?",48 and “What is the
light which God created?”49 The pattern seems to be broken in the next chapter: “But
perhaps there is another reason why the expression, God said, "let there be...", could
not be used in reference to the creation of formless matter, whether spiritual or
material".50 However, we could easily argue that this is part of the answer to the
previous question. Sometimes a statement is so close to a question that the difference
is purely technical, for example: “The reader will want to know also why the creatures
of the waters were so important in the eyes of their Creator that they alone should
receive the same blessing as man.”51 In conclusion, Volger's definition of the
quaestiones genre is not very useful.
Also, the book that Volgers has coedited with Claudio Zamagni, does not yield
to useful results either for QH.52 The German translator of QH, Walter Gross, has
followed the idea that QH is part of the quaestiones genre, but has correctly remarked
that a strict definition of this genre has not been found yet, referring to a chapter in
this book by Zamagni.53 In addition, Teske's chapter has not provided a strict
definition, which is perhaps not possible. Teske has provided a list of Augustine's
43

Volgers (2005), p.13, note 3: "To name one example, A. Kamesar uses the following terms in chapter
4 of his book [Kamesar 1993], 82 ff: 'genre', 'literature', 'commentary', 'procedure', 'technique' and
'method'."
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works that belong to the quaestiones genre, he has not explained what they have in
common, and his analysis does not tell us something new about QH.54 Moreover, as
Gross has pointed out, Augustine hardly builds on the quaestiones literature written
by his predecessors; only Jerome's QHG has had some influence on QH.55 In
conclusion, the quaestiones genre does not lead to a better understanding of QH.
6.1.4

The consecutive commentary format
QH is written in the format of the consecutive commentary; there are 663
quaestiones that each comment on a passage of the Heptateuch, following the order of
the text, rather than being determined by theme or a structure imposed by the author.56
The consecutive commentary format is a term that is often used but never explained.
Commentaries in this format are guided by the order of the text; they discuss the text
passage after passage, maintaining the original order. Usually, the passages of the text
that is commented on consist of not more than a few sentences. Consecutive
commentaries include Augustine’s QH, Jerome’s QHG, Philo’s Quaestiones in
Genesim, and Porphyry’s Homeric Questions. DGL does not belong to this category.
Even though this work roughly follows the order of the text, it is largely ordered by
theme.57
The consecutive commentary format is decisive for the outcome. This is because
it has an important limitation: it has to discuss topics in the order that they are
presented in Scripture. Nevertheless, certain topics are concentrated in a continuous
passage. For example, the topic of skin disease is presented throughout Leviticus 13,
and Augustine dedicates 11 quaestiones to this topic.58 Furthermore, in certain
quaestiones he comments on almost every sentence of Scripture, for example Exod
26, which deals with the prescriptions for the tabernacle, is discussed integrally. Also,
the largest part of Judges 1, on the conquest of Canaan, is discussed almost line by
line. But many of the larger themes, such as ethics or the relationship between God
and his people, are scattered across Scripture. And even if it were possible to discuss
a certain theme, for instance in a part of Genesis, the rest of the book must still be
covered by the commentary, inevitably leading to the discussion of other themes as
well. Consequently, the consecutive commentary format is not very suitable for
pastoral purposes, like sermons, nor to reach the man in the street. However, it is the
ideal format to discuss style, explain uncommon words and elucidate obscure passages
and inconsistencies, aspects that unfold at sentence level. Furthermore, it is a suitable
format to discuss moral problems at sentence level. As I will show, this is exactly what
Augustine does in QH, especially in his analysis of laws that I will discuss in chapter
10.
6.1.5

Biblical range of Quaestiones in Heptateuchum
In this section, I will deal with Augustine's selection of the Bible books that he
discusses in QH, and show how he divides his attention across these books. In QH
54

Teske, Roland J., "Augustine of Hippo and the Quaestiones et Responsiones Literature", in Volgers
and Zamagni (2004), pp. 127-144
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Gross (2018), p. 11
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Augustine discusses the Heptateuch, the first seven books of the Old Testament. QH
starts where De Genesi ad Litteram ends; in the introduction to QH he explains that
the creation narrative was already covered extensively in previous commentaries on
the creation narratives. In the Retractationes he states that his intention was to include
the book of Kings as well, but that he did not have enough time.59 Augustine
deliberately chooses to comment on this collection of books. He could also have opted
for the Pentateuch, which was better known as a textual unit, namely all the books
written by Moses.60 Perhaps Augustine chose the Heptateuch rather than the
Pentateuch because he did not think that the person of the author should play a role in
the interpretation of a text. In any case, the books of Scripture that QH comments on
are all in the historical genre, unlike for example the Psalms.61 This aligns perfectly
with Augustine's goal to provide a historical interpretation of the Old Testament.
Bardy and Volgers have observed that QH does not contain the same number of
quaestiones to every book of the Heptateuch. They think that the first books receive
much more attention than the last books, which they see as a trend of declining
interest,62 and Bardy has claimed that this shows that QH was written in a hurry.
Rüting also thinks that QH was written in a hurry; he has pointed out that Augustine
says in certain quaestiones that he did not have time to elaborate on the problem.63
Augustine makes a similar point in the introduction to QH, but he explains that his
focus is on giving an overview of questions "lest they escape our memory", and that
he will later elaborate on a number of questions in separate works.
Book

Word count
(Masoretic Text)
x 1000

Number of
quaestiones in
QH

Number of
quaestiones per
1000 words

Genesis*
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
Joshua
Judges*
Total

31.1
26.0
18.9
25.1
23.0
15.7
12.9
152.7

173
177
94
65
57
30
56
652

5.6
6.8
5.0
2.6
2.5
1.9
4.3
4.3

Table 5 Word count and number of quaestiones for each book of the Heptateuch. *) Excluding Gen 13 and Judges 16-21, since there are no quaestiones on these sections.

It could be that Augustine really was in a hurry when writing QH, but that does
not explain why he does not give equal attention to each book of the Heptateuch. For
a fair comparison, we need to correct the number of quaestiones for the size of the
book. Joshua and Judges are relatively small; together they have approximately the
59

Retractationes 55.1
Except of course the last verses of Deuteronomy that describe his funeral.
61
See section 4.4.1
62
Bardy (1932) p. 518, Volgers (2005), p. 146
According to Volgers, Augustine thought that Genesis and Exodus are more important. She has
mistakenly suggested that this might be because of the general interest of the creation narrative at that
time - QH does not discuss the creation narrative.
63
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60
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same word count as Genesis. If we look at the number of quaestiones per 1000 words
of Scripture, we see that Numbers, Deuteronomy, and Joshua are underrepresented,
but the book of Judges is discussed at length.
There is one effect that causes the number of quaestiones to decline towards the
end of QH. A large number of quaestiones have a solution that can be applied to
several passages, so that only the first passage where this type of question occurs needs
to be discussed. An example is the previously discussed quaestio in which Augustine
says that the word temptare sometimes means to test instead of to tempt.64 The word
temptare occurs quite often in Augustine’s text of Scripture, but its meaning is only
discussed in this quaestio. Similarly, Scripture contains a number of duplicate
passages, which are only discussed once in QH. An example of such a passage is the
interdiction to cook a lamb in its mother’s milk, which occurs in Exod 23:19, Exod
34:26 and Deut 14:21. Augustine only discusses the passages in Exodus (QH 2.90 and
QH 2.164) and skips the passage in Deuteronomy.
Due to Augustine’s focus on the narrative of the Patriarchs, most notably Jacob,
and in addition the laws, Genesis, Exodus, and Leviticus receive a large share of his
attention. Deuteronomy, on the other hand, because it contains plenty of laws, has a
large number of passages that are already discussed in (mostly) Exodus and Leviticus.
Furthermore, Numbers and Joshua have many repetitious passages. Moreover,
Augustine has a limited amount of questions related to their topic, the conquest of the
Holy Land, most of them dealing with the justness of war.
Clemens Weidmann has pointed out that the comment on Lev 1-4 and Judg 1621 is missing in QH.65 (The missing quaestiones on Judges especially can explain the
relatively low number of quaestiones per 1000 words.) Weidmann has noted that there
are two possibilities: Augustine did not write quaestiones on these sections, or the
quaestiones were lost. Weidmann thinks that Augustine did write quaestiones on Lev
1-4, and he provides two arguments for this claim: (1) Augustine usually starts at the
first chapter of each book - except for Genesis 1-3, and then he gives an explicit
motivation for this decision.66 (2) Four internal references in the quaestiones on
Leviticus are to passages in this work that we cannot find, and they probably refer to
the lost section.67 Unfortunately, he does not know whether there are references to the
missing quaestiones on Judg 16-21.68
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QH 1.57 (Gen 22:1)
Weidmann (2007)
66
ibid., p. 115
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7. Metaphor, allegory, and anthropomorphisms
In this chapter, I will discuss Augustine's use of metaphorical and allegorical
interpretation in QH. First, I will address anthropomorphisms, which were already a
stumbling block when he first read the Scriptures. It will become evident that he sees
anthropomorphisms as metaphors in QH. QH does not follow the sophistic view of
metaphor in DGL. Nevertheless, he firmly believes in the ineffability of God and uses
that in his interpretation. Then, I will provide an overview of all allegorical
quaestiones, and explain when Augustine sees a Scriptural passage as allegory, and
what methods he uses to find its meaning. Finally, I will address how the allegorical
quaestiones relate to the goal of QH to provide a historical interpretation of the
Heptateuch.

7.1

Anthropomorphisms

The Heptateuch is filled with anthropomorphic language about God: his body
parts are mentioned, he has emotions (strictly speaking that is anthropopathism), and
in Exodus he even meets Moses face to face. The literal meaning of these passages
conflicts with Augustine's idea that God is ineffable. Firstly, Augustine also addresses
the ineffability of God in QH, in two approaches that are not entirely compatible. First,
he asserts that Scripture uses anthropomorphisms to suit the weakness (infirmitas) of
humans;1 this is similar to the idea of lac parvuli. Secondly, Augustine sees thinking
about God in corporeal terms as a form of idolatry, i.e. as something that must be
avoided completely, and he adds that everybody is guilty of it. For this reason, Joshua
tells the people to put away the strange gods that are among them (Jos 24:23), which
implies that everyone has "perceptions about God that were foreign to God".2
In QH Augustine seems to avoid discussing anthropomorphic passages as much
as possible. For example, he does not discuss the passage in which God regrets that he
made humankind (Gen 6:6). Nor does he discuss other metaphors, such as: "Judah is
a lion's whelp" (Gen 49:9), "The Lord make his face to shine upon you" (Num 6:25),
"I shall see him [the Lord], but not now; I shall behold him, but not near" (Num 24:17),
and Joshua’s ordering the sun to stand still upon Gibeon, and the moon in the valley
of Ajalon (Jos 10:12).3 I will now discuss the few quaestiones on anthropomorphisms,
which deal with God's body parts, the speaking of God, with seeing God, and with
God’s emotions.
7.1.1

The body of God
Augustine thinks that when Scripture speaks about God's body parts, these must
be understood as "the effects of his operations and powers".4 For example, he points
out that God's soul is to be understood as God's will, as God is immovable and does

1

QH 1.39 (Gen 18:21)
QH 6.29 (Jos 24 :23)
Quisquis enim talem cogist deum, qualis non est deus, alienum deum uitque et falsum in cogitatione
portat.
3
Augustine interprets Jos 10:12 in Confessiones 11.23.29, where he understands this passage literally,
as he argues that time continued to go on while the sun stood still.
4
QH 3.93 (Lev 26 :11)
2
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not have a body and soul duality as human beings have.5 Likewise, Augustine points
out that God's presence is not restricted to a single place, though it is not incorrect to
say that he is in a particular place (for instance the cloud in Exod 20:21).6 God is not
pleased by the smell of the sacrifices, because God does not smell in a corporeal way.
Instead, "what is signified spiritually by [the sacrifices] pleases God when it is done
in a spiritual way".7 Also, Augustine comments that when Moses said "I was standing
between the Lord and you" (Deut 5:5), this does not mean that God physically stood
there, but rather that Moses was the mediator between God and the people.8
7.1.2

God speaks
Another solution to deal with passages in which God assumes a physical form is
to hold that when God shows a bodily appearance, this is not God himself. Instead,
"the taking on of visible forms is an attribute of his omnipotence".9 Augustine uses
this solution when he says that God does not speak in a physical way but through an
intermediary creature, such as an angel. This is similar to what he says in DGL: while
Augustine thinks that God spoke in an ineffable way in Gen 1, he points out that later
on, God spoke in a corporeal way, though corporeal creatures. For example, he thinks
that God spoke to Adam (Gen 3:9) through a corporeal creature.10
In QH Augustine only discusses the speaking of God in the quaestio on the
burning bush, where God reveals his name (Exod 3:4). Augustine's comment is
remarkably short (42 words) for such as important passage.11 Augustine wonders
whether God spoke through an angel, and whether that angel was the angel of great
counsel (Is 9:6), who is Christ. He does not answer this question, but the question
implies that he thinks that God did not speak himself, but through an intermediary
creature (the angel). In the other quaestiones that deal with passages of Scripture in
which God speaks, Augustine ignores the difficulty of the speaking of God.12 For
example, in QH 1.110 (Gen 35:1) Augustine wonders why God talks about himself in
the third person, without wondering how God spoke.
7.1.3

Seeing God, and the authorship of Scripture
A key example of automorphic language about God is Exodus 33 where Moses
sees God face to face and the Decalogue is written. Augustine denies the physical
character of this encounter; he asserts that Moses did not want to see God in a physical
way; the LXX has γνωςτῶς, thus Moses said to God "let me see you knowingly".13
Elsewhere, he also says that Moses did not see God's substance with his mortal eyes.14
Furthermore, God promises to pass by Moses and show his back, but Augustine points

5

Ibid.
QH 2.75 (Exod 20:21), 3.30 (Lev 9:24)
7
QH 2.127 (Exod 29:18)
8
QH 5.10 (Deut 5:5-6. 24)
9
QH 2.101 (Exod 24:9)
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See section 5.3.1.1
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QH 2.3 (Exod 3:4)
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For instance, QH 1.7 (Gen 6:21), 1.33 (Gen 18:2-3), 1.40 (Gen 18:32), 1.110 (Gen 35:1), 1.114 (Gen
35:9-10), 2.18 (Exod 7:3), 2.150 (Exod 33:1-3), 2.152 (Exod 33:17), 2.156 (Exod 34:10), 3.91 (Lev
25:24).
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out that did not actually happen; therefore, he suspects that these words have a
prophetic meaning.15
Augustine then wonders who wrote the tables with the Decalogue: God or
Moses? This is surprising – how could he think that God himself would have
physically written anything? I will briefly lay out the key facts narrated in Scripture.
The first set of tablets is written by the finger of God (Exod 31:18), and Augustine
sees the finger of God as the Holy Spirit.16 After the first set is broken, God says that
he will write a new one (Exod 34:1), but further on he asks Moses to write (Exod
34:27). Augustine proposes two views on the authorship of the Decalogue.17 In the
first view, the first set of tables is written by God, which signifies his grace. The
Israelites became unworthy of God's grace because they made an idol. The second set
of tablets was written by men (Moses), which signifies that "they were going to glory
in their own works and not in the finger of God, that is the Spirit of God". The second
view is not consistent with the first: the first set signifies the Old Covenant and the
second set the New Covenant.18 Augustine argues that the first set was given with
terror and fear (Exod 20:19) and the second was not. He says that the first set of tablets
was written by God, and men did not have a role (they broke the Old Covenant and
became guilty by the law), while the second set is a collaboration between God and
men (in the New Covenant, there is a combination between his own good works and
the grace of God).
Augustine deals with the same event in the quaestiones on Deuteronomy.19
According to Deut 10:1-4 God wrote the second set of tablets himself, instead of
Moses. Augustine says that this still leaves the possibility open that Moses physically
wrote them, because in Exod 34:1 God says that he will write himself, and in Exod
34:28 Moses did the physical writing in the presence of God. It makes sense that God
is mentioned as the writer, because Moses was only instrumental. Nevertheless,
Augustine does not see room for the first set of tablets to be written by God, as Exod
32:36 explicitly says that they were God’s writing, and Exod 31:18 speaks of the finger
of God. It is surprising that he does not see the finger of God as a metaphor here.
7.1.4

God’s emotions
In QH Augustine has a positive view of emotions; he agrees with Aulus Gellius
that wise people have emotions too. Emotions are acceptable but they should be
governed by reason.20 This is important since it is often assumed that the Church
Fathers do not attribute emotions to God because they regard emotions as irrational.21
Nevertheless, Augustine does not think that God has emotions, at least not in a literal
way, because God is unchangeable. Instead, he sees God’s emotions as metaphors,
and he tends to adhere to the classical view of metaphor in these cases. In QH and LH
he rarely discusses God’s emotions, and when he does, his explanation is brief. In this
section, I will discuss the few passages in which he does this. Two examples have
15

QH 2.154.8 (Exod 33:14-23)
For instance, QH 2.55 (Exod 15:10, 8)
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already been discussed before. In QH, Augustine sees the jealousy of God as a
metaphor, and he explains it in proper language. In LH he points out that God comforts
(Deut 32:36) is a metaphor, but he does not provide a meaning.22
I will now turn to the wrath of God. In DC Augustine sees God’s wrath as a
metaphor, and he assumes that the meaning is so clear that it does not require an
explanation.23 In line with this, Augustine points out in QH 2.10 (Gen 4:14-16) that
God is not angry in the way that humans are angry, which implies that God's anger is
metaphorical. Augustine does not think that it is necessary to discuss the meaning of
anthropomorphisms every time; there is a generic solution, which he does not
provide.24 Thus, in general, Augustine does not discuss passages of Scripture in which
God is angry, and in a few quaestiones that deal with such passages, he ignores God’s
anger altogether.25 However, there is one quaestio that contains an interesting view on
God's anger: the wrath of the angel was inspired by God's truth and justice (Num
22:22), which implies that the emotion is rational.26
7.1.5

Conclusion
In QH Augustine shows little interest in the anthropomorphic descriptions of
God. He ignores most of these passages, and when he does discuss the topic, he does
so briefly. Augustine's most common approach is to deny the anthropomorphic
character of these passages. For example, he says that God promised Moses to show
his back, but asserts that this did not actually happen. Another solution that Augustine
frequently uses is that God acted through an intermediary creature, for example, when
God speaks.
In a few cases, he sees God’s emotions as metaphors, but he hardly investigates
these metaphors. He generally thinks that their meaning is well understood and does
not require an explanation, and only in a few cases he explains a metaphor in literal
words, thus following the classical substitution view rather than the sophisticated view
of metaphor that he developed in DGL. Thus, Augustine's treatment of
anthropomorphisms in QH is similar to his notion of figures in the historical narrative,
in other words: the anthropomorphisms are metaphors that can be substituted by literal
expressions without loss of content. He does not see anthropomorphisms as allegory,
as he does in earlier works, such as De Genesi contra Manichaeos. Nor does he employ
the method of aphairesis.
His position regarding God’s emotions is interesting, however. Contrary to what
is generally assumed about the Church Fathers, he does not see emotions as irrational,
and in one quaestio he implies that the anger of the angel is rational (Num 22:22)
because God's justice is not served. However, in QH Augustine hardly gives any
22

The examples in QH and LH are discussed in section 3.1.4 (QH 2.158 and LH 5.75).
DC 3.11.14
24
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It should first be noted here how, because God was angered and the angel of God rose up, it did not
include that God in his anger sent the angel, but it was as though God's truth and justice made the angel
angry.
Ubi primo notandum est quemadmodum quia iratus est deus et insurrexit angelus dei nec interposuit
iratum deum misisse angelum, sed tamquam in angelo, iratum deum significat, quoniam veritas et
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attention to God’s emotions, so that we cannot draw further conclusions on his
thoughts on this topic.

7.2

Allegorical interpretation

In this section I will outline when and why Augustine uses allegorical
interpretation in QH, and investigate the peculiarities of his use of this method. In QH,
the concept of allegoria, as well as the related terms of spiritalis significatio,
prophetica significatio, figura, and typus, refers to a prophetic reading. This is a
difference with previous works, where figurata is ambiguous; in De Genesi contra
Manichaeos it could mean the occurrence of figures and metaphors, but it could also
have the Pauline, prophetic sense. In DGL we are not entirely sure, because Augustine
does not focus on the prophetic senseat all. But while Augustine thinks in De Genesi
contra Manichaeos that historical events can be described by means of figures, in QH
he clearly sees these expressions as idioms.27 To give an example, in QH 1.76 (Gen
26:12-13) he comments that the material richness that Isaac receives points to spiritual
richness, but he does not see this as an allegory. He adds that the literal meaning helps
to build up the faith, which is normally said of the allegorical meaning. Another
example is QH 2.93 (Exod 23:28), in which Augustine sees the wasps that God
promises to send as a figure, because it is not said later on that this actually happens.
Nevertheless, he does not say that it is an allegory.
Allegorical interpretation does not play an important role in QH, as I will show
on the basis of three arguments. First, there are 52 quaestiones (out of a total of 652,
thus approximately 8%) that deal with allegorical interpretation, of which four use the
word allegoria (see Table 5).28 This is a small minority, but more evidence is needed
to assess its importance. Approximately half of the allegorical quaestiones are
clustered in the narrative of Jacob and Joseph, thus allegorical interpretation is even
rarer in the rest of QH. In this section I will adduce additional evidence to show the
limited role of allegorical interpretation. This limited use is caused by an important
contrast with Augustine's early works, in which he uses the maximising criterion for
allegorical interpretation, which is based on the idea that everything in Scripture has a
meaning that is useful for present-day readers.29 Instead, Augustine focuses on
historical interpretation, and he only uses allegorical interpretation when he finds that
the text is indeed used as allegory, which is not frequent. The second argument is that
most allegorical quaestiones deal with passages in which the allegorical meaning
cannot be ignored completely, such as the sacrifices and the tabernacle, which Paul
links to the Church and the Passion of Christ. But even in respect of these topics,

27

This will be discussed in more detail in section 9.3.
I have excluded the passages in which the passages in which the allegory is vague, eg. "... is the
symbol of some great matter" but no clue whatsoever is given: QH 1.143 (Gen 43:23), 2.19 (Exod 7:9),
2.21 (Exod 7:12), 2.96 (Exod 24:3), 2.159 (Exod 34:20). Similarly, I have excluded passages in which
Augustine sees a figure or allegory in the narrative, such as QH 1.154 (Gen 46:34) and 2.93 (Exod
23:28).
Gross (2018) has identified 27 allegorical quaestiones (pp. 41-49), 13 of which are also on my list (QH
1.50, 1.62, 1.70, 1.74, 1.78, 1.84, 1.93, 1.123, 1.161, 2.90, 2.154, 2.176 and 6.30). In the other
quaestiones that Gross mentions, Augustine mentions a spiritual meaning but does not provide it (e.g.
QH 1.76, 1.138, 1.171 and 2.83) or I do not think that the quaestio is allegorical (e.g. QH 1.145 and
5.15.3-4).
29
See section 1.3.3
28
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Augustine's use of allegorical interpretation is minimal.30 The third argument why
allegorical interpretation is not important in QH, an argument weighs heavier than the
numbers, is that Augustine hardly advances any new allegorical interpretations; he
only repeats the established ones. Finally, even in the allegories that he cannot ignore,
such as the wives of Abraham (Gal 4:24), he accepts the historical meaning as well,
and he gives attention to the historical facts that are narrated.
But Augustine does not reject allegorical interpretation as a method altogether in
QH. In QH 2.73 (Exod 20:19) he asserts that the New Testament is hidden in the Old
Testament, and the Old in the New. The translation of QH notes that this is the mostquoted phrase in QH.31 Ironically, Augustine downplays this idea in this quaestio, as
he is not certain on how to interpret the passage at hand, Exod 20:19, in the light of
the New Testament.
There are several types of possible outcome in the allegorical interpretation in
QH. In general, Augustine tends to give the established allegorical interpretation; or
more often, he follows the apostolic interpretation. In some cases, he does not provide
a meaning at all, in others it is possible that he adheres to established interpretation,
but this is not always clear. Another option, especially in cases where an established
interpretation is lacking, is that Augustine does this in order to give the reader
interpretational freedom.
I will now discuss the allegorical quaestiones and explain why Augustine sees
these passages as allegorical; this is particularly significant because it is not the default
mode of interpretation in QH. I will begin with the narrative of Jacob and Joseph, and
the tabernacle, ark and ephod in Exodus. Then I will discuss the allegorical
quaestiones that are related to sacrifices and laws. Finally, I will address some of the
remaining allegorical quaestiones.
In the quaestiones in Genesis, Augustine usually motivates the use of allegorical
interpretation. He thinks that Gen 21-30, roughly speaking the story of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, has a high density of allegory. The core allegorical passages are QH
1.70 (Gen 25:1) and QH 1.73 (Gen 25:23), based on apostolic authority, which is the
clearest form of evidence that the passage is allegorical. Augustine sees the other
quaestiones in the Genesis cluster as allegory, possibly because of a spillover effect
from the two core quaestiones, as he assumes that they are part of a larger allegorical
narrative, but he evaluates the allegorical character of each quaestio independently.
The main criterion that he uses is that there is a contradiction in the literal meaning, or
an oddity in the storyline. For example, in QH 1.50 (Gen 21:8) Augustine says that it
is odd to celebrate the weaning of a child, and therefore he suspects an allegorical
meaning.32 He also uses this criterion in a couple of quaestiones outside of the Genesis
cluster. Moreover, there are 5 quaestiones for which Augustine does not explain why
they are allegorical. It could be that these are well-known cases that he did not thing
needed an explanation.
On the other hand, a different picture emerges in the quaestiones that are related
to the tabernacle (Exodus): here, Augustine does not justify the use of allegorical
interpretation. Moreover, he is very confident in the allegorical meaning.

30

See chapter 10
Lienhard (2016), p. 125, n. 99
32
See section 7.2.1.3
31
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Count Allegorical quaestiones
24
QH 1.32 (Gen 17:16); 1.50 (Gen 21:8); 1.51 (Gen
21:10); 1.62 (Gen 24:3); 1.70 (Gen 25:1); 1.73 (Gen
25:23); 1.74 (Gen 25:27); 1.78 (Gen 26:32, 33); 1.79
(Gen 27:1-17); 1.80 (Gen 27:33); 1.81 (Gen 27:42);
1.83 (Gen 28:16-17); 1.84 (Gen 28:18); 1.93 (Gen
30:37, 42); 1.104 (Gen 32:26); 1.123 (Gen 37:10); 1.148
(Gen 45:7); 1.158 (Gen 47:12); 1.161 (Gen 47:29);
1.163 (Gen 48:4); 1.165 (Gen 48:7); 1.166 (Gen 48:1419); 1.167 (Gen 48:22)
6
QH 2.105 (Exod 25:17-20); 2.107 (Exod 26:1-2); 2.108
(Exod 26:7); 2.112 (Exod 26:33); 2.129 (Exod 29:2930); 2.176 (Exod 40:34-35)
6
Offering laws: QH 2.42 (Exod 12:5); 2.43 (Exod 12:14);
4.33 (Num 19:1-22)
Offering in the narrative: 7.36 (Judg 6:20); 7.49 (Judg
11:29-35); 7.54 (Judg 13:16-23)
3
Dietary law: QH 2.90 (Exod 23:19)
Sabbath: QH 2.139 (Exod 31:16-17); 2.172 (Exod 35:119)
13
QH 2.144 (Exod 32:19-20); 2.154 (Exod 33:14-23);33
2.60 (Exod 16:12); 2.70 (Exod 19:1-3, 10-11); 2.91
(Exod 23:20-21); 4.2 (Num 1:20-46); 4.35 (Num
20:11); 4.50 (Num 22:23-29); 4.53 (Num 27:13-14);
5.16 (Deut 10:8-9); 5.56 (Deut 33:1-5);34 5.57 (Deut
33:17); 6:30 (Jos 24:25-27); 7.37 (Judg 7:6)

Table 5 Overview of allegorical quaestiones

7.2.1

The narrative of Jacob and Joseph

7.2.1.1 Apostolic authority
Three of Augustine's allegorical quaestiones are directly based on apostolic
interpretations, and even here, Augustine emphasises the historical meaning. (1) The
most prominent passage is his interpretation of Kethura in QH 1.70 (Gen 25:1).
Augustine begins by raising historical questions, relating to the reason why Abraham
had children with Kethura. But instead of reaching a conclusion on this matter, he
points to the allegorical interpretation of Hagar and Sarah, which is based on Paul's
authority. According to the Letter to the Galatians (Gal 4:24), the offspring of Hagar,
who was a slave, represents the Old Covenant, therefore, the Old Covenant brings
forth slaves. On the other hand, the offspring of Sarah, children of the promise of God,
represents the New Covenant. Augustine adopts Paul's interpretation of Sarah and
Hagar. He uses the word allegoria, a word he does not use very often; probably
because Paul also does so. In addition, he thinks that the Kethura’s offspring should
also have an allegorical meaning, although he says that this is difficult to find.
Augustine then proposes an interpretation that is an extension of the Pauline
interpretation:35

33

QH 2.144 and 2.154 are discussed in section 7.1.3
QH 5.56 uses allegorical interpretation based on the meaning of a Hebrew name, see section 9.2.3.
35
QH 1.70 (Gen 25:1)
34
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The tasks that the sons of the concubines received seem to me to signify some
gifts of God either in the sacraments or in some signs. They were given also to
the carnal people of the Jews and to heretics, as to sons of the concubines,
while the gift of the inheritance, which is charity and eternal life, pertains only
to Isaac, that is, to the sons of promise.
Thus, Augustine thinks that only the descendants of Isaac share in the full legacy;
the other descendants also inherit something, but not nearly as much.
(2) QH 1.73 (Gen 25:23) deals with the prophecy that Esau will serve his younger
brother Jacob. Augustine briefly provides the customary interpretation (solet) that
Esau is a prophecy of the carnal people (which Augustine believes are the Jewish
people) and Jacob is a prophecy of the spiritual people. This interpretation is based on
apostolic authority (1 Cor 15:46-47), according to which the younger is carnal and the
older is spiritual. But then, Augustine points out that the promise is also fulfilled in a
historical way, namely David conquers Edom, a descendant of Esau’s (2 Sam. 8:1314).
(3) Also in QH 1.32 (Gen 17:16) Augustine discusses both the allegorical and
the historical meaning. He comments on God's promise to Abraham that Sarah will
have children who will become kings of nations. Augustine raises the question
whether this statement is allegorical and relates to the Church (indirectly based on the
Pauline interpretation of Sarah's offspring), or whether it is to be taken historically:
Esau's offspring also became kings.
7.2.1.2 Clues in the historical narrative
Augustine tends to use allegorical interpretation for the passages before and after
the "apostolic" allegories. He does not want to simply assume that the surrounding
passages are allegorical as well, as a spillover effect. Instead, he provides evidence in
each allegorical quaestio. In QH 1.79 (Gen 27:1-17), on Jacob’s blessing, Augustine
thinks that there are clues in the narrative that cause us to seek a spiritual meaning.36 I
will now discuss the surrounding quaestiones and show that Augustine finds various
clues in the narrative that he uses as evidence that these passages contain allegories.
(1) In QH 1.80 (Gen 27:33) Augustine thinks that the passage has a spiritual
meaning, based on the occurrence of a special word. He points out that the VL says
that Israel is frightened (pavore), while the LXX uses the word ἔκστασις. This word
can be translated as “astonishment”. However, he chooses the more radical meaning
“ecstasy”, in the sense of “displacement”. He says that in Scripture, ecstasy is a result
of spiritual revelation and that therefore the passage in question is also a spiritual
revelation, but he does not explain the meaning.
(2) In QH 1.81 (Gen 27:42), the question is how Rebecca knows that Esau was
planning to kill Jacob. According to Augustine, this is because of a divine revelation
to Rebecca, and he sees this as additional evidence that the story of Jacob and Esau
should be interpreted spiritually. This is related to QH 1.166 (Gen 48:14-19), in which
Jacob blesses his younger son rather than his eldest. According to Augustine, this is a
prophecy of the Church, the younger son, which surpasses the Jews, signified by the
older son.
...videntur mihi significare quaedam dei dona, vel in sacramentis vel in quibusque signis etiam carnali
populo Iudaeorum et haereticis data velut filiis concubinarum, cum haereditatis munus, quod est caritas
et vita aeterna, nonnisi ad Isaac pertineat, hoc est, ad filios promissionis.
36
"et cetera in eadem narratione multum movent ad maiora intellegenda vel requirenda".
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(3) In QH 1.83 (Gen 28:16-17) Augustine says that Jacob’s ladder is a prophecy
of the later tabernacle, because both give access to heaven. He uses the word gate of
heaven (porta caeli) as evidence of a spiritual meaning.
(4) In QH 1.84 (Gen 28:18) Augustine says that Jacob anoints the stone, but does
not idolise it. This is a prophecy of Christ, because the name of Christ is derived from
chrisma (anointing).
(5) In QH 1.104 (Gen 32:26) Augustine says that Jacob's struggle with the angel
is a prophecy of Christ, which is another conventional allegorical interpretation. In
this quaestio, Augustine explains the similarities between the struggle between Jacob
and the angel, and the passion of Christ. That Jacob defeated the angel is a prophecy
of the Jews who crucified Jesus. Yet the angel blesses Jacob. Thus, in this quaestio,
the motivation for using allegorical interpretation is based on a parallel between the
Old Testament and the New Testament.
7.2.1.3 Contradiction of the literal meaning
In a number of cases, Augustine suspects an allegorical meaning because of an
inconsistency in the literal meaning, the absence of a literal meaning, or an odd
element in the narrative that is not necessarily contradictory. (1) In QH 1.50 (Gen
21:8) he justifies allegorical interpretation because he thinks that the text describes a
peculiar event which makes no sense literally. Scripture reads: “Abraham made a great
feast the same day that Isaac was weaned”. Augustine points out that it is odd to
celebrate the weaning of a child because normally one would celebrate either the birth
of a child or its circumcision. Therefore, he suggests that this passage might have a
spiritual meaning, related to 1 Cor 3:2: "I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you
were not ready for solid food. Even now you are still not ready" (NRSV).
(2) In QH 1.74 (Gen 25:27) Augustine questions why Jacob is called a man
without artifice (ἄπλαστος) in the LXX - as opposed to simple (simplex) in the VL.
That Jacob is without artifice contradicts the fact that Esau is to receive the first-born's
blessing (Gen 27), and therefore Augustine concludes that Jacob's deceit has a spiritual
meaning.37 Augustine refers to his interpretation of Jacob's deceit Sermo 4, according
to which deceit means figurative interpretation itself.38
Another quaestio that deals with Jacob's deceit is QH 1.93 (Gen 30:37. 42), in
which Jacob "paints" Laban's cattle, Augustine asks why the colour of the rods that
Jacob uses would affect the colour of the new-born animals. He suggests a story by
Hippocrates: a woman gave birth to a child that looked like a picture that hung in the
bedroom. In addition, Augustine says that Jacob was a prophet and therefore did not
commit fraud. Consequently, Augustine thinks that this passage must have a spiritual
meaning (revelatione spiritali), but he does not spell out this meaning. Later on, in
Retractationes, Augustine would revoke this interpretation.39
(3) In QH 1.78 (Gen 26:32.33) Augustine suspects a spiritual meaning
(significationem sine dubio ducendum est spiritalem), based on a contradiction in the
literal meaning. In his discussion he makes silent references to the Hebrew text. He
says that according to his version of Scripture no water was found, but that the well
37

Hinc enim maxime cogimur ad intellegenda illo loco spiritalia, quia sine dolo erat qui dolum fecit.
We are obliged to understand spiritual realities in this place, because he who performed an act of guile
was without guile
38
See section 3.2.3.2
39
Retractationes 2.55.1
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was called oath (the meaning of the Hebrew name sheba, possibly adopted from
Jerome's Hebrew names). Augustine notes that other translations say that water was
found (possibly translations based on the Hebrew), but here, too, he sees a
contradiction: the no oath had not been sworn at the well but is still called oath. In
both cases, he does not provide the spiritual meaning.
(4) In QH 1.123 (Gen 37:7-9) Augustine suspects an allegorical meaning
because the literal meaning of Joseph's dream is not fulfilled. He observes that the first
dream, in which Joseph provides food to his family, is fulfilled in Gen 47:12 (see also
QH 1.158). However, the second dream, in which Joseph is worshipped by the sun,
the moon, and the eleven stars (i.e. his family) does not come true; his mother is
already dead, and Jacob does not even worship Joseph when Joseph gives him food.
Therefore, Augustine thinks that the second dream may have a prophetic meaning, and
refers to the great king, Christ.
(5) In QH 1.148 (Gen 45:7) Joseph makes himself known to his brothers when
they visit him at the court in Egypt, and he promises to "preserve a remnant of you
upon the earth, and to raise up a great remainder of you".40 Augustine points out that
the literal meaning does not make sense, as the lives of his brothers were never in
danger. Therefore, he suspects two prophetical meanings: (a) Joseph stands for Christ,
and (b) the passage points to Rom 11:5, which has a similar wording: "So too at the
present time there is a remnant, chosen by grace." (NRSV)
(6) In QH 1.167 (Gen 48:22) Augustine correctly observes that Joseph did not
conquer Sichimam himself, but that his sons did. He asks why Jacob did not give this
land to the sons who conquered the land, but to Joseph, who was not involved. The
solution is that Joseph prefigures Christ, and that the heathens (Sichimam) should
convert as well.
7.2.2

The tabernacle
Augustine interprets some parts of the tabernacle narrative in Exodus in an
allegorical manner, and this runs alongside his historical interpretation of the
tabernacle, which I will discuss later on.41 His approach is different from his approach
in Genesis. He sees the historical, topographical details of the tabernacle as symbols
of a spiritual reality, and thinks that every detail has an allegorical meaning. In
addition, only some of the allegories refer to items in the New Testament, but most
allegories are not prophetic and refer to things that are already known in the Old
Testament, such as wisdom, power, and grace. For example, he says "Gold certainly
signifies wisdom" (QH 2.105) and "Surely this [the 11 veils of hair] means the
transgression of sin" (QH 2.108). Moreover, Augustine sees the linen breaches as a
sign of chastity (QH 2.122).
Augustine does not think that it is necessary to provide a justification for
allegorical interpretation, as he does in the allegorical quaestiones discussed above.
Only in one place does he emphasise that this is his opinion: "hoc mihi videtur" (QH
2.129). I will now illustrate the points I made by discussing Augustine's allegorical
quaestiones on the tabernacle. Then I will examine one exception: Augustine sees
Moses as a type of Christ, based on a contradiction in the literal meaning. I will

40
41

Translation of Augustine's version of Gen 45:7 by Lienhard (2016)
See section 8.3.2
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conclude with a couple of quaestiones that seem to be allegorical at first sight,
although a closer look shows that they are not.
Even though every detail of the tabernacle has a meaning, it contains a single key
idea: mercy triumphs over justice. Augustine points out that the propitiatory (mercy
seat) has a spiritual meaning, and he provides two allegorical interpretations, which
are not entirely congruent.42 This incongruence underlines the subjective character of
allegorical interpretation, even though Augustine is rather affirmative regarding these
meanings ("gold certainly signifies wisdom"). In the first interpretation, gold is
wisdom, the ark is the God’s separateness, the law stands for the commandments, the
staff stands for power, manna is grace, the fact that the propitiatory is placed above
the ark means that mercy surpasses justice (Jas 2:13). Two cherubim overshadow the
propitiatory with their wings, which means that they honour it by veiling it. That they
face each other means that they signify the Old Testament and New Testament
respectively, which are in accord with each other. Their faces are turned towards the
propitiatory, which signifies that they commend God's mercy. In the second
interpretation, the cherubim stand for humans, two is the fellowship of charity, that
they overshadow the propitiatory with their wings means that they pay tribute to God,
not themselves, and that they look at the propitiatory means that God's mercy is the
only hope.
QH 2.129 (Exod 29:29-30) also contains the idea that mercy triumphs over
justice. This is the only quaestio on the tabernacle in which he presents his findings as
an opinion ("it seems to me") instead of a fact. He points out that the vesture of the
priest signifies the sacraments of the Church, the plate on the head of the priest
signifies mercy, and the breastplate of the priest signifies the law. He concludes once
more that "mercy triumphs over justice".
Finally, there are two other quaestiones that contain an allegorical interpretation
of the tabernacle. In QH 2.108 (Exod 26:7), about the eleven veils of hair of the
tabernacle, Augustine says that the number eleven signifies sin "because it goes
beyond ten, that is, the law". That the hair is covered by the blood of the ram signifies
Christ's sacrifice. Also, the veils of hairs are covered by hyacinth coloured skins, and
their green freshness signifies eternal life.43 In QH 2.112 (Exod 26:33) Augustine says
that the holy place is a sign of a sign: it signifies the Old Covenant, which in turn
contains signs that refer to the New Covenant.
QH 2.176 is the exception to the quaestiones discussed above: Augustine here
provides a justification for allegorical interpretation: he sees a contradiction in the
literal meaning, and the allegorical meaning relates to the New Testament. According
to Exod 40:34-35 Moses could not enter the tabernacle when the glory of the Lord
filled it. However, Moses entered the cloud in which God was when he received the
law on Mount Sinai (Exod 20:21). Moses was allowed to enter the tabernacle later on,
even though the cloud of God always remained with the camp. Because of this
contradiction, Augustine thinks that this passage has an allegorical meaning: "[he was
a figure] of those who become participants in the inmost truth of God, but now [he is
a figure] of the Jews, to whom the glory of the Lord, which is in the tabernacle, because

42
43

QH 2.105 (Exod 25:17-20)
Augustine mistakenly thinks that hyacinths are green. (Lienhard 2016, p. 143, n. 166)
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it is the grace of Christ, is opposed, like a cloud, to those who do not understand [that
grace]".44
Sometimes Augustine's interpretations resemble allegories but are something
else. In QH 2.107 (Exod 26:1-2) the ten curtains of the tabernacle refer to the
Decalogue.This is not strictly speaking allegory but simply a parallel within the
narrative. Then Augustine provides an allegory of numbers. The length of the curtain
is 28 cubits, which is divisible by 7, a holy number. Moreover, 28 is a perfect number,
it is the sum of its divisors. It is uncertain what Augustine wants to accomplish with
these numerical facts. It is not a prophecy of a spiritual reality in the New Testament,
and therefore it is not allegorical interpretation in the traditional sense.
7.2.3

Laws
Augustine only gives an allegorical interpretation of two laws in QH: the
interdiction to cook a lamb in the milk of its mother, and the Sabbath law. In both
cases, he accepts the historical meaning, but he does not think their literal sense is
valid today. While he does not explain why he has chosen these two laws, it is clear
that he cannot ignore the Sabbath law; it is part of the Decalogue, which has authority
within Christianity, and thus an explanation is needed why this particular element
should not be taken literally any longer. On the other hand, it is hard to see why he
picked the interdiction to cook a lamb in its mother’s milk, and why he did not also
choose other dietary laws to interpret allegorically. Moreover, it is striking that within
these two quaestiones, Augustine's justification for allegorical interpretation is based
on arbitrary connections instead of solid logical reasoning, which one might have
expected given his idea that the choice for literal or allegorical interpretation should
be "judged by mind and reason".45 Moreover, he does not use his idea that all laws are
down to the general principle not to harm anyone,46 which could be an argument to
forsake the literal meaning of the two laws under discussion because breaking them
does not cause harm to anyone.
(1) There are two quaestiones that deal with the interdiction to cook a lamb in its
mother’s milk: QH 2.90 (Exod 23:19) and QH 2.164 (Exod 34:26). However, only in
QH 2.90 he discusses an allegorical meaning. He is reluctant to follow the Jewish
interpretation of this law, similar to his attitude in his interpretation of the interdiction
to eat fat.47 Instead, he proposes his own literal interpretation:
...there is no practice of cooking it in this way. But, if it means during the days
when it is suckling, which of the Jews ever observed the rule of not cooking a
lamb unless it had ceased suckling? ...48

44

QH 2.176. The square brackets are the translator’s.
QH 4.59 (Num 30:7-19); see also chapter 10.
46
I will explain this principle in chapter 10.
47
See section 10.1.2
48
...nullus usus est ita coquendi ; si autem in diebus, quibus lactatur, quis noc habuit umquam
Iudaeorum in observatione, ut agnum non coqueret, nisi cum desisteret sugere?
45
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He points out that, even if this law could be observed literally, it is nevertheless
a sign for something else; he says that it is a prophecy of the following things:
• When Christ was a child, he was not killed by Herod (Mt 2:13-15);
• Cook points to the fire of desire, i.e. the tribulations of men (Sir 27:5);
• The passion of Christ occurred around the same date on which he was
conceived (according to Augustine, the production of milk starts right
after conception).
Thus, in this quaestio, Augustine advances a meaning for every element in the
text of Scripture that he comments on.
(2) Augustine discusses the Sabbath law in these three quaestiones: In QH 2.139
(Exod 31:16-17), QH 2.160 (Exod 34:21) and QH 2.172 (Exod 35:1-19). In QH 2.16
he investigates the historical sense; he points out that the addition "in sowing and
harvest you shall rest" means that the Sabbath law is absolute, even urgent work such
as harvesting is not allowed. He has to explain the difficulty that the Sabbath law is
not observed by Christians, but is nevertheless part of the Decalogue, which still has
a high authority. In the other two, he claims that the Sabbath law has to be interpreted
allegorically, and in both of them, his justification for allegorical interpretation is not
substantial; it looks like he is working towards a conclusion. (1) In QH 2.139
Augustine points out that the law must be understood as referring to spiritual realities,
because "the children of Israel received a sign to be observed that signifies eternal rest
for the true Israelites". His approach is based on a questionable punctuation. His text
reads: "An eternal covenant in me and the children of Israel".49 He asserts that it should
be punctuated as "An eternal covenant in me, ..." which he sees as a sign of something
eternal (the eternal rest for the true Israelites (Rom 2:29), that is, for the children of
the promise and those who will see God face to face, as he is). (2) In QH 2.172 his
argument is based on the fact that Moses recounted the Sabbath law for the second
time, but not any other of the Ten Commandments, which is also a questionable
argument.
7.2.4

Sacrifices
Augustine rarely offers an allegorical interpretation of the sacrifices in QH.
When he does, he justifies this by referring to the New Testament, in which the
sacrifices are related to the passion of Christ. Thus, unlike the allegorical interpretation
of the laws, his justification of allegorical interpretation is consistent his theoretical
principles. I will discuss two full-fledged allegorical interpretations in QH, in which
every detail has an allegorical meaning. (1) In QH 4.33 (Num 19:1-22), on the sacrifice
of the red heifer to create the water of separation, Augustine draws on the established
idea that the animal sacrifices signify the Passion of Christ (Hebr 9:13-14), which is
worked out in detail for the red heifer in the Epistle of Barnabas for example. (2) In
QH 7.49.16-28 (Judg 11:29-35), Augustine provides an allegorical interpretation
according to which Jephthah prefigures Christ. I will discuss the first example in
greater detail as an illustration. Augustine's deviating version of Scripture reads "This
distinction of the law" which he interprets as the two Covenants. He relates this to the
idea that in the Old Testament temporal things are promised which signify a spiritual
reward in a hidden way, and that in the New Testament these things are pomised

49

testamentum aternum in me, et filiis Israhel
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openly. Thus he points out that the red heifer prefigures the Passion of the Christ. This
is followed by a detailed interpretation, including:
• The heifer is female, which signifies the weakness of the flesh; (2)
• The red colour of the heifer stands for bloody passion; (2)
• "No yoke has been placed on it" means "not subjected to iniquity"; (2)
• The heifer is given to Elezear, who refers to the new priesthood, instead
of to Aaron; (3)
• Sacrificed outside the camp: the Lord suffered outside the city; (3)
• The burning of the heifer refers to the resurrection since flames go
upward; (5)
• "He shall be washed with water": not literal but spiritual water. (19)
The other allegorical quaestiones are not so detailed, but connect a single element
in the Old Testament to something in the New Testament.
(2) In QH 2.42 (Exod 12:5) Augustine comments that the Pesach lamb in Exod
12 refers to Christ. In QH 2.43 (Exod 12:14) he proposes an elegant way to deal with
the ordinance of Passover, which is supposed to be continued perpetually (Exod
12:14): he argues that the signs are not eternal, but only the things that are signified.
(3) Augustine's analysis of Gideon's sacrifice outside the tabernacle, in QH 7.36
(Judg 6:20-21), is predominantly historical. He observes that the tabernacle was in
Shiloh at the time, and that this was the only place of legal sacrifice. Then, he argues
that sacrifice outside the tabernacle was not altogether unacceptable, based on the
generalisation of historical examples: Elijah and Solomon also did this. Nevertheless,
sacrifice inside the tabernacle was preferable, as kings who destroyed the illegal altars
are higher praised than the ones who kept them intact. The final interpretation is
allegorical, based on signs in the narrative: Gideon acted on the instruction of the
angel, and fire rose up out of the rock. Augustine interprets the fire as the Holy Spirit.
(4) The last example is QH 7.54 (Judg 13:16-23), in which Augustine thinks that
the angel (who was God) offered himself as a prefiguration of Christ.
7.2.5

Remainder
In the allegorical quaestiones in the remainder category, Augustine usually
identifies a parallel between the Old Testament and the New Testament. He does not
explicitly justify the use of allegorical interpretation in these cases.
(1) Augustine explains why Moses and Aaron do not enter the Promised Land,
and why Joshua was the leader who brought the people there. He mentions the
established interpretation that Joshua is a type of Christ (Hebr 3-4).50 In addition without using the word typus, but nevertheless implying the same - he sees Aaron as
a representation of the priesthood, and Moses as a representation of the law (the Old
Testament). Augustine thinks that the historical facts have a further meaning:
Christians only adhere to the Old Testament laws partially, and the prescribed
sacrifices are abolished. Furthermore, Jesus, who is signified by Joshua, brings the
people to the Promised Land not by law but by faith. Augustine does not go into detail,
nor does he mention the meaning of the Hebrew name of Joshua (saviour), possibly
because he thinks that it will not add anything, because these facts are too well known.
On the other hand, in QH 5.16 (Deut 10:8-9) the Levites are a prefiguration of the
50

QH 4.53 (Num 27:13-14). The interpretation of Joshua as a type of Christ also appears in QH 2.91
(Exod 23:20-21).

7. METAPHOR, ALLEGORY, AND ANTHROPOMORPHISMS

165

"Catholic" priests. Moses was also a Levite. This shows that allegories do not always
have to be consistent.
(2) "Bread in the morning and meat in the evening" (Exod 16:12) may signify
the body and blood of Christ "who was handed over for our sins and rose for our
justification" (Rom 4:25, Augustine's version).51
(3) The law (written by the Holy Spirit) was given on the 50th day after Pesach,
which signifies Pentecost.52
(4) Augustine presents an allegorical meaning of numbers: a particular phrase
consisting of four terms is repeated five times for each generation in Num 1.53 The
number five refers to the Old Testament (the number of books in the Torah) and four
to the New Testament (the number of gospels). In another quaestio, even Greek
numbers give rise to an allegorical meaning. The number 300 (Judg 7:6) is represented
by the letter T in Greek, which according to Augustine signifies the cross.54
In the other allegorical quaestiones in the remainder category, too, Augustine
regards an item in the Old Testament as a symbol for an item in the New Testament,
without giving any explicit justification.55
7.2.6

Conclusion
In this section, I have investigated the importance of allegorical interpretation in
QH, as well as the criteria for treating a passage as allegory. My main finding is that
allegorical interpretation occupies only a minor place in QH. Firstly, Augustine uses
this method only in a limited number of quaestiones. Secondly, Augustine hardly
shows innovation in this area, but tends to repeat the established interpretations.
Moreover, in the apostolic allegories, which Augustine cannot ignore, he tries to move
away from allegory as much as possible by emphasising the historical meaning. For
example, he says that God's promise that Esau will serve his younger brother Jacob
does not only have a spiritual meaning but is also fulfilled historically, since David
conquers Edom, a descendant of Esau.
In the other allegorical quaestiones, allegorical interpretation is not the default
assumption. Instead, in most cases, he needs to find evidence in the text of Scripture
that the passage is an allegory. Most striking is the observation that many allegorical
quaestiones are grouped around the apostolic allegories, roughly following the
narrative of Jacob and Isaac, which seems to be a spillover effect. Nevertheless, in
each quaestio, he makes an independent assessment whether the passage in Scripture
is allegorical or not. The main criteria he uses is that there is a contradiction in the
literal meaning, or an oddity in the story line. But often when Augustine rejects the
literal meaning of a passage he merely points out that it has a spiritual meaning,
without showing what this might actually be. Thus, even in these quaestiones he does
not seem to focus on allegorical interpretation, but rather on the literal meaning, albeit
by rejecting it. Thus, so far, Augustine seems to use more or less objective criteria to

51

QH 2.60 (Exod 16:12)
QH 2.70 (Exod 19:1-3. 10-11)
53
QH 4.2 (Num 1:20-46)
For instance, Num 1:20: The descendants of Reuben, Israel’s firstborn, their lineage, in their clans, by
their ancestral houses, according to the number of names, individually, every male from twenty years
old and upward, everyone able to go to war. (NRSV) Phrases that are repeated are in italics.
54
QH 7.37 (Judg 7:6)
55
QH 4.35 (Num 20:11), 4.50 (Num 22:23-29), 5.57 (Deut 33:17)
52

166

METAPHOR, HISTORY, AND THE INEFFABILITY OF GOD

determine if a passage is an allegory. Moreover, even the allegorical quaestiones seem
to highlight the literal meaning.
There are still a small number of allegorical quaestiones in which Augustine uses
allegorical interpretation in the "old" way, as a method to deal with difficulties in
Scripture, and to work towards a conclusion. The most notable examples are the
interdiction to cook a lamb in the milk of its mother, and the Sabbath law. The obvious
reason is that these laws do not apply anymore in Christianity, but his reasoning is
peculiar and somewhat artificial. He resorts to a very literal interpretation of this
dietary law, the actual cooking of a suckling lamb in its mother’s milk - ignoring the
Jewish interpretation - and then he points out that this was never an actual custom in
practice, so that it must have a spiritual meaning. For the Sabbath law, he does not
provide substantial arguments to prove that it must be interpreted allegorically. In
addition, he can only see the animal sacrifices in the Old Testament as a prophecy of
Christ. Thus, in a few cases, allegorical interpretation is the last resort to make sense
of the Old Testament. Another odd element in QH is the interpretation of the
tabernacle, in which he assumes that almost every detail has an allegorical meaning,
without providing a justification. This is especially interesting since he also provides
a meticulous historical investigation of the tabernacle.
To conclude, the importance of allegorical interpretation in QH is marginal and
even smaller than can be assumed on the basis of the number of allegorical
quaestiones. His interpretation is really allegorical only in a small number of cases. In
most cases, he merely repeats established interpretations, and he even emphasises the
historical meaning in Paul's allegories. At other times, he points out that a passage has
a spiritual meaning, but does not provide it, hence these quaestiones are not really
allegorical. In the next chapter, I will show that historical interpretation is the main
exegetical method in QH.

8. Historical interpretation
Throughout QH Augustine focuses on the historical events described in
Scripture. He never says explicitly that this is his purpose, but it can be deduced by
looking at cases in which QH uses historical interpretation. In one place, however, in
the introduction to the section on the tabernacle, Augustine says that he will investigate
the historical meaning, and that he will look for the figurative meaning some other
time, essentially repeating the idea from DGL:1
I should treat the tabernacle itself separately in its entirety. In this way it may
be understood, if that is possible, what sort of thing and what it was for the
time being, in terms of the literal sense of the narrative, while laying aside and
putting off for another time the figurative sense.
In this chapter, I will show that this statement is representative for QH, and that
historical interpretation is the dominant method in this work. As we have seen
previously, allegorical interpretation occurs as well, albeit less frequently and less
importantly as a method. Furthermore, historical interpretation and allegorical
interpretation occur next to each other, sometimes even in the same quaestio. For
example, the discussion on the tabernacle, of which the beginning is quoted above,
also contains allegorical interpretation, as we have seen in the previous chapter.
Moreover, we have seen that Augustine also shows the historical meaning of the
Pauline allegorical passages. Nevertheless, historical interpretation and allegorical
interpretation are separate methods and there is no synergy between them; QH does
not contain an allegorical interpretation that builds on historical insights that were
gained.
In this section, I will focus on Augustine's comment on the narrative of the
Heptateuch. In general, he values history for its own sake: his comments do not exceed
the passage in question and do not have any practical value in his own time. This
stands in contrast with allegorical interpretation, which gives a higher meaning to the
historical events in the Old Testament. In chapter 10, I will focus on Augustine's
comments on the laws and sacrifices, which, it transpires, are also focused on history.
He meticulously investigates the details of certain sacrifice laws, apparently for their
own sake, not leading to a conclusion that is useful in his time. On the other hand, in
many quaestiones Augustine uses generalisation, an exegetical method within the
literal domain, in which general principles are derived from particular cases described
in the text.

8.1

History for its own sake

A large part of the quaestiones deal with the historical narrative for its own sake;
they do not draw any conclusion that was useful in Augustine's time. He never explains
why he gives so much attention to the historical meaning, but he would not have done
this if he had not had the utmost respect for Scripture. There are three types of
historical problems that are most important in QH: (1) consistency, (2) ambiguities,
1

QH 2.177.1
…visum est mihi de toto ipso tabernaculo separatim dicere, quo intellegatur, si fieri potest, quale illud
et quid fuerit interim ad proprietatem narrationis excepta et in aliud tempus dilata figurata significatione.
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and (3) remarks on the historical narrative. In these three types the solution to these
problems, for instance an inconsistency that is solved, will lead to a better
understanding of Scripture. I will now explain these three types more extensively, and
will then discuss what methods Augustine uses to answer these questions. I will
conclude with two case studies, on the ark of Noah and on the tabernacle. Chapter 9
on Augustine's manuscript analysis is also a case study of historical interpretation
since a large part of the historical quaestiones compare manuscripts.
(1) Consistency is especially important in historical interpretation; historical
inconsistencies can easily be neglected in allegorical interpretation; moreover,
allegorical interpretations themselves do not need to be consistent.2 However,
Augustine does not think that all words have to be precisely consistent, because "a
truthful narrative is demanded solely in terms of the deeds and meanings whereby the
intention, which the words are supposed to intimate, is made sufficiently clear".3 I will
provide four examples of consistency questions:
• The high age of the antediluvian people is inconsistent with the fact that God
said to Noah that the maximum age is 120;4
• The number of descendants of Jacob in Israel mentioned in Gen 45:26-27 is
inconsistent with what was said before;5
• In the LXX, the age of Methuselah when his son Lamech was born (167) and
the age of Methuselah at which he died (969) are not consistent with the fact
that he did not survive the flood;6
• Augustine wonders how it can be that Sarah was so beautiful at her age (Gen
20:2).7
(2) Augustine analyses ambiguities in the text of Scripture and tries to solve them.
• He solves a number of grammatical ambiguities by looking at the narrative.8
• In some cases, he accepts the ambiguity, for instance in QH 2.11 (Exod 4:2426).
(3) Augustine makes a large number of remarks that clarify the historical events
narrated in the Heptateuch, as the following examples show:
• The people really believed that they could build the tower of Babylon,
otherwise they would not have been punished by the diffusion of tongues;9
• In Gen 19:30 Lot probably climbed the mountain that he first refused to climb
when God asked him to;10
• Moses believed that God could make him eloquent when Moses said: "Lord, I
am not eloquent .... not from the time when you began to speak to your
servant".11

2

For instance, the allegorical interpretation of the tabernacle is not enitrely consistent, as discussed in
section 7.2.2.
3
QH 1.64 (Gen 24:37-38)
4
QH 1.23 (Gen 11:12-13)
5
QH 1.152 (Gen 46:26-27), see section 9.2.1
6
QH 1.2 (Gen 5:25-27), see section 9.2.2.1
7
QH 1.48 (Gen 20:2)
8
For instance, QH 2.129 (Exod 29:29-30)
9
QH 1.21 (Gen 11:4)
10
QH 1.46 (Gen 19:30)
11
QH 2.7 (Exod 4:10) (English translation of Augustine's VL text)
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(4) In some cases, Augustine's comments on the historical events are of a higher
level:
• He points out that Scripture was written long after the historical events in
Genesis. In the passage in question, he notes that the Syrians were not so
numerous at the time of the historical events;12
• The LXX has added historical events that happened after the Hebrew text
was written;13
• There is an overlap with the end of Joshua and the book of Judges.14

8.2

Historical methods

There are many ways in which Augustine answers historical questions. In the
case of a large number of historical questions, he is not able to find an answer. For
example, in QH 1.34 (Gen 18:4-5), on the appearance of the Lord to Abraham in
Mamre, he asks why the three men needed food and water if they are believed to be
angels. Another example is QH 1.72 (Gen 25:22), in which Augustine asks where
Rebecca went to inquire from the Lord, since there was no tabernacle or temple. He
fails to find an answer to this question.
Occasionally, Augustine uses the all-purpose explanation that God works in
mysterious ways, based on Rom 11:33. Augustine uses this answer, for instance, to
explain why Aaron is not punished for the creation of the golden calf.15 He uses a
similar argument in QH 5.2 (Deut 2:30) and QH 2.6 (Exod 3:22). However, this type
of argument is not representative for QH; it is difficult to multiply these examples.
Instead, we see that he uses more sophisticated methods to analyse the historical
narrative. Mostly, Augustine uses one of the following historical methods to come to
a solution:
(1) Analysis of the historical narrative. For instance, in one quaestio Augustine
asks how Cain could have founded a city with so few people. As a solution, he says
that there were more people at that time than Scripture mentions.16 The consequences
of this explanation are hardly important to the interpretation of other passages, nor
does it have any pastoral purpose, or any other value beyond explaining this particular
passage.
(2) Many of the quaestiones deal with the historical narrative by looking at
manuscripts, for example, QH 1.2 (Gen 5:25-27), about Methuselah’s age, and QH
6.12 (Jos 9:3-4. 13), that deals with the question whether the men carried bags on their
shoulders or on donkeys. I will discuss this quaestio in more detail in the next chapter.
(3) At several places in Scripture, a certain event seems to be recounted twice.
Augustine solves the problem this poses in some cases by regarding it as a
recapitulatio. Rüting has pointed out that this is an example of influence of Tychonius’
Seven Rules,17 and it is discussed in DC.18 For example, in order to avoid the
completion of the tower of Babylon, God causes confusion among the workers by
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QH 1.60 (Gen 22:21). The LXX reads Syrians, the Hebrew has Kemuel, father of Aram.
See section 9.2.2.4
14
QH 7.1 (Judg 1:1-3).
15
QH 2.148 (Exod 32:35)
16
QH 1.1 (Gen 4:17)
17
Rüting (1916), p. 161
18
DC 3.30.42 (and further)
13
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making them speak different languages.19 Augustine remarks that before the
construction of the tower of Babylon, the sons of Noah already spoke different
languages (Gen 10:5). Augustine’s solution is that the story of Babylon is a
recapitulation of an event that happened before. Another example: in Acts 7:2-4 says
that God already commanded Abraham to go to Canaan when Terah was still alive.
This contradicts the narrative in Genesis; Terah dies in Gen 11:32, and God's promise
is made in Gen 12:1-3. As a solution, Augustine suggests recapitulatio. It is important
to note that recapitulatio is not Augustine's default method of dealing with
contradictions in the orders of events; significantly, he does not use it in the
reconciliation of the two creation narratives.20 Also, in QH 1.53 (Gen 21:14), where
Abraham placed Ishmael on Hagar's shoulders as if Ishmael were still a little boy, he
explicitly rejects recapitulatio. Instead, he says that the solution is idiomatic.21

8.3

Case studies

8.3.1

The ark of Noah
Augustine's quaestiones on the ark of Noah (QH 1.4-14, Gen 6-9) are remarkably
practical, and there is no reference to any allegorical meaning (for instance, the ark is
Christ). Moreover, he finds no meaning that is useful for his own time; he is clearly
interested in the historical narrative for its own sake, as I will show. For example, he
asks whether the ark is large enough to hold all the animals,22 whether Noah had
enough time to construct the ark,23 and how the carnivorous animals would have been
fed.24 Moreover, he points at the apparent inconsistency that God first orders seven
animals of each clean species and two of each unclean species to enter the ark (Gen
2:7), while further on, God orders both clean and unclean animals to enter the ark two
by two, male and female Gen (7:8-9). Augustine notes that "two by two" refers to the
fact that God orders both males and females to enter the ark, from both the clean and
unclean species.25 Augustine then points out that many wrongly understand "spiritus
vitae", "spirit of life", as the Holy Spirit.26 Referring to the water level, which covered
the mountains, Augustine says that even Mount Olympus was covered.27 Finally, he
points out that some manuscripts read that the water kept rising for 150 days, which
he finds unlikely, but that according to the codices of Aquila and Symmachus, the
water stayed in place during that period.28
8.3.2

The tabernacle
The last quaestio on Exodus, QH 2.177 (Exod 26-27), the longest of QH,
contains a meticulous discussion of the tabernacle. In addition, 19 other quaestiones
deal with the tabernacle, as well as related items such as the ark and the ephod.29
Augustine argues that the tabernacle is important because Exodus concludes with its
19

QH 1.20 (Gen 11:1-9)
See section 4.4.7
21
See section 9.3.1
22
QH 1.4 (Gen 6:15)
23
QH 1.5 (Gen 6:15)
24
QH 1.7 (Gen 6:21)
25
QH 1.8 (Gen 7:8-9)
26
QH 1.9 (Gen 7:15), see section 9.1.1
27
QH 1.10 (Gen 7:20)
28
QH 1.11 (Gen 7:24), see section 9.1.3
29
QH 2.104-2.122
20
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construction, and moreover, he thinks that "many things about the tabernacle are
difficult to understand, as is the case with every topograhia, that is, a description of
some place in a given narrative".30 Because he attaches a great deal of importance to
the tabernacle, I will discuss these quaestiones integrally as a case study of historical
interpretation.
A large number of the tabernacle quaestiones deal with the physical properties
of the ark, the tabernacle, and the ephod, by dealing with meanings of words, as well
as apparent inconsistencies.31 But there are five quaestiones, relatively many, in which
he uses allegorical interpretation, which can be explained by the fact that the
tabernacle and its sacrifices are often seen as a prefiguration of Christ and his Church,
as was discussed in the previous chapter.32 I will now look at the historical
quaestiones. (1) In QH 2.104 (Exod 25:11-12) Augustine explains the meanings of
words: the Latin cymatia (mouldings) form a rectangular shape, and the Greek
στρεπτά means twisted, coiled, or with grooves, not "mobile", as some have translated.
(2) In QH 2.110 (Exod 26:21) he reads "two bases to one column", and he explains
that the upper base means the capital, thus the columns have capitals. (3) In QH 2.111
(Exod 26:25) Augustine explains why the number of columns that is mentioned in
Exod 26:22 (six columns) differs from Exod 26:25 (eight columns): the latter includes
the two corners. (4) In QH 2.113 (Exod 27:1-2) he solves two inconsistencies. First,
how does the priest access the altar, considering that it is too high to ascend without
steps (3 cubits, about 1.45 m), but steps are forbidden (Exod 20:26)? His solution is
that a temporary step can be made, just for use during the ceremonies; he thinks that
only permanent steps are forbidden. Second, he asks how offerings can be burned on
a wooden table? He proposes the solution that Scripture says that the edges of the table
should be covered with bronze, but possibly the whole table was bronze. (5) In QH
2.174 (Exod 40:19), on the construction of the altar, Augustine says that Moses
stretched out curtains above the tabernacle "not, indeed, down from the roof, but
encircling the columns". (6) In QH 2.175 (Exod 40:33) the place of the altar is
surrounded by the courtyard, between the gate and the entrance of the tabernacle.
In QH 2.177 the last quaestio on Exodus, Augustine meticulously investigates
the topographia (dimensions, appearance etc.) of the tabernacle, in such a way that it
would be possible to build it from his instructions. He looks at the correct translation
of Greek words when it is needed to understand the construction of the tabernacle. In
Exod 26:1-3 the Greek αὐλαίας means curtain, not courtyard, which is αὐλή in Greek,
as some translators have.33 On the other hand, Exod 27:9 has αὐλή (courtyard), but
some translators have not differentiated between αὐλαίας and αὐλή.34 This is quite
essential for the construction of the tabernacle. In QH 2.177.9, Augustine's manuscript
analysis concerns the physical shape of the curtain covering the tabernacle. He notes
that the Greek πλάγια should be translated as latera (straight sides) instead of obliqua
30

QH 2.177.1
Ark: QH 2.104 (Exod 25:11-12), QH 2.106 (Exod 25:27). Tabernacle: QH 2.109 (Exod 26:17), QH
2.110 (Exod 26:21), QH 2.111 (Exod 26:25), QH 2.113 (Exod 27:1-2), QH 2.174 (Exod 40:19), QH
2.175 (Exod 40:33). Ephod: QH 2.114 (Exod 28:3), QH 2.114 (Exod 28:4), QH 2.115 (Exod 28:14. 16.
9-10), QH 2.116 (Exod 28:22), QH 2.117 (Exod 28:30), QH 2.118 (Exod 28:31), QH 2.119 (Exod
28:35), QH 2.120 (Exod 28:36-38), QH 2.121 (Exod 28:41)
32
See section 7.2.2; QH 2.105 (Exod 25:17-20), QH 2.107 (Exod 26:1-2), QH 2.108 (Exod 26:7), QH
2.112 (Exod 26:33) and QH 2.176 (Exod 40:34-35)
33
QH 2.177.2
34
QH 2.177.9
31
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(slantings) as some translators have done, but he points out that slantings may be right
for the east and the west sides, as here the curtain slopes downwards. In the rest of the
text, he uses close reading and logical reasoning to reconstruct the topography of the
tabernacle. There is only one allegorical interpretation in this quaestio: the two
brackets for each column (Exod 26:15-17) do not have any practical meaning but they
signify the cross. In sum, historical interpretation is the primary exegetical method in
Augustine's treatment of the tabernacle. He meticulously investigates the physical
properties of the tabernacle, without drawing a conclusion that is in any way useful
for his audience at the time; this means he is interested in the historical narrative for
its own sake.

8.4

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown that the goal of QH is to provide a historical
interpretation of the Heptateuch by means of a case study. My most important finding
is that in many quaestiones, Augustine investigates the historical meaning for its own
sake. This is a sharp contrast with allegorical interpretation, which aims to find a
meaning that is useful for present-day readers but which can be unfaithful to the
historical meaning. On the other hand, Augustine's historical interpretation shows
respect for the text of Scripture; to better understand its meaning is a goal in its own
right. The clearest proof for this is his detailed investigation of the tabernacle.
There are three main types of questions on the historical narrative: questions on
the consistency of Scripture, to clear up ambiguities, and general questions to
understand the historical narrative in more detail. He uses various methods to find the
historical meaning. One of the methods that he uses is a generic investigation of the
historical narrative, that can be extracted from the text itself. Another method, used to
deal with events that seem to be recounted twice in Scripture, is to assume
recapitulatio: a figure of speech in which a previous event is repeated. This is an
influence from Tyconius, and is already mentioned in DC.35 But the most important
method of dealing with the historical narrative is textual criticism, most notably the
comparison of manuscripts. I will discuss this in detail in the next chapter, which also
serves as an additional case study to supplement the current chapter.
In chapter 10, I will address Augustine's investigation of the Old Testament laws.
The findings of that chapter will be consistent with those of this chapter: historical
interpretation plays a dominant role. Moreover, I will show that Augustine uses
generalisation as an exegetical method, in which a general principle is derived from
particular cases described in the text. This is a literal method, but it is not limited to
history for its own sake, but focuses on finding a meaning that is still useful today.

35

DC 3.36.52-54

9. Textual criticism
In this chapter, I will discuss Augustine's textual criticism in QH, and show that
it is consistent with his goal to provide a historical interpretation of the Heptateuch. In
order to investigate the historical events, he needs to have the most accurate version
of Scripture that he can possibly get. Moreover, as Weber has suggested, another goal
of the textual criticism in QH could be to oppose Jerome's claim of Hebrew truth
(hebraicae veritas) and show that it is possible to correct the flawed VL by going back
to the LXX.1 Augustine's approach consists of (1) a comparison and correction of
manuscripts, and (2) a discussion of idioms. In addition to this, he analyses grammar
and tropes,2 but I will not examine this here because it only occurs in a small number
of quaestiones and is not relevant to my investigation. I will also look at Locutiones
in Heptateuchum, the other half of a diptych that also includes the Quaestiones and
whichis solely dedicated to the discussion of idioms. This chapter focuses on QH and
LH, but I will occasionally involve other works in the discussion as well.
In section 9.1 I will discuss Augustine's comparison of Greek and Latin
manuscripts, something he does extensively throughout QH. In section 9.2 I will focus
on how Jerome's Hebrew works (QHG, the Vulgate, Hebrew names) have influenced
Augustine. I will explain when and why Augustine uses the Vulgate, which seems
somewhat to contradict his goal of promoting the LXX. Rüting and Rebakka Schirner
have claimed that Augustine only uses the Vulgate for historical purposes but does not
attribute dogmatic authority to it. It will become evident that Augustine uses the
Vulgate for other purposes too; most strikingly, he thinks that the differences between
the Hebrew and LXX may contain a prophetic meaning. Finally, in section 9.3 I will
discuss Augustine's analysis of idiom in Scripture, both in QH and in LH. He uses this
analysis to support the historical sense, and he clearly distinguishes idiom from
allegory.

9.1

Greek and Latin manuscripts

Augustine is far from satisfied with the quality of the Vetus Latina (VL), and he
thinks that the poor quality of the translation has led to obscurities and
inconsistencies.3 The solution he proposes in DC is to compare VL manuscripts with
each other, and consult the LXX as well as the Hebrew text.4 He puts this plan into
practice in QH by comparing several manuscripts with each other, both Latin and
Greek (LXX), and occasionally the Vulgate. I will build on Schirner's Inspice
diligenter codices, a detailed investigation of Augustine's analysis of manuscripts.5
She has investigated the theoretical foundation of Augustine's analysis, mainly from
DC, and has shown on the basis of a study of a large volume of examples from his
complete oeuvre that Augustine actually uses this foundation. She has claimed that his
goal is not to correct the whole Bible; instead, he only compares manuscripts when he
1

Weber (2010), pp. 333-334; see also section 6.1.1
I have discussed few quaestiones in section 3.1.2 and 3.1.3 in which Augustine discusses metaphors.
3
See section 1.2.2
4
See section 1.5.1
5
Schirner, Rebekka S. Inspice Diligenter Codices: Philologische Studien Zu Augustins Umgang Mit
Bibelhandschriften Und Übersetzungen. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015
2
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sees textual problems.6 Moreover, she has pointed out that he was a child of his time
regarding the practice of manuscript correction.7 She says that Augustine's analysis
has three possible outcomes: (1) the manuscripts are equal (he unites their meanings)
(2) one manuscript is better than the other, (3) one manuscript is rejected. Often,
Augustine only compares Latin manuscripts and not the LXX, and he uses three main
criteria: (1) semantics, (2) context, and (3) agreement with the faith. In a smaller
number of places, Augustine goes back to the LXX, which then takes precedence.8
Schirner's discussion of the places where Augustine compares Latin manuscripts,
as well as the LXX, is so thorough that it is difficult to find a passage that she missed.
Looking at Augustine's complete oeuvre, she has concluded that he mostly compares
VL manuscripts, and only considers the LXX in a small number of cases.9 She points
out, however, that in QH Augustine involves the LXX in most of his manuscript
analyses.10 I will argue that in the rare cases in which he only compares VL
manuscripts, possibly because in most cases the differences are small. Augustine's
increased attention to the LXX can be explained by Courcelle's observation that
Augustine learned Greek at a later age; when he was young his knowledge of the LXX
was dependent on others.11
There is one caveat that needs to be made. In 21 quaestiones Augustine refers to
the LXX as Septuagint, but in a far larger number of quaestiones, more than 100, he
refers to a version that he calls graecus (or similar forms). In some cases he quotes the
graecus in Greek, in other cases in a Latin translation. According to Rüting, when
Augustine quotes the graecus in Latin, he uses not his own translation of the LXX, but
the Itala, which Augustine describes as the translation that is most faithful to the
LXX.12 If this is true, this undermines the predominance of the LXX in QH in favour
of Augustine's preferred VL manuscript - possibly even without any reference to the
LXX at all. Schirner has countered Rüting's claim through a detailed analysis that
proves that it is likely in any case that Augustine consulted the LXX.13 She shows that
when Augustine cites the graecus in Latin, this may mean one of the following: (1)
Augustine provides his own translation, (2) he refers to the translations of others, or
(3) he is the suspected translator.14 In the first case, Augustine explicitly states that he
read the LXX, which he indicates by the words inspicere poutimis or invenimus.15 In
the second and third case, Schirner has claimed that the exegetical context clarifies
that Augustine did indeed inspect the LXX. Moreover, the translations are often very
literal and aimed at explaining peculiarities of the Greek text (e.g. semantics,
6

ibid., p. 113
ibid., p. 166
8
ibid., p. 585
9
ibid., p. 591
10
ibid., p. 130
11
Courcelle (1943), p. 145
12
Rüting (1916), p. 19: "Wird Graecus lateinisch zitiert, un das geschieht in den allermeisten Fällen, so
hat man unter ihm nichts anderes zu verstehen als die sklavische übertragene altlateinische
Bibelübersetzung".
13
Schirner (2015), pp. 523-524
14
She has also identified another case, where Augustine summarises both the VL and the LXX in a
single quote. For example, in LH 3.10 Augustine cites the VL and the LXX as: "Sancta sanctorum est"
(Lev 6:17). He does not need to cite the LXX and VL separately because they are identical, but he notes
that "est" is correct in Greek, but is an idiom in Latin, and he points out that the correct rendering is:
"sunt". It is clear therefore that Augustine consulted the LXX.
15
ibid., p. 406
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etymology, and morphology).16 Thus, even though Augustine does not always quote
the LXX in Greek, it is plausible that he always consulted the LXX.
I will now discuss a few examples, to give readers an idea of Augustine's
methods, and highlight how the analysis of manuscripts is important to historical
interpretation, starting with (1) quaestiones which only compare VL variants, followed
by (2) quaestiones that refer to the LXX as well, and (3) the exceptional cases in which
Augustine uses the translations by Aquila and Symmachus.
9.1.1

Latin codices
Augustine compares manuscripts of the VL without involving the LXX only in
10 quaestiones. In these cases, the difference in meaning between the VL manuscripts
is not very important, or he is convinced that one manuscript is right, as I will show in
this section. For example, in QH 1.9 (Gen 7:15) he points out that many want to
understand "spiritus vitae", "spirit of life", as the Holy Spirit, which he thinks is wrong.
He argues that in Gen 7:15, in which the animals go to Noah's ark, they are referred to
as "in quo est spiritus vitae", "in which is the spirit of life", therefore "spiritus vitae"
does not refer to the Holy Spirit, but to the animals. Augustine points out that better
manuscripts have "flatum vitae", "breath of life", instead of "spiritum vitae". He thinks
that this is a better version because it avoids confusion. Hence, in this case, he does
not need the LXX to find the right meaning. It must be noted, however, that Augustine
did consult the LXX on a similar matter in De Genesi ad Litteram.17 He says that in
Gen 2:7, where God breathes "spiritus vitae" into Adam's nose, God did not breathe
something of his own substance; moreover, this breath can be equated with the soul,
but the soul is not God.
Another example, in QH 2.28 (Exod 8:26) it is beyond question which Latin
codex is right: one of them has the addition "not", and this variant makes the most
sense. In the other examples, the difference between manuscripts is far less important.
For instance, in QH 3.91 (Lev 25:24) Augustine discusses two VL manuscripts: the
first can be rendered as "And through all the land of your possessions you shall give
recompense to the land", the other manuscript has redemption instead of
recompense.18 It is important to note that only the second variant is consistent with the
Hebrew text. In this quaestio Augustine does not think that the difference is
significant; as he continues, he says that both versions have the same sense: "the land
shall not be sold for profanation". In another quaestio, Augustine says that it is not
certain if Gideon went to a part of the camp in which there were 50 guards, or if he
went to the 50th part of the camp.19 However, he thinks that the meanings of the
different manuscripts are close, and moreover, the differences involved are not about
something important. The same can be said about the other quaestiones in which
Augustine only compares VL versions.20

16

ibid., pp. 507 and 524
See section 5.3.2
18
Et per omnem terram possessionis vestrae mercedem dabitis terrae. Alii autem codices habent
"redemptionem dabitis terrae".
19
QH 7.38 (Judg 7:11)
20
QH 4.12 (Num 6:14-17), "For sin" vs "for the sake of sin", this is a stylistic difference, not a difference
in meaning.
QH 4.13 (Num 8:23-24), "This is concerning the Levies" vs "This is the law concerning the Levites".
17
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9.1.2

The Septuagint
In QH Augustine often goes back to the LXX, for two main reasons: (1) to
compare different VL manuscripts and determine which one is the most reliable, and
(2) to amend manuscripts in passages where he thinks that the meaning of the VL has
been incorrectly translated or unclear. This is discussed in full detail by Schirner. In
this section, I will provide a number of examples for the sake of illustration. Augustine
holds the LXX in high esteem, as he thinks that this translation is inspired.
Furthermore, it is the original text of the VL codices.21 However, as I will show, he
does not accept the LXX by default. On the contrary, when Augustine uses the LXX
he usually motivates why the LXX is better. Moreover, he even rejects the meaning
of the LXX when it does not make sense or when it does not fit the context. I will
show this by giving two examples. Then I will discuss quaestiones in which Augustine
uses the LXX to select the correct VL manuscript, and finally, I will turn to the
quaestiones in which he uses the LXX to comment on a single VL manuscript.
9.1.2.1 Augustine rejects the LXX
The first example is Augustine's comment on the passage in which Abraham
makes his servant swear an oath to find a wife for his son.22 The LXX, in contrast to
the VL, refers to the oath of Abraham’s servant as a curse (όρκος). Augustine says that
he does not understand the meaning in the LXX, unless what is meant is that a person
can be cursed if he breaks an oath. In aany case, he maintains the meaning in the VL
because he thinks that it makes more sense than the meaning in the LXX.
The second example is Augustine's comment on Lev 16:16 (the day of
atonement).23 His text reads "And he shall make atonement (exorabit) for the holy
ones out of the defilements of the children of Israel".24 He points out that the LXX has
ἐξιλάσεται (exorabit), which means persuade or beg, and can only to be used for sins
in this context. The VL, on the other hand, has propitiabit, ἱλαστήριον in Greek, which
means "to render favourable". He thinks that the meaning in the VL is more
appropriate, because the word propitiabit can also be used for non-sinners, whereas
perhaps not everybody had sinned.
9.1.2.2 Augustine uses the LXX to select the correct VL manuscript
In a few cases, Augustine considers multiple Latin manuscripts and uses the
LXX to select the right one. (1) For example, in his comment on Gen 35:26: " These
were the sons of Jacob who were born to him in Paddan-aram" (NRSV), Augustine
points out that most manuscripts have "natus sunt", "they are born", but some
manuscripts have "facti sunt", "they are made". He notices that the latter is consistent
with the LXX, which has εγένοντο.25 He thinks that εγένοντο means conception rather
than birth, referring to Mt 1:20 where this word also occurs (in the form of γεννηθέν).
QH 4.33 (Num 19:1-22): "This is a distinction of the law, whatsoever the Lord established" vs
"whatsoever the law commanded". This is essentially a small difference, although Augustine thinks that
the latter gives rise to an allegorical meaning).
QH 5.3 (Deut 3:11): "Og was deserted by the Rephaim" vs "was abandoned by the Rephaim".
QH 5.32 (Deut 22:5): "Vessels" (vasa), which he says are vessels of war (vasa bellica) vs "arms" (arma).
21
See section 1.2.2
22
QH 1.65 (Gen 24:41)
23
QH 3.53.2 (Lev 16:16. 19)
24
Exorabit pro sanctis ab immunditiis filiorum Israel.
25
QH 1.117.1 (Gen 35:26)

9. TEXTUAL CRITICISM

177

This solves the following inconsistency: Benjamin was not born in Mesopotamia
(Padanaram) but may have been conceived there.
(2) Another example is the quaestio on Exod 18:12, where Aaron eats bread
before God.26 Augustine says that some manuscripts have "ante Deum", "before God",
while others have "coram Deo", "in the presence of God". He points out that the latter
is more in line with the LXX, which has "ἐναντιόν τοῦ θεοῦ." He does not reject the
first version, but it appears that he thinks that the second version is more precise. After
establishing the correct text, Augustine turns to historical interpretation. He wonders
what "coram Deo" means, since there was no tabernacle or Ark of the Covenant. He
says that the passage in Exodus does not have a prophetic meaning. Instead, the place
where Aaron ate this bread could be anywhere, since God is anywhere.
(3) Finally, in QH 7.46 (Judg 9:32-33) Augustine notes that one version has
maturabis (haste), but another has manicabis (come in the morning). The Greek has
ὄρθρος (daybreak). Augustine prefers manicabis, but he points out that "in the
morning" does not necessarily mean "at daybreak". Therefore, he says that Scripture
rightly adds "simul ut oritur sol", "at the same time as the sun rises".
9.1.2.3 Augustine uses the LXX to comment on a single VL manuscript
In most quaestiones in which Augustine uses the LXX, he does this in order to
comment on a single Latin manuscript, as I will show by discussing several examples.
(1) In QH 2.47 (Exod 12:37. 41), on the departure of the Israelites from Egypt,
Augustine says that the LXX has ἀποσκευήν, which is rendered in the VL as
instructum (equipment), but elsewhere, in Gen 43:8 this word is translated with a wider
meaning, as substantia (resources, wealth), or as censum (property). He thinks that the
wider meaning is correct since the Israelites took more with them than equipment.
(2) In Gen 28:2, in the VL, Isaac tells his son Jacob to go to the house of Bethuel
in order to find a wife, but the LXX has ἀπόδραθι, which Augustine thinks is flee
instead of go.27 He adds that Isaac apparently also knew that Esau was planning to kill
Jacob; Scripture only mentions that Esau reveals his intentions to Rebecca.
(3) In one quaestio Augustine discusses Ps 87:1-2, as part of an explanation of
Exod 4:24-26.28 His text of the Psalm reads: "Fundamenta eius in montibus sanctis;
diligit dominus portas Sion", "Its foundations are on the holy mountains; the Lord
loves the gates of Sion". Augustine points out that we do not know whose foundation
"fundamenta eius" is, since the gender of eius is ambiguous, it can mean his, hers or
its, therefore it could well be Sion's foundation. The LXX offers a solution: it has αὐτo,
which means his, thus it concerns the foundation of the Lord.
(4) Augustine’s' text of Judg 9:23 reads "Et emisit deus spiritum malignum inter
Abimelech et inter viros Sicimorum".29 Because of the word emisit (let go), we do not
know whether it is a permission or an order. Augustine points out that the ambiguity
is solved by the LXX, which has ἐξαπέστειλεν, which is translated by misit (send),
instead of emisit (which can mean expelled). He refers to Ps 43:3, where the Greek
word is translated in the same way.

26

QH 2.66 (Exod 18:12)
QH 1.82 (Gen 28:2)
28
QH 2.11 (Exod 4:24-26)
29
QH 7.45 (Judg 9:23)
And God let go an evil spirit among Abimelech and among the men of Sichem. (My translation)
27
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(5) In QH 6.12 (Jos 9:3-4. 13), according to Augustine's VL version the
Gibeonites carried bags upon their shoulders, but he points out that this is a
mistranslation; according to the LXX they carried the bags on their donkeys. The
mistranslation occurred because the Greek word for shoulder (ὦμος) is similar to the
word for donkey (ὄνος).
(6) In QH 3.25 (Lev 9:1) Augustine says that the word senatum (senate) should
be seniores (seniors), as the LXX has γερουσίαν.
The examples of quaestiones in which Augustine uses the LXX can easily be
multiplied.
9.1.3

Aquila and Symmachus
In two quaestiones Augustine refers to the Greek translations from the Hebrew
by Aquila and Symmachus. According to Schirner, Augustine includes these two
translations to improve clarity.30 It remains unclear why he consults Aquila and
Symmachus in these two places and not elsewhere. One reason could be that Jerome's
QHG often refers to Aquila and Symmachus, but not in the passages in which
Augustine does. Also, it is unclear why Augustine does not consult the Vulgate in the
quaestiones in which he refers to Aquila and Symmachus. I will now briefly discuss
both quaestiones.
First, in QH 1.11 (Gen 7:24), Augustine's text has exaltata (raise), which implies
that during the flood the water kept rising during 150 days. He points out that the water
level stayed the same in Aquila and Symmachus’ translations: "For Aquila wrote:
continued (obtinuit); Symmachus has prevailed (praevaluerunt)". He does not
mention the Greek words that Aquila and Symmachus use. Nor does he use the LXX
in his analysis.
Second, in QH 4.52 (Num 25:1-4) Augustine prefers Aquila and Symmachus’
translations to the LXX. The passage of Scripture deals with Israel’s fornication with
the daughters of Moab, and its sacrifice to the god of the Moabites. In Num 25:4, God
orders the death of the leaders of the people. Augustine's text of Num 25:4 reads: "And
the Lord said to Moses, Take the leaders of the people and display them to the Lord
against the sun, and the wrath of the Lord's anger shall be turned away from Israel".
This text is not specific on how the leaders had to be killed; nor does the LXX offer a
solution. Augustine points out that both Aquila and Symmachus proposed with a
translation that says that the leaders were crucified: "Aquila has ... fasten on high,
which is ἀνάπηξον, Symmachus, however, uses a clear word, 'hang' (suspende)".
It is important to note that this interpretation is strictly related to the historical
facts. For example, Augustine does not relate the crucifixion of the leaders to the
crucifixion of Christ. Instead, he shows that the punishment was severe but reasonable
at the time. Similarly, the interpretation of the rising water is purely historical.

9.2

Jerome’s influence

Jerome influenced QH in three areas. Firstly, and most importantly, Augustine
occasionally uses Jerome's translation from the Hebrew, both in Quaestiones
Hebraicae in Genesim (QHG) and in the Vulgate.31 Secondly, Augustine adopts a
30

Schirner (2015), pp. 548-549
Immediately after writing QHG, Jerome started translating the Hebrew text. Between 398 and 406 he
translated the books of the Heptateuch, as well as Ruth and Esther. Later, the collection of Jerome's
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number of solutions from QHG that are not related to the Hebrew. Thirdly, he is
interested in the meaning of Hebrew names, both in his historical and allegorical
interpretation, and he uses Jerome's Liber De Nominibus Hebraicis as a source for this.
Augustine's use of Jerome's translation from the Hebrew is quite unevenly
spread. In Genesis, 4 quaestiones refer to Jerome's translation.32 In the quaestiones on
Genesis Augustine chooses the translation in QHG over the Vulgate in case of
deviations; I will return to this later. Further on in QH, he loses sight of the Hebrew
text, but from halfway through Deuteronomy up to and including Judges, there are 11
quaestiones in which he refers to the Vulgate. It is difficult to explain why Augustine's
use of the Vulgate in QH is so unevenly spread. Rüting has asserted that Augustine
was not acquainted with the Vulgate while writing the quaestiones on the previous
books, Genesis to Numbers.33 It might be the case that Augustine did not have physical
access to the Vulgate, since in the first book of QH, he is already interested in Jerome's
translation, which he takes from QHG. Another reason could be that Augustine thinks
that the differences between LXX/VL on the one hand and the Vulgate on the other
were more significant in Deuteronomy, Joshua, and Judges than in the previous books,
but this is difficult to prove.
Augustine does not use Jerome's translations from the Hebrew nearly as often as
he uses the LXX, but they do play an important role in QH. Moreover, these passages
are important to gain a proper understanding of how Augustine values these
translations. Rüting, followed by Schirner, says that Augustine only uses the Vulgate
for historical purposes, but does not attribute a dogmatic authority to it.34 It is true that
in most cases, Augustine uses the Vulgate because he thinks that it is clearer than the
VL or LXX. However, there are other reasons that have not so far been mentioned, as
I will show in detail further on in this section. For example, he thinks that certain
differences between LXX and the Hebrew have a prophetic meaning, or because Paul's
quote follows the Hebrew text.
This section is structured as follows: (1) First, I will discuss Augustine's use of
QHG, and (2) the Vulgate, and finally (3) his use of Jerome's work on the meaning of
Hebrew names. I will focus on Jerome's influence on QH, and wherever useful, I will
refer to passages in other works by Augustine as well.
9.2.1

Quaestiones Hebraicae in Genesim
Cavallera has pointed out that QHG and QH have 30 passages from Scripture in
common.35 Before further discussing the influence of QHG on QH, I will briefly turn
to QHG itself. Jerome wrote QHG around the year 391.36 Unlike Augustine, Jerome
translations became known as the Vulgate. (See for instance, J.N.D. Kelly, Jerome: His Life, Writings,
and Controversies. New. York: Harper & Row, Publishers. 1975)
32
QH 1.2 (Gen 5:25-27), 1.152 (Gen 46:26-27), 1.162 (Gen 47:31), 1.169 (Gen 50:3)
33
Rüting (1916), p. 142
34
Rüting (1916), p. 141; Schirner (2015), p. 316.
35
Cavallera (1931), p. 362: “qu’ayant l’un et l’autre à discuter un si grand nombre de questions
(Jerome 220, Augustin 173), il n’y en a guère plus de trente qui leur soient communes”.
Quaestiones in QH with parallels in QHG according to Cavallera: QH 1.2, 1.3, 1.7, 1.13, 1.14, 1.18,
1.25, 1.26, 1.29, 1.47, 1.53, 1.54, 1.69, 1.70, 1.76, 1.78, 1.89, 1.91, 1.93, 1.95, 1.101, 1.113, 1.127,
1.131, 1.136, 1.152, 1.162, 1.164, 1.167, 1.169.
This list is not complete. For instance, Augustine also takes over a solution from QHG in QH 1.19,
1.97, 107. In the following quaestiones he discusses the same question, but gives a different answer:
for instance, QH 1.58 and 1.114.
36
Kamesar (1993), p. 1
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believes that the Hebrew text has a higher authority than the LXX; this idea is called
hebraicae veritas. According to Kamesar, Jerome wrote QHG as propaganda for
hebraicae veritas and the Vulgate.37 Many quaestiones in QHG discuss differences
between the Hebrew text and the more commonly used VL; furthermore, QHG also
compares the Hebrew text with the LXX (the LXX and the VL are never compared
with each other). In addition, Jerome refers to the translations by Aquila, Symmachus,
and Theodotion.
However, Charles T.R. Hayward has argued that this is not the whole story.38 He
has pointed out that Jerome is reluctant to use the insights gained in QHG in the
Vulgate. One of the examples that Hayward has provided is Jerome's reading of Gen
1:2 based on the Hebrew as "the Spirit was brooding over the waters", while his
rendering of this verse in the Vulgate is in line with the LXX, "the Spirit was moving
over the waters".39 Therefore, Hayward thinks that QHG is not merely a defence of
the Vulgate and the idea of hebraicae veritas, but is rather about exegetical ideas; in
this work, Jerome promotes a great deal of Jewish exegetical tradition.
It will become evident that Augustine is reluctant to use the Jewish exegetical
tradition that Jerome promotes. He only does so in one quaestio, QH 1.25 (Gen
11:26),40 but his source might also have been Josephus.41 In this quaestio Augustine
discusses the inconsistency between the age of Terah when Abram was born (70), the
age at which Terah died (205), and the age Abram went to Canaan - after Terah's death
(75). One of the solutions that Augustine proposes is that Scripture counts Abram’s
age from the moment he was saved from the fire of the Chaldeans, an event that is not
recounted in Scripture, but is part of the Jewish tradition.
Yet, Cavallera has asserted that it is Jerome's idea of hebraicae veritas to which
Augustine mostly reacts, and he does so explicitly in one quaestio, QH 1.152 (Gen
46:26-27).42 Augustine notes that the number of Jacob’s descendants in Israel is
inconsistent with what has been said before. He cannot find a solution to this problem
and says that even the Hebrew text does not solve this. Most likely this is a reference
to QH 1.2 (Gen 5:25-27), on the problem that in the LXX, Methuselah’s age when his
son Lamech was born (167) and the age at which Methuselah died (969) are not
consistent with the fact that he did not survive the flood. In this quaestio, Augustine
adopts the solution from QHG; he says that the numbers are consistent in the Hebrew
text.43
However, Augustine's attitude towards the Hebrew text is not as clear-cut as
Cavallera has claimed. We have to consider that QH 1.152 is the only quaestio which
can be seen as a direct attack on the idea of hebraicae veritas. Moreover, even if
Jerome did not publish QHG, Augustine would still have had enough reasons to write
QH.44 I think therefore that QH not necessarily reacts to QHG, but complements it.
While QHG promotes hebraicae veritas and the Jewish exegetical tradition, QH uses
the LXX and the Christian tradition. Augustine knows that the VL is flawed, but unlike
37
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QHG on Gen 11:28.
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Flavius Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1.7.1
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Cavallera (1931), p. 363
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Jerome, he believes the flaws can be dealt with by using the LXX. If Augustine were
to achieve his goal, the quality of the VL would be improved and mistranslated
passages would be clarified. On the other hand, if Jerome were to achieve his goal, the
importance of the LXX, and therefore also the importance of the VL, would be
marginalised.
Augustine remains faithful to the LXX as much as possible, even when this text
is inconsistent with the Hebrew text. I will show this by discussing three quaestiones,
which Cavallera has also discussed. In spite of Augustine's preference for the LXX,
he thinks that the Hebrew text is valuable. He uses the findings in QHG pragmatically;
he adopts them if he thinks that they offer a solution. Moreover, he thinks that
deviations from the Hebrew text in the LXX may point to a prophetic reading.45
In the first example, Augustine points out that Nineveh would be overthrown in
three days according to the LXX, but that the Hebrew text says forty days (John 3:4).46
He thinks that both numbers have a prophetic meaning.47 This is in line with his view
that both the Hebrew text and the LXX offer a revelation on their own in the points
where they do not agree. Even though Augustine generally prefers the LXX, he thinks
that the revelation in the Hebrew text is valuable as well.
The second example is the passage in which Joseph is at his father Israel’s
deathbed.48 In his comment on this passage, Augustine uses the solution from QHG.
He does not refer to Jerome, but he says that the Hebrew text, which he could only
have read in Jerome's translation, provides a solution. He says that most Latin
manuscripts read “[Jacob] worshipped upon the head of his (eius) staff”, thus Joseph's
staff, but other manuscripts read "upon the head of his own (suae) staff". Augustine
says that this confusion arose because in Greek, eius is αὐτοῦ, while suae is ἑαυτοῦ,
which looks similar. This is not correct, as both words can mean suae (his own); the
Greek word that indistinctly means eius is τούτου. Augustine thinks that the version
in which Jacob bowed over his own staff makes the most sense, but he also sees it as
a possibility that Jacob bowed over Joseph's staff, as a prophetic sign. He says that the
Hebrew text, adopting the translation in QHG, is unambiguous: “And he worshipped
Israel upon the bed’s head”.49 However, Augustine adds that the Hebrew text offers
an easy way out, but that the meaning in the LXX is still important, because it may
have a prophetic meaning. Thus in this quaestio, too, Augustine does not abandon the
LXX, although he does not reject the meaning of the Hebrew text either.
In QH 1.107 (Gen 34:2-3), which Cavallera has not discussed, Augustine uses
Jerome's explanation of Hebrew idiom in QHG. In this quaestio Augustine wonders
why Dinah is called a virgin after she is defiled by Sechem. He adopts Jerome's
comment that the Hebrew word for virgin denotes a young woman.
To sum up, in some quaestiones Augustine uses Jerome's QHG, most notably the
comments on the Hebrew text. Augustine thinks that the Hebrew text is valuable, but
he does not think that it should replace the LXX altogether. This thought is based on
the idea that deviations from the Hebrew text in the LXX may point to a prophetic
reading. In a couple of quaestiones on Genesis, Augustine uses Jerome's translation in
45

See section 1.2.2
QH 1.169 (Gen 50:3)
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See also Cavallera (1931), p. 363
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QH 1.162 (Gen 47:31)
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In QH 1.162 he quotes QHG: "Et adoravit Israel ad caput lecti". This is different from the Vulgate,
which reads: "adoravit Israhel Deum conversus ad lectuli caput".
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QHG. In one quaestio, QH 1.162 (Gen 47:31), the translation in QHG differs from the
Vulgate, but Augustine nevertheless follows QHG. Thus he seems to prefer the
translation in QHG to the Vulgate. On the other hand, he does not use Jerome's remarks
on Jewish tradition, except in one quaestio, where it is not decisive.
9.2.2

Reasons why Augustine uses the Vulgate
Augustine thinks that the LXX and the Hebrew text enjoy the same level of
inspiration, but he prefers the LXX, and this is mainly because he thinks that Jerome's
Vulgate, based on the Hebrew text, is uncheckable.50 Augustine hardly uses the
Vulgate in his oeuvre, except in QH where he is more attentive to this translation.
Anne-Marie la Bonnardière has pointed out that even when the Vulgate was published,
Augustine did not ‘convert’ to Jerome’s text, but used it pragmatically.51
In this section, I will investigate why Augustine (occasionally) uses the Vulgate
in QH. It will become clear that the reasons are diverse: (1) to restore the (alleged)
corruption of the LXX, (2) to show that the LXX contains a revelation that is not in
the Hebrew text, (3) because he thinks that the Vulgate is clearer than the LXX, and
(4) miscellaneous reasons. In addition, it will transpire that Augustine sometimes uses
the Vulgate without providing any motivation. I will now discuss examples of these
reasons, primarily from QH but also from CD and DGL.
9.2.2.1 Use of the Vulgate to rectify the (alleged) corruption of the LXX
In QH and CD Augustine explains that in the LXX Methuselah’s age when his
son Lamech was born (167 in the LXX, 187 in the Hebrew text) and the age at which
Methuselah died (969) are not consistent with the fact that he did not survive the flood.
He thinks that the Hebrew text is more reliable in this matter, as the numbers are
consistent in this text.52 In CD he deals with this matter in more detail:53 he says the
mismatch of the numbers in the LXX is most likely caused by a copyist error that
occurred in one of the first copies, so that most later copies were affected. He notes
that a few copies of the LXX exist in which the numbers are correct, possibly referring
to the Codex Alexandrinus.
9.2.2.2 The Septuagint contains a revelation that is not in the Hebrew text
In DC Augustine comments on Amos 6:3 and deliberately uses the Vulgate. This
passage shows that he thinks that the LXX is more spiritual and also more obscure,
and he uses the Vulgate because he wants to focus on the rhetorical aspects of Scripture
instead.54
My text is not that of the Septuagint, whose seventy translators though working
with the help of the Holy Spirit seem to have rendered some passages in
different ways so that the reader's attention might be alerted to the search for
spiritual meaning (which is why some of their sayings - the more figurative
50

See section 1.2.2
Bonnardière, la, Anne-Marie, "Augutin et la « Vulgate » de Jerome", in la Bonnardière, A.M. (eds.),
Augustin et La Bible, Éditions Beauchenese, Paris 1986, pp. 303-312, p. 306
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QH 1.2 (Gen 5,25-27)
53
CD 18.43
54
DC 4.7.15
Non autem secundum Septuaginta interpretes, qui etiam ipsi divino Spiritu interpretati ob hoc aliter
videntur nonnulla dixisse, ut ad spiritalem sensum scrutandum magis admoneretur lectoris intentio,
unde etiam obscuriora nonnulla, quia magis tropica, sunt eorum, sed sicut ex hebraeo in latinum
eloquium presbytero Hieronymo utriusque linguae perito interpretante translata sunt.
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ones - are rather obscure), but that of the translation from Hebrew into Latin
made by the priest Jerome, an expert in both languages.
It does not become clear, however, what differences between the LXX and the
Hebrew Augustine has in mind precisely. It could be that in Amos 6:3 the LXX has
"σαββάτων ψευδῶν" (false Sabbath) while the Vulgate has "solio iniquitatis" (throne
of evil), which is caused by a difference in the vocalisation of the Hebrew.55 Nor does
he explain why he thinks that the text of the LXX is more spiritual.
In the second example, which is taken from both QH and CD, Augustine points
out that Jonah threatens that Nineveh will be destroyed in forty days according to the
Hebrew text, but three days according to the LXX.56 He is aware that the two versions
contradict each other. Nevertheless, he accepts both versions because he thinks that
both numbers refer to Christ; Christ rose from the dead after three days and ascended
to heaven after forty days. Augustine thinks that the Hebrew text provides Jonah’s
words. However, he does not think the LXX is corrupted, but that it contains an
additional revelation of the Holy Spirit.
In the third example, Augustine thinks that both the LXX and the Hebrew text
are important because the apostles use both.57 In QH 5.54 Augustine points out that
Deut 30:11-14 is quoted in Rom 10:6-8. He observes that the quote follows the Hebrew
text, but deviates from the LXX-based VL.58 Augustine's VL version has an addition
"in manibus tuis", which means "in your hands", which is inserted after the phrase "in
your heart". Augustine points out that the phrase "in manibus tuis" is omitted in
Romans, and that the translation of Deuteronomy from Hebrew leaves out this phrase
as well. Nevertheless, he says that it is not without reason that the LXX has added "in
manibus tuis", as actions are also needed to serve God. Thus, Augustine believes that
the LXX contains useful information that is not in the Hebrew text.
9.2.2.3 The Vulgate is clearer than the Septuagint
In a number of quaestiones Augustine uses the Vulgate because he thinks that it
is clearer than the LXX, as the following four examples will show. (1) In QH 5.20
(Deut 14:28-29; 15,1), on the tithes, Augustine compares VL with the Vulgate. He
does not quote the LXX, but points out that the VL is consistent with the LXX in this
passage.59 His quote of the Hebrew-based translation is identical to the Vulgate, except
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Amos 6:3 in the Hebrew Text and LXX, see: Schart, Aaron, "The Jewish and the Christian Greek
Versions of Amos", in Kraus, Wolfgang and Glenn Wooden (eds), Septuagint Research: Issues and
Challenges in the Study of the Greek Jewish Sciptures pp. 157-178, p. 164.
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CD 18.44 and QH 1.169 (Gen 50:3)
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See section 1.2.2
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The text of Rom 10:6-8 reads:
But the righteousness that comes from faith says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into
heaven?’ (that is, to bring Christ down) or ‘Who will descend into the abyss?’ (that is, to bring Christ
up from the dead)". But what does it say? “The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart” (that
is, the word of faith that we proclaim). (NRSV)
Deut 30:11-14 in the NRSV translation (which is based on the Hebrew) reads:
Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not too hard for you, nor is it too far
away. It is not in heaven, that you should say, “Who will go up to heaven for us, and get it for us so that
we may hear it and observe it?” Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who will cross to
the other side of the sea for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?” 14 No, the word
is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe.
59
VL: Post tres annos produces omnem decimam fructuum tuorum ; in illo anno pones illud in
civitatibus tuis, et veniet Levita, quia non est ei pars neque sors tecum, et advena et pupillus et vidua
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that the Vulgate has "ac vidua" instead of "et vidua".60 Augustine asserts that the
Vulgate is clearer than the VL on three points. Firstly, "Anno tertio" makes it clearer
that the tithes have to be paid every three years. Secondly, "separabis aliam decimam",
"you will give another tithe", demonstrates that this is not the same tithe that needs to
be paid every year (Gen 14:22). Third, "qui aliam non habet partem nec possesionem",
"he does not have part nor possession" reveals that the tithes are there for those who
have nothing.
(2) Also in QH 7.55 (Judg 15:8) Augustine uses the Vulgate because he thinks it
is clearer than the VL. His VL version reads: "percussit alienigenas Samson tibiam
super femur", "Samson has beaten the strangers, his flute above his thigh". Augustine
wonders what the idiomatic expression "tibiam super femur" means. He points out that
the translation from the Hebrew offers a solution. This translation has "ita ut stupentes
suram femori imponerent", thus the thigh (femori) is mentioned but not the flute
(tibiam). Moreover, in the Vulgate, the idiom is explained: "ita ut stupentes", "in
astonishment".
(3) In QH 7.25 (Judg 3:31) Augustine's VL text speaks of "600 man, besides the
calves of the bulls". He thinks that this is obscure, and then points out that the Hebrew
text has "600 man, with a ploughshare", which he thinks is clearer. It must be noted
that he did not consult the LXX directly here. If he had done this, he would have noted
that LXX is consistent with the Hebrew text; possibly, Augustine's VL text contained
a mistranslation.
(4) In QH 6.7 (Jos 5:13-15) Augustine says that the event did not happen in the
city of Jericho itself, as the VL suggests, but in the territory that belongs to it, as the
Vulgate reads: "in agro urbis Jericho", "in the territory of Jericho".
9.2.2.4 Historical additions in the book of Joshua according to the LXX
In QH 6.19 (Jos 16:10) Augustine proposes that two passages in Joshua, Jos
16:10 and Jos 6:26, contain additions in the LXX that are not in the Hebrew text. He
thinks that the translators of the LXX did not add them as a prophecy, but that they
read them in the books of the Kings. It is important to note that these additions occur
only in the LXX version of these books; in 3 Kgs 4:14 and 3 Kgs 16:34. These
additions reflect historical events that were not known at the time that the Hebrew text
was written, but that were known when the LXX was composed. For the convenience
of the reader, Table 6 and 7 show the NRSV translation (based on the Hebrew) and

quae in civitatibus tuis et manducabunt et saturabuntur; ut benedicat te dominus deus tuus in omnibus
operibus tuis quaecumque feceris.
After three years you shall bring forth every tenth of your fruits. In that year you shall place it in your
cities, and the Levite shall come, because he has no portion or lot with you, and the foreigner and the
orphan and the widow who are in your midst, and they shall eat and be satisfied, so that the Lord your
God may bless you in all your works, whatever you do. (Translation Lienhard 2016)
60
Anno tertio separabis aliam decimam ex omnibus, quae nascentur tibi eo tempore, et repones intra
ianuas tuas ; venietque Levites, qui aliam non habet partem nec possessionem tecum, et peregrinus et
pupillus et vidua, qui intra portas tuas sunt, et comedent et saturabuntur; ut benedicat tibi dominus deus
tuus in cunctis operibus manuum tuarum, quae feceris.
In the third year you shall set aside another tenth from everything that will be born to you at that time,
and you shall place it within your gates. And the Levite shall come, who has no other portion or
possession with you, and the stranger and the orphan and the widow who are within your gates, and
they shall eat and be satisfied, so that the Lord your God may bless you in all the works of your hands
that you do. (Translation Lienhard 2016)
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the NETS translation (based on the LXX) of these passages. The additions in the LXX
are displayed in the bottom row.
Joshua 6:26
NRSV
Joshua then pronounced this oath,
saying, “Cursed before the Lord be
anyone who tries to build this city—this
Jericho! At the cost of his firstborn he
shall lay its foundation, and at the cost
of his youngest he shall set up its
gates!”

NETS
And Iesous swore on that day before the
Lord, saying, “Cursed be the person
who shall build that city. At the cost of
his firstborn he shall found it, and at the
cost of his youngest he shall set up its
gates.”
And thus did Ozan of Baithel; at the
cost of Abiron, his firstborn, he founded
it, and at the cost of his youngest,
although he escaped, he set up its gates.

Table 6 Joshua 6:26 in the NRSV, based on the Hebrew text, and the NETS version, based on the
LXX.

Joshua 16:10
NRSV
They did not, however, drive out the
Canaanites who lived in Gezer: so the
Canaanites have lived within Ephraim
to this day but have been made to do
forced labor.

NETS
And Ephraim did not destroy the
Chananite living in Gazer, and the
Chananite lived in Ephraim until this
day,
until Pharao, king of Egypt, went up
and took it, and he burned it with fire,
and they massacred the Chananites and
the Pherezites and those living in Gazer,
and Pharao gave it as a dowry to his
daughter.

Table 7 Joshua 16:10 in the NRSV and the NETS version

9.2.2.5 Miscellaneous cases
Finally, I will discuss a few quaestiones in which various motivations are
presented for using the Vulgate. In one quaestio, QH 6.25 (Jos 24:3), Augustine points
out that the LXX contains a prophecy that is not in the Hebrew text. In the NRSV
(based on the Hebrew), this passage reads: "Then I took your father Abraham from
beyond the River and led him through all the land of Canaan and made his offspring
many. I gave him Isaac." Augustine points out that the LXX has "all countries" instead
of Canaan. He thinks the LXX may have a prophetic meaning, pointing to Christ and
the Church.
In QH 7.21 (Judg 3:17. 22), according to the LXX, Eglon was slim, and
Augustine points out that this is an antiphrasis, while according to the Hebrew text,
Eglon was fat. Note that the LXX, however, has ἀστεῖος (beautiful) instead of slim. In
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addition, there are four other quaestiones in which Augustine uses the Vulgate, but
they have nothing to add to my investigation.61
Finally, there are two places in DGL where Augustine sees the Hebrew text as
superior to the LXX, but without giving any justification. The first place is Gen 1:2,
where he regards the Syriac as an approximation of the Hebrew text.62 He does not see
the need to explain why the Hebrew text might be better than the LXX. Possibly, this
is because the Hebrew text (as far as he is able to reconstruct it, based on the words of
others) does not contradict the LXX, but provides additional information. The second
place is Gen 3:1, where the serpent is called wise. He says that some Latin manuscripts
have sly instead of wise, but he (wrongly) thinks that sly does not occur in the Hebrew
text. In any case, here too, the Hebrew text prevails according to him.63
9.2.3

The meaning of Hebrew names
In DC Augustine emphasises the importance of the meaning of Hebrew names
for the interpretation of Scripture, especially to clarify figurative meanings.64 In line
with this, QH contains a number of quaestiones in which Augustine uses Jerome's
Liber de nominibus Hebraicis, on the meaning of Hebrew names. Augustine does not
refer explicitly to Jerome's work, but it is the most obvious source because it was the
only Latin work on this topic at the time.65
In some quaestiones the meaning of a name supports the interpretation of the
historical narrative. For instance, Augustine points out that the name Peleg means
confusion, and this is related to the confusion of languages,66 the place name Bethel
means house of God,67 and the name Raphain means giant.68
In another quaestio, Augustine thinks that the meaning of certain Hebrew names
is important for the allegorical meaning. In QH 5.56 (Deut 33:1-5), on the blessing of
Moses, Augustine proposes a prophetic interpretation: Israel means "seeing God", and
Israel is the seed of Abraham, therefore they are sons of the promise. It is the Lord
who comes from Mount Sinai, as Sinai means tentatio (temptation). Seir means pilosus
(hairy), which stands for sin. Mount Pharran means the church. Cades means mutata
(change) and sanctitudo (sanctity).
In sum, Augustine uses the meaning of Hebrew names, most likely taken from
Jerome, both in his historical and his allegorical interpretation.

9.3

Idiom

In QH Augustine gives a great deal of attention to Scriptural idiom (locutio), an
aspect that is not in the scope of Schirner's book. Moreover, Augustine wrote a
separate work, Locutiones in Heptateuchum (LH), completely dedicated to idiom. LH
and QH are two parts of a diptych that were either written simultaneously or shortly
after each other.69 As Augustine states in the opening sentence, the goal of LH is to
61

QH 6.15 (Jos 10:5-6), QH 6.24 (Jos 23:14), QH 7.37 (Judg 7:6), and QH 7.41 (Judg 8:26-27).
See section 5.3.1.3
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See section 5.3.2.3
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DC 2.16.23
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See introduction of Jerome, Liber de nominibus Hebraicis
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QH 1.19 (Gen 10:25)
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QH 1.113 (Gen 35:6)
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QH 5.3 (Deut 3:11). This quaestio has been discussed earlier.
69
According to Retractationes 2.55.1 the two works were written at the same time. See Pollastri (1997),
p. 293.
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give an overview of Hebrew and Greek idiomata in the VL;70 in his work, he uses the
Latin term locutio.71 LH and QH have a clear division of tasks: LH discusses idiom
and QH tries to explain Scripture itself. In some cases, QH refers to idioms in its
explanation,72 however, it mostly discusses idioms of Scripture rather than idioms of
Greek or Hebrew. The difference is that idiom specific to Scripture does not sound
odd in Latin, but the expression has a different meaning than usual. There is almost no
overlap in passages of Scripture between LH and QH, and QH only refers to a few
comments in LH. For example, LH and QH both comment on the meaning of the word
eternal in the passage where God gives the land of Canaan to Abram forever.73
My main thesis is that in both QH and LH Augustine analyses idiom to support
the historical narrative. As a subordinate goal, he analyses idiom to defend Scripture.74
Moreover, he sees that idiom is distinct from allegory. A strange or contradictory
wording that is caused by Scriptural idiom does not necessarily point to an allegorical
meaning. The methods that Augustine uses regarding idiom are similar to the methods
in QH that have been discussed earlier. Firstly, he uses his knowledge of manuscripts,
primarily the LXX. In addition, he looks at other places in Scripture where the
meaning of the word is clearer. I will now substantiate these findings by examining a
number of examples.
9.3.1

Analysis of idom in Quaestiones in Heptateuchum
Augustine emphasises in QH that allegory and Scriptural idiom are two different
things and that the presence of idiom does not justify allegorical interpretation. For
example, in QH 3.24 Augustine comments on Lev 8:35, where Moses stipulates that
Aaron and his sons should stay in the tabernacle of the congregation for seven days
after their ordination as priests. Augustine's text uses the word sedebitis and he points
out that this would mean that they sat exactly on the same spot without moving for
seven days in a row, which he thinks is incredible. However, in spite of the fact that
the literal meaning cannot be not true, he thinks that this expression should not be
interpreted allegorically, but as a locutio scripturarum (idiom) of Scripture, meaning:
staying in one place.
In QH 2.4 (Exod 3:8) Augustine points out that in God’s promise of a land of
milk and honey, "milk and honey" cannot be true in proper terms, and he proposes two
solutions. The first solution is that the passage may have a spiritual meaning, which
he does not provide. The second solution is that the “land of milk and honey” is an
idiom for an “agreeable place”, and with this interpretation he stays within the
boundaries of historical interpretation. Although he does not explicitly say so possibly to make the readers think for themselves - I think that he approves of the
second solution. First of all, the spiritual interpretation is not neccesary because there
is a clear idiomatic meaning, especially considering his preference for historical
70

Augustine opens LH with this sentence: “Locutiones Scripturarum, quae videntur secundum
proprietates, quae idiomata graece vocantur, linguae hebraicae vel graecae”.
“Expressions of Scripture, seen according to their special features, which are called idiomata in Greek,
of the Hebrew or Greek language.” (My translation)
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Augustine thinks that the Greek word “idioma” is more accurate than the Latin word “locutio” as he
specifies the word locutiones in the opening sentence. However, he only uses the word “idioma” in the
opening sentence, and then switches to “locutio”.
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For example, QH 3.8 (Lev 5:7)
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QH Gen 17:8
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See Lienhard (2016), p. 479
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interpretation, and secondly, he provides the idiomatic meaning but not the spiritual
meaning.
These examples can easily be multiplied. Thus, according to Augustine the
presence of idiom does not justify allegorical interpretation. In line with this, I will
show on the basis of a number of further examples that Augustine analyses idiom in
order to clarify the historical narrative.
(1) In QH 1.31 (Gen 17:8), on God's promise to the Israelites that they will
possess the land of Canaan for eternity, Augustine thinks that eternity may have an
idiomatic meaning. As evidence, he uses a passage in Horace in which the word
eternity is also used in an idiomatic way.75 He does this because he thinks that it is
easier to defend Scriptural idiom if he is able to show that the idiom also occurs in
other languages.76
(2) In QH 1.95 (Gen 31:41) Augustine also derives an idiomatic meaning from
profane literature, but without motivating this. His version of Scripture reads: [Jacob
says to Laban] "Et decepisti mercedem meam decem agnabus?", "and you cheated my
salary of ten ewe lambs". He observes that a little earlier, in Gen 31:7, Jacob says that
Laban changed his wage ten times. Augustine thinks that the ten ewe lambs have an
idiomatic meaning of ten years. He says that this is similar to the expression "post
aliquot aristas", "after several harvests", an expression found in Virgil,77 where harvest
denotes year, since the time between two harvests is a year. Likewise, ewe lamb
denotes year, since the time between two generations of ewe lambs is a year.
(3) In QH 1.53 (Gen 21:14) Abraham places Ishmael on Hagar’s shoulders, but
Augustine points out that the literal meaning is problematic, as Ishmael must have
been at least sixteen years old. Consequently, Augustine thinks that the passage has an
idiomatic meaning: Abraham gives Ishmael to Hagar.
(4) In QH 2.165 (Exod 34:28), on Moses’ fast on Mount Sinai, Augustine points
out that "water and bread", which he reads in his version of Scripture, are used to mean
"drinking and eating".
(5) In QH 4.45 (Num 21:27-30) Augustine's text has aenigmatistae (those who
speak in enigmas), and he thinks that this might refer to poets.
To conclude, in QH Augustine uses the analysis of Scriptural idiom to support
the historical meaning, and sometimes to reject an allegorical interpretation. Augustine
finds the meaning of idioms by looking at other places in Scripture where the meaning
is clearer, and he also refers to other literature, for example by Vergil and Horace, thus
assuming that the idiom in these works can be used to understand Scriptural idiom.
9.3.2

Methods in Locutiones in Heptateuchum
In the opening sentence of LH,78 Augustine explains his goal to discuss Hebrew
and Greek locutiones in the VL. As it turns out, he discusses Greek idiom in detail,
but only makes a few remarks on Hebrew idiom, possibly because of his limited
knowledge of the language. Augustine’s main reason to treat an expression as an idiom
is that the literal meaning is absurd, just as in his exegetical works. Consider, for
75

Horace, Ep. 1,10.41
"If the Scriptures are defended according to their proper expressions, though, which are called idioms,
how much more so according to those [expressions] that they have in common with other languages."
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Virgil, Eclogues 1.70
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"Expressions in the Scriptures that appear, according to their literal sense, to be proper to the Hebrew
or Greek language, which are called idioms in Greek".
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example, Augustine's interpretation in DGL of “Aperti sunt oculi eorum”, "Their eyes
were opened" (Gen 3:7), that was discused earlier.79 According to Augustine, it would
be absurd if this were the first time that they literally opened their eyes, therefore it
must mean something else: "to show something".80 He arrives at this meaning by
looking at another passage in Scripture where the same idiom is used: the passage
where God opens Hagar’s eyes to show her a well (Gen 21:19).
A large part of LH discusses grammatical mistranslations, rather than literally
translated idiomatic expressions. A great number of these grammatical mistranslations
involve the misuse of prepositions. For example, Augustine wonders about the
meaning of "volatilia volantia super terram secundum firmamentum caeli", "flying
creatures, flying above the earth according to the firmament of the sky" (Gen 1:20).
Here he finds the meaning of the idiom by looking at a different place in Scripture
where it is obvious that secundum means ad.81 He does not spell it out, but this would
result in "to the sky", which makes more sense.
Often Augustine uses his knowledge of the LXX in his discussion of idioms. On
a number of occasions, he observes that a Greek word has been copied without being
translated. For example, he points out that the word sparto in the VL is σπαρτίου in
the LXX, which means filum (thread).82 In some places, the VL contains solecisms,
but the meaning is obvious. In these places, Augustine’s comment merely serves to
explain where the solecism comes from. For example, he notes that some manuscripts
have “Et inimicitiam ponam in medio tui et in medio mulieris”, "And I will put enmity
between you and between the woman", which is a word-for-word translation of the
LXX. He points out that the correct Latin expression is “inter te et mulierem”,
"between you and the woman", without explicitly saying the VL is wrong.83
Thus Augustine does not always express disapproval of the VL in case of
solecisms. He comes close to disapproval when he thinks that words in the VL are
superfluous; the use of the word superfluous may reveal disapproval. For instance in
“et extendit manum suam”, "and he stretches his hand", he points out that the word
suam is unnecessary in Latin.84 Another example is that he often comments that the
phrase “factum est” is superfluous.85
Although the VL contains literally translated idioms from the Greek or Hebrew,
it is not exactly a word-for-word translation of the LXX. LH also shows places where
the translators of the VL have deviated from the word-for-word translation in order to
conform to Latin grammar. For example, in LH 4.30 (Num 11:25), in the LXX, he
observes an ellipse, a sentence where words are left out, but in the VL the ellipse is
completed.86 He says that an ellipse is common in Greek, but not so common in Latin
and therefore the translators have completed the ellipse.
In conclusion, we can say that Augustine investigates the meaning of Scriptural
idioms in LH, primarily using the LXX. Moreover, as in QH, he refers to other
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VL as quoted in LH 1.9
LH 1.9 (Gen 3:7). This is in line with DGL, see section 5.3.2.4.
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passages in Scripture where the meaning of the idiom is clearer. In LH the focus is on
the idioms, and by contrast to QH, he does not have a theological goal, nor does he
attempt to solve inconsistencies in the literal meaning.
9.3.3

Remarks on Hebrew idiom in Locutiones in Heptateuchum
In LH Augustine only makes a few remarks on Hebrew idiom. This is not
surprising, because the translators of the LXX did not translate word by word, and
therefore, the Hebrew left fewer traces in the LXX than the Greek of the LXX did in
the VL. Furthermore, Augustine may not have noticed every trace the Hebrew has left
in the LXX (and subsequently the VL), because his knowledge of Greek was not
perfect, and his knowledge of Hebrew idiom was even more limited.
The few points that he makes are all related to Hebrew grammar. Firstly, he says
that in a certain passage, the word “and” (et) is unnecessary, and is possibly a
remainder of Hebrew grammar.87 Augustine is right, as the Hebrew word in question,
( ְוָאַמ ְר ָתּwmrth), has the common prefix ( וw), which means “and” but is often redundant
in Latin. Secondly, he notes that in Hebrew, unlike in Latin, possessive pronouns are
used in places where they do not add meaning. For instance, in the phrase “he stretches
his hand”, “his” is superfluous in Latin.88
Another observation that Augustine makes regarding the Hebrew text, is that
“virgins” can also be called “young women” in Hebrew.89 Furthermore, Augustine
notes that the Hebrew word ( ֵתּ ַבתthbth) is left untranslated in both the LXX and the
VL, and that for this reason he does not know the meaning.90 The LXX renders the
word as “qibiV”; the version of the VL that Augustine used probably had a similar
word. The word is usually translated in English as “basket”.
In addition, he points out that “dixerunt dicentes” is a Hebrew expression.91 In
another passage, he claims “sickles” should be “pounds”,92 although I have not found
any evidence to support this.
Interestingly, Augustine fails to notice the Hebrew superlative genitive. He says
that the Greek reads "it is holies of holies" (Lev 6:17) while the Latin requires a plural
verb: "They are holies of holies". However, he does not mention that "holies of holies"
is a Hebrew idiom that means "the most holy".93

9.4

Conclusion

Augustine supports his goal to provide a historical interpretation of the
Heptateuch by the use of textual criticism. In this chapter, I have shown that his
analysis consists of (1) analysis and correction of manuscripts, (2) discussion of idiom,
and (3) analysis of grammar and tropes. His analysis of manuscripts can be broken
down in the comparison of VL manuscripts, comparisons between the LXX and the
VL, the use of the translations by Aquila and Symmachus (only in 2 quaestiones), and
the use of Jerome's translations from the Hebrew text. The comparison with the LXX
is the most prominent way in which he does textual criticism. This method also appears
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in his earlier work, for example in DGL, but on a much more limited scale, which can
be explained by the fact that Augustine only mastered Greek at a later age. In no more
than 10 quaestiones Augustine compares manuscripts of the VL without involving the
LXX, and in these cases the differences between the VL manuscripts are minimal. In
the other cases, he uses the LXX to select the best VL manuscript or to comment on a
single VL manuscript.
Jerome exercised a notable influence on QH, especially his book QHG, which
intended to promote the idea of hebraicae veritas as well as the use of Jewish exegesis.
In addition, Augustine quotes Jerome's Vulgate in a number of quaestiones. Both
Jerome's interpretations and his translations influenced Augustine. But the former’s
influence is limited, as Augustine rarely adopts interpretations from QHG, and
espouses one of Jerome’s ideas that relies on Jewish exegesis in only one quaestio. On
the other hand, Augustine refers to Jerome's translations in many quaestiones.
In order to understand the reasons why Augustine uses Jerome's translation from
the Hebrew, we first have to understand his ambiguous view towards it. Augustine's
agenda of dealing with the imperfections of the VL by referring to the LXX is
completely different from Jerome's agenda of making a new Latin translation directly
from the Hebrew. But Augustine prefers the LXX only for pragmatic reasons, not
because he thinks that the LXX is inherently better. Quite the contrary, he thinks that
the LXX and the Hebrew text enjoy an equal amount of inspiration, and where there
are deviations, the LXX has a message that is specially aimed at Christians. Finally,
by 405 it appears that Augustine is convinced by Jerome's claim that the LXX is
corrupted. One quaestio contains evidence for this: he sees a mismatch between the
LXX and the Hebrew with regard to Methuselah’s age when his son Lamech was born
as a possible corruption.
In QH there are almost as many purposes for using the Vulgate, as there are
quaestiones that use the Vulgate. One purpose is to find the difference between the
LXX and the Hebrew text, and thereby to identify the special prophetic message in the
LXX. This has not yielded spectacular findings however. For instance, Nineveh will
be destroyed in forty days according to the Hebrew text, but in three days according
to the LXX. Augustine accepts both versions since both numbers refer to Christ; he
rose from the dead after three days and ascended to heaven after forty days. Another
reason for using the Vulgate is that the Vulgate is sometimes clearer. The final reason
is the discussion of historical additions in the LXX, which were added to take political
changes into account that unfolded between the composition of the Hebrew text and
the LXX, and this fits perfectly in Augustine’s historical analysis of the Heptateuch.
Finally, Augustine's textual analysis in LH, as part of a diptych together with QH,
consists of Scriptural idiom that is caused by mistranslations. Augustine mostly
comments on Greek idiom, and only makes a few remarks about Hebrew idiom. This
is most likely because his knowledge of Hebrew idiom was limited, so that, while he
could easily see traces of the Greek in the Latin VL, he was much harder pressed to
find traces of the Hebrew text in the LXX. Augustine emphasises that Scriptural idiom
is related to the historical meaning, and that the presence of idiom does not justify
allegorical interpretation.
To conclude, we can say that Augustine's textual criticism supports his historical
interpretation. He uses a variety of methods, including a comparison of VL and LXX
manuscripts, as well as Jerome's translations from the Hebrew text. Moreover, he gives
attention to idiom in Scripture, which he also sees as part of the historical narrative.

10. The law and moral topics
In this chapter, I will investigate how Augustine deals with the Old Testament
laws in QH, as well as the moral conclusions that he draws from the Old Testament
text. Augustine divides the Old Testament laws into two categories: (1) universal laws,
which are still in force, and (2) laws that were observed by the ancient Israelites but
not by Christians. These laws are signs of future realities (Christ and his Church).1
This distinction has to be "judged by mind and reason".2 Regarding the universal laws,
Augustine's view is quite simple and structured, and I will just briefly list the views he
expresses in QH. He thinks that all laws derive from the Decalogue, which in turn
derives from the Two Great Commandments.3 There is one exception: he thinks that
the Sabbath law should not be observed any longer, and, as has been seen, he interprets
this law allegorically. Moreover, he thinks that all laws essentially derive from the
principle not to harm anyone. He thinks that this principle would be sufficient if it
were properly understood by everyone. As an example, he points out that it is allowed
to steal an insane person’s sword.4 Augustine's ideas on the universal laws hardly
require further exploration at this point.
The second category, consisting of laws that are not observed by Christians, is
much more interesting. Usually, he sees these laws as prophetic signs and he thinks
that they should be interpreted allegorically. For example, he thinks that sacrifices are
useless; he believes that this was exactly the reason why Moses and Aaron, the priests
of the Old Covenant, did not enter the holy land.5 Augustine believes that "the
Mediator .... was prefigured by all the sacrifices that were offered for sin".6 However,
QH only contains five quaestiones that offer an allegorical interpretation of sacrifices,
and two allegorical quaestiones on laws. Moreover, he sometimes criticises allegorical
interpretation; he sees it as an easy way out.7 In another quaestio, he argues that Joshua
circumcised the men for the second time because some men had not been circumcised
yet. Therefore, this is not an argument for re-baptising people (some make an
allegorical connection between circumcision and baptism).8
The structure of this chapter is as follows: first, I will discuss Augustine's literal
interpretation of laws. Then I will address his use of generalisation, which leads to
outcomes that exceed the historical scope of the text.
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QH 3.64 (Lev 18:19). One part of the law is figurative, but another part of it is still valid in the New
Convenant. This includes not to have sex with a menstruating woman. Ezekiel 18:6; 22:10 confirms
this. As the translator notes, "Augustine believes that a child conceived while his mother was
menstruating... would suffer some kind of harm". (p. 250, n. 121)
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QH 4.59 (Num 30:7-19), "ut, si mente et ratione decernitur".
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QH 2.140 (Exod 31:18)
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QH 3.69 (Lev 19:13)
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See QH 4.53, discussed in section 7.2.5.
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QH 3.55 (Lev 16:8-10. 26-33)
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10.1 Literal interpretation of laws
10.1.1 Consistency with the Decalogue
Augustine sees the Decalogue as a universal prescript and he reconciles it with
other laws in the Old Testament. For example, he points out that there are exceptions
to the interdiction to kill: killing is permitted in the name of the law, or if God wants
it.9 Augustine reconciles the interdiction to kill with various laws that require the death
penalty.10 Another example is his comment on the interdiction to have sexual
intercourse with one’s brother’s wife.11 Augustine asks whether the interdiction still
holds after the brother’s death. He answers that it is certainly forbidden when the
brother is still alive; he points out that this prescript is a special case of the interdiction
to commit adultery, and he explicitly refers to the Decalogue. Augustine adds that after
the death of the brother, the interdiction is no longer strictly valid, pointing out that
marrying the wife of a deceased brother (the Levirate) is even encouraged (Deut 25:5).
10.1.2 Augustine's criticism of the Old Testament Law
Augustine is highly interested in the literal meaning of the Old Testament Law,
even though he does not always agree with it. This will become clear when examining
three quaestiones in which he provides general remarks and value judgements on the
literal meaning of laws.
(1) QH 2.80b (Exod 21:23-25) offers the best explanation for why Augustine is
interested in the Old Testament law. In this quaestio, he says that in order to “forgive
us our debts” (Mt 6:12) we have to know what our debts are. In fact, he says that we
have the full right to retaliate, as the law in Exodus says, an eye for an eye, although
we should give up that right. Thus, Augustine is interested in the Old Testament Law
from a historical perspective.
An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a hand for a hand, a foot for a foot, a
burning for a burning, a wound for a wound, a bruise for a bruise (Exod 21:23)
- by a retaliation, in other words, in equal measure.12 This law was established
to show what punishment should be owed. For, unless it were known by way
of law what punishment was owed, how would it be known what pardon might
alleviate, so that it could be said, Forgive us our debts, as we also forgive our
debtors? (Mt 6:12)
(2) At one point Augustine criticises the Old Testament Law. According to Deut
22:13-21, if a man accuses his wife of not being a virgin at their wedding, and she is
found guilty, she has to be stoned to death. On the other hand, if the man is found to
be lying, he is only punished by a fine. According to Augustine, this clearly shows
that the Old Testament Law makes women subordinate to their husbands, almost as if
they were slaves.13
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QH 2.71.5 (Exod 20:1-17). Quando lex occidit vel occidi aliquem deus iubet.
When the law kills, or when God orders someone to be killed. (My translation)
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It must be noted that Augustine may have Old Testament laws in mind that require the death penalty,
or laws that were active in his own time and place.
11
QH 3.61 (Lev 18:16)
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My adaptation of the translation: "one may see the justice of retaliation", "talionis videlicet aequitate".
The original translation has: "by a retaliation, in other words, in equal measure".
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QH 5.33 (Deut 22:13-21)
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(3) On the interdiction in Lev 7:23-25 to eat the fat of animals that are offered to
God (cows, sheep and goats), Augustine does not see a prophetic meaning, nor does
he deny the literal sense.14 Instead, this quaestio ends with a sneer vis-à-vis the Jews,
who do not eat the fat of any animal. He claims that the Jews do not understand their
own dietary laws, and look for their own meaning in Scripture:
Indeed, they do not see what they may appropriately do with fat, so they abstain
from it, and how they may discard it, since it is said, All fat belongs to the Lord,
if they want it to be understood not only of the fat of sacrifices but also of those
animals from which sacrifice is not offered, although they are unclean.
10.1.3 Literal details of the law for their own sake
In other quaestiones, Augustine is interested in the literal/historical sense of
certain laws, sometimes even the smallest details, even when he sees them as invalid.
Moreover, he does not give a value judgment, he is simply interested. I will illustrate
this by discussing a few examples, that can easily be multiplied.
(1) Augustine deals with the consistency in the sacrifice laws. He wonders why
there is one sacrifice for unknowing sin (Lev 5:17-10), which may involve all types of
sin, while there are, on the other hand, different sacrifices for different types of sin.15
The solution that he proposes is that this is for things that happen in the tabernacle
(errors in worshipping), based on his version of Scripture: "Deliquit enim delictum
ante Dominum", "before the face of God".
(2) Augustine does not think that the law on selling a daughter as a slave (Exod
21:7-11) has any value in his time, but he is nevertheless interested in gaining a proper
understanding of this law.16 He says that this passage is obscure because of unusual
idioms, and he explains some expressions by looking at the LXX, and the usage of
these words in other parts of Scripture:17
• Famulam should be ut sit famula, "as a slave".
• Remunerabit eam (compensate her) should be translated by redimet eam
(release her), based on the word ἀπολυτρώσεται in the LXX; in addition, he
refers to the translation of this word in Ps 130:8.
• Augustine points out that sprevit (despise) should be interpreted as sexual
disgrace, as in Jer 3:20.
• The Greek has ὁμιλία for conversatio, which is in this case Scriptural idiom
for sexual intercourse.
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QH 3.21 (Lev 7:23-25)
QH 3.7 (Lev 5:17-19)
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Augustine's version of this passage reads: Si quis autem vendiderit filiam suam famulam non abibit
ita ut recedunt ancillae. Quodsi non placuerit domino suo quam non adnominavit eam, remunerabit
eam. Genti autem exterae non est dominus vendere illam, quoniam sprevit in ea. Quodsi filio
adnominaverit eam, secundum iustificationem filiarum faciet ei. Quodsi aliam accipiet ei, quae opus
sunt et vestem et conversationem eius non fraudabit. Si autem tria haec non fecerit ei, exibit gratis sine
pretio.
If anyone has sold his daugther as a maidservant, she shall not go out as the slave girls depart. But if
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these three things for her, she shall leave freely, without a price. (Translation Lienhard 2016)
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Then Augustine explains the content of the law in detail, to shed light on what he calls
obscurities.
• He explains that a female slave is not freed after six years, as is usually the
case with slaves, because she may have had sex with the master.
• "Quodsi filio adnominaverit eam", "If he has named her to his son" means:
if the female slave is married to his son.
• That she is treated as a daughter certainly means that she is given a dowry.
• "Quodsi aliam accipiet ei", "if he will take another with him", means: if his
son does not marry her, but someone else. However, I think that this does
not make sense. A more likely interpretation is: if he marries another wife,
in addition to her, because provisions are made further on to the effect that
both wives should be treated equally.
• "quae opus sunt et vestem et conversationem eius non fraudabit", "whatever
is needed, clothing and sexual intercourse, he will not take away from her",
means that she gets the same rights as a wife if she has been humiliated.
In sum, in this quaestio Augustine does not see any relevance for this law in his time,
but he nevertheless investigates the historical details of this law.
(3) Augustine devotes eleven quaestiones to skin disease,18 in which he provides
a detailed analysis, especially regarding the terminology that is used. For example, in
QH 3.41 he reads scar (cicatrix) in Lev 13:2, but he points out that the addition "and
the touch of leprosy occurs in the skin of that color" means that scar has to be
understood in an unusual way: as a defect of colour instead.
(4) In QH 2.88 (Exod 23:3) Augustine explains that "And in judging you shall
not have mercy on a poor man"19 means that justice should not favour a poor man over
a rich man, and vice versa: "Mercy is a good thing, but it should not oppose judgment".
(5) QH 2.89 (Exod 23:10-11) comments on the Sabbath year: "For six years you
shall sow your land and gather in its yield; but the seventh year you shall let it rest and
lie fallow, so that the poor of your people may eat; and what they leave the wild
animals may eat. You shall do the same with your vineyard, and with your olive
orchard." (NRSV) Augustine thinks that in the seventh year the fields still have to be
sown, but not harvested, because otherwise no food will grow and the poor cannot eat.

10.2 Generalisation
Augustine thinks that some laws in the Old Testament are not universal, like for
instance the sacrifice laws in Leviticus, which describe a large variety of animal
sacrifices suited for different types of sin. As we have seen, he rarely uses allegorical
interpretation in QH, which is the typical method of the Church Fathers to deal with
this type of laws. Instead, Augustine uses generalisation, an exegetical method in
which general principles are derived from particular cases described in the text, usually
related to morals. He often does this by considering the sacrifice or punishment that is
prescribed. For example, he infers that voluntary manslaughter (including murder) is
more severe than involuntary manslaughter from the fact that the punishment for the
former is higher. Another example is that he sees a distinction between individual sin
and collective sin, because different sacrifices are prescribed. In addition, he covers
the criteria for a just war, the value of unborn live, different types of sin, and he
18
19

QH 3.41-3.51 (Lev 13)
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discusses human sacrifices according to the narrative of Jephthah. I will return to these
examples a little further on.
Generalisation, as allegorical interpretation, is a method that can be used to find
a meaning that is useful to present-day readers. But, unlike allegorical interpretation,
generalisation is a form of literal interpretation. Whereas metaphor can be seen as an
improper transition, generalisation is a proper transition, from specific to general.
When Augustine uses generalisation, he does not always agree with the literal meaning
of the law, but he nevertheless thinks that it has a universal core that can be revealed.
Augustine carefully inquires whether generalisation is justified. For example, in
QH 1.40 (Gen 18:32), on God's promise to save Sodom if ten righteous people can be
found, Augustine says that it is not a general rule that a city is saved if it has ten
righteous inhabitants. He argues that there is no reason why this should be a general
law, moreover, God could make this promise because he knew that no ten righteous
people would be found in Sodom. In this section, I will further investigate Augustine's
use of generalisation in the interpretation of the Old Testament laws.
10.2.1 Manslaughter and war
I will show Augustine's use of generalisation by using his comments on the
following topics as an example: (1) the difference between voluntary and involuntary
manslaughter, (2) the punishment for killing an unborn child, and (3)-(4) the criteria
for a just war. In the first two cases, he uses generalisation based on the punishment
that is prescribed. In this way, in the first case, he makes a distinction between
involuntary and voluntary manslaughter, in the second he makes a distinction between
killing a formed and an unformed baby. In the third and fourth cases, he derives
general principles from a particular historical case of a just war. I will now discuss the
four cases in greater detail.
(1) In Augustine's comment on Exod 21:12-13 he investigates the differences
between voluntary manslaughter (including murder) and involuntary manslaughter.20
The text of Scripture reads: “Whoever strikes a person mortally shall be put to death.
If it was not premeditated, but came about by an act of God, then I will appoint for
you a place to which the killer may flee.” (NRSV). Augustine points out that according
to this text, God wants involuntary manslaughter. Therefore, the text of Scripture says
that involuntary manslaughter should not be punished, but rather foresees that the
victim will be revenged and that God appoints a place of refuge for the killer.
Augustine then remarks that God also wants voluntary manslaughter. This view is
problematic because it would justify murder. He says that the difference lies in the fact
that in case of voluntary manslaughter, not only God but also the offender wanted to
kill. Thus, strictly speaking, Augustine does not think that killing is bad in itself; what
is evil is disobedience to God. This is similar to Augustine's idea that killing is allowed
if God wants it, or if it is prescribed by a law, as was discussed before.21
(2) Augustine discusses the value of an unborn life according to Exod 21:22-23,
which discusses the punishment for killing an unborn child. He infers from the passage
that Scripture - according to the LXX – does not see killing an unformed unborn child
as homicide,22 because the text of Scripture imposes a fine instead of the death penalty.
He draws the conclusion that an unformed child does not yet have a soul. Augustine
20
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uses the LXX, which deviates slightly from the Hebrew text; it translates the Hebrew
word for harmed with formed:
Now if two men fight and strike a pregnant woman and her child comes forth
not fully formed, he shall be punished with a fine. According as the husband
of the woman might impose, he shall pay with judicial assessment. But if it is
fully formed, he shall pay life for life. (NETS)
(3) In QH 6.10 Augustine investigates a historical case of a just war, and
formulates general principles on the basis of this. In the passage in question, Joshua
ambushes Ai (Jos 8:2), and Augustine asserts that if a war is just, it does not matter
whether the enemy is attacked openly or in an ambush. He then gives criteria for a just
war: "Just wars are normally defined as those which avenge wrongdoing, as when a
nation or city that is to be attacked in war has either failed to punish what its own
people have done wrong or to return what was wrongfully seized". He adds that a war
ordered by God is always just, which resembles the idea that killing is permitted if
God wants it. It must be noted that this view stands in contrast with Augustine's view
in DC, where he says that God's command to destroy nations in Jer 10:1 should be
interpreted figuratively, because the literal meaning contradicts God’s goodness.
(4) In QH 4.44 (Num 21:24-25) Augustine mentions another reason for a just
war. He says that the war of the Israelites against the Amorites was just, because the
Amorites blocked passage to the land that God had promised to the Israelites.
Augustine says that Edom, by contrast, was not promised to the Israelites, and
therefore they had to take a detour when the Edomites refused permission for them to
travel through the land (Num 20:14-21). Thus, from the individual cases of the
Amorites and the Edomites, Augustine distils a general principle on just war and the
right to pass through a land.
10.2.2 Sin
Augustine deduces general principles about sin from the sacrifices that are
prescribed.
(1) Augustine argues that there are two types of sin, because his version of Lev
7:7 has two terms for this concept, peccatum and delictum.23 His version reads:
"Quomodo quod pro peccato, ita et id quod pro delicto: lex una est eorum”.24. This is
translated as "Just like what is for transgression [peccato], so also that which is for sin
[delicto], there is one law for them".25 He claims that there is a difference between the
two terms, because "Scripture would not have cared so diligently to point out that there
is one sacrifice for both".26 This is a form of generalisation, as Augustine deduces a
general principle from the prescribed sacrifices.
In contrast to what Augustine says, Lienhard has pointed out that Latin terms
peccatum and delictum are synonyms.27 In the LXX these terms are ἁμαρτία and
πλημμελεία respectively, which is a translation of the Hebrew  ַח ָ֣טּאתand ָאָשׁם
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QH 3.20 (Lev 7:7)
What is for sin (peccatum), so it is for fault (delictum): there is one law for them. (My translation)
25
My translation. I use transgression instead of sin, because transgression is more intentional, and thus
a better translation for peccatum, which Augustine sees as concious sin.
26
Non curaret scriptura tam diligenter commendare unum esse utriusque sacrificium.
27
Lienhard (2016), p. 212, n. 26
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respectively.  ַח ָ֣טּאתdenotes sin or sin offering and  ָאָשׁםmeans guilt or guilt offering, but
according to the Anchor Bible Dictionary these terms also mean essentially the same.28
Augustine offers two proposals for the distinction between peccatum and
delictum. First, he proposes that delictum is the forsaking of good, and peccatum the
perpetration of evil. He substantiates that this difference exists by referring to Ps 37:27,
which he reads as "Turn away from evil and do good".29 Then, he brings up an
etymological argument, he claims that delictum stems from derelictum, which means
neglected, thus he says that delictum means neglecting the good. The English
translator of QH describes as "one of Augustine's more fanciful etymologies".30 He
presents a similar ethymology in the Greek, he asserts that πλημμελεία (Greek for
delictum) is related to the phrase "οὐ μέλει μοι”, literally "I do not care", which
according to Augustine means neglegitur (neglect). From this, he concludes that
delictum means neglecting or forsaking the good.
Then, he moves to a second proposal, in which the term peccatum means
conscious sin, and delictum unconscious sin. This appears similar to the first proposal,
but not necessarily identical, since one could consciously forsake the good. of delictum
and peccatum from how the words are used elsewhere in Scripture. He finds evidence
for the unknowing character of delictum in Ps 19:12: "Who knows his transgressions
(delicta)", and Ps 69:5: "And my transgressions (delicta) are not hidden from you".31
He finds that peccatum is conscious sin in a passage in the letter of James: "Scienti
igitur bonum facere, et non facienti, peccatum est illi".32 But then, he shows that there
are many passages in Scripture which make no distinction between the two terms. He
mentions, for example, "the remission of sins (peccata) takes place in baptism" (Mt
26:28), even though clearly both knowing and unknowing sin is implicated.
He provides a large number of passages in which peccatum and delictum are used
interchangeably. Then, he repeats his initial assumption that there must be a difference
between the terms since they are both mentioned in Lev 7,7. He does not deduce any
further claim from this; a possibility would have been that it may concern the same
sins, but the difference is the state of mind of the sinner, but that in the end, this does
not matter for the punishment. His conclusion is that Scripture sometimes speaks of
peccatum and delictum as if they were the same, but at other times a distinction is
made.
(2) Augustine generalises that there is a distinction between individual sin and
collective sin, based on a historical analysis of sacrifices.33 He points out that there are
four types of sacrifices, and each of them requires the offering of a different animal:
burnt offerings require a lamb, offerings for a prince require a male goat (Lev 4:25),
individual sins require a ram (Lev 5:18) and collective sins require a young bull (Lev
4:14). On the other hand, Augustine doubts if it is necessary to distinguish universal
28

Freedman, David N. (ed.), The Anchor Bible Dictionary, New York: Doubleday, 1992, 6:31. "It
must be stressed that the terms used for sin in the realm of the cult (ḥaṭṭ t, š m, awôn) are the same
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NRSV: "Depart from evil, and do good; so you shall abide forever."
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NRSV: Anyone, then, who knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, commits sin.
33
QH 3.26 (Lev 9:3-4)
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salvation from individual salvation, since the whole consists of individuals, but not
vice versa.
Finally, I will discuss two more quaestiones in which Augustine discusses the
concept of sin.
(3) Augustine reasons that giving birth is considered a sin in Leviticus, because
there is a prescription to sacrifice after giving birth (Lev 12:2-8). He wonders why this
is the case, and finds the answer in original sin, described in Rom 5:16.34
(4) God prevented Abimelech from touching Sara (Gen 20:6), and in this way,
he prevented Abimelech from sinning against him, and not against Abraham, as
Augustine notes. Thus, Augustine generalises that sins of the flesh are sins against
God, so that these sins have to be taken seriously.35
10.2.3 Jephthah's sacrifice
Augustine treats the justness of the sacrifice of Jephthah's daughter in great
detail.36 This is one of the few quaestiones that is apologetic; Augustine says that this
is a difficult question for Christians, but he also mentions "those who are opposed to
these Holy Scriptures". Augustine's approach is interesting because it draws on other
passages in Scripture from which he derives general principles: most importantly,
other human sacrifices, such as the binding of Isaac (Exod 3:15-16), animal sacrifices,
and prophetic passages.
Augustine's first question is whether Jephthah had sinned, and the second
question is whether the behaviour of Jephthah has a prophetic meaning. Augustine is
convinced that Jephthah had sinned. He says that in some cases God takes delight in
human sacrifices, but only when people die for the sake of righteousness (see for
instance Wisdom 3:6), but this does not apply to the case of Jephthah.37 Moreover, an
important difference with the binding of Isaac is that Jephthah was not bound to
comply with a command by God.38 Augustine adds that when Jephthah made his vow,
he deliberately had a human sacrifice in mind; cattle would never welcome their
master home, perhaps a dog might have, but dogs are not fit for sacrifice.39
Augustine nevertheless thinks that Jephthah has a prophetic meaning and is a
prefiguration of Christ, as was said earlier.40 Central to Augustine's argument is the
idea that this is entirely separate from the question of whether or not Jephthah had
sinned. God may achieve some greater good through the sin of an individual person
(e.g. Saul, who was completely rejected: 1 Sam 15:26; 16:1). Moreover, the sin of an
individual may have a prophetical meaning, even if the person is unaware of this (e.g.
Gideon's testing of God in Gen 27:1-29). In either case, this does not mean that the
individual was free from sin.41
This raises the difficult question whether God wanted Jephthah to sin, so that he
would be able to convey his prophetic message. Augustine proposes a compromise:
he believes that Jephthah's vow was a human error, but he argues that Jephthah did
comply with God's will when he sacrificed his daughter; this was a rightful punishment
34
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for the vow, and Augustine minimises the cruel fate of Jephthah's daughter by pointing
out that her soul would have been well received in heaven.42 Augustine is certain of
this solution, even though he makes many assumptions that he does not substantiate,
for example, that God wanted Jephthah to fulfil his vow as a punishment. This is
somewhat at odds with the character of QH, in which he adopts a more investigative
attitude and is happy to show a greater degree of uncertainty in his interpretations. But
his approach in this quaestio is consistent with its apologetic character. Augustine's
idea that God wanted Jephthah’s actual sacrifice, is helpful in defending Jephthah
against the opponents of Scripture, and it supports his claim that Jephthah has a
prophetic meaning as well.

10.3 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have shown that Augustine's interpretation of Old Testament
laws is predominantly literal. He makes a distinction between laws that are universal
and are still valid on the one hand, and laws that were only followed by the Israelites
on the other. This distinction is based on whether a law is consistent with the
Decalogue, or with the criterion not to hurt anyone. One particular law of the
Decalogue is problematic: the Sabbath law, because it is not observed by Christians.
As a solution, Augustine uses allegorical interpretation, which he justifies on the basis
of criteria that seem somewhat far-fetched. In addition to this, he only uses allegorical
interpretation for a a number of other laws: the interdiction to cook a lamb in its
mother's milk, and some laws on sacrifices.
A literal interpretation is an obvious choice for the universal laws. Augustine
reconciles the universal laws with each other, for example, the interdiction to kill with
laws that provide for the death penalty. For some of the non-universal laws, he also
uses a literal/historical interpretation. He gives a meticulous discussion of the details
of how the laws functioned, which is of no benefit to the readers of his own time. In
addition, Augustine uses generalisation, an exegetical method in which general
principles are derived from particular cases described in the text, usually related to
morals. Generalisation results in interpretations that exceed the importance of the
historical cases.
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11. Conclusion
In this dissertation, I have defended my thesis that the most important exegetical
method in Augustine's exegetical works on the Old Testament De Genesi ad Litteram
and Quaestiones in Heptateuchum (QH) is historical interpretation. This challenges
the common assumption that the Church Fathers, including Augustine, mainly use
allegorical interpretation in their exegesis of the Old Testament. A number of recent
authors have been disdainful of allegorical interpretation, discarding this method as
subjective and unscientific. Other authors, of whom Henri de Lubac is the most
prominent, have contested this view. Yet nobody has discovered before that
Augustine's notion of historical interpretation is profound, and that within this method
of interpretation, he has found several methods to deal with the Old Testament in a
meaningful way. The advantage of his methods is that he takes the text seriously, as
opposed to the method of allegorical interpretation, which aims to find a meaning
beyond the text.
My most important finding is that Augustine's notion of history in De Genesi ad
Litteram is intertwined with metaphor. He believes that God and the metaphysical
events of the creation narrative can only be described in corporeal terms, in other
words, by means of metaphor. These metaphors only partially describe these
metaphysical concepts, but they are the closest that we can get to understanding the
metaphysical truths that are contained in the creation narrative. His view of metaphor
has striking similarities with the modern theory of metaphor, formulated by Max
Black, as well as by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. But how did Augustine, who
initially used allegorical interpretation, arrive at such a novel way of dealing with
metaphor?
I have used Augustine's De Doctrina Christiana, which contains an overview of
his exegetical methods, as a starting point for my investigation. This work contains
three premises that are important for his new understanding of metaphor in De Genesi
ad Litteram. The first and most important premise is that Augustine believes that after
the Fall, direct contact between God and humans came to an end. Consequently, God’s
divine message had to be conveyed by human authors in sacred Scripture. The problem
is that all human language falls short utterly to describe God, because he is ineffable;
he does not belong to the corporeal order. In his own discourse, Augustine is always
mindful of the incomprehensibility of God. Initially, he uses the via negativa, which
entails that we can only speak about God in negative terms and that even these
negations must be negated. Later on, this idea develops into the via eminentiae, in
which, as Paul van Geest has succinctly explained, "both affirmative and negative
discourse are simultaneously strengthened”. For example, God is beautiful, and his
beauty exceeds all earthly beauty. Next, the via eminentiae develops into aphairesis
(abstraction); for example, God is beautiful, but not in a corporeal way. Moreover,
from an early stage, Augustine employs metaphors when formulating his own thoughts
on metaphysical concepts. Thus in De Quantitate Animae he points out that we can
talk about the soul as if it had a certain size, even though this is not literally true. In
addition, he says that, just as the body has different types of growth, some good, others
bad (e.g. tumours), the soul has too. Thus he draws a connection between several
aspects of the soul and the body, and at the same time, he denies that the soul is literally
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a body. Hence, a secondary finding of this study is that Augustine goes much further
than the classical theory of metaphor in this case – which is admittedly only a single
case – and moves towards a view of metaphor that is similar to the modern theory of
metaphor, as will be discussed a little further on. To sum up, in Augustine's speaking
about God, he was always concerned with the idea that God could not be discussed in
proper terms.
At the same time, I have also found that Augustine always struggled to interpret
Scriptural metaphors in a sensible way that respects the ineffability of God. What
scholars have not noticed before is that the cracks are already apparent in his sign
theory in De Doctrina Christiana. I have briefly discussed Augustine's sign theory,
which is the basis of his exegetical thoughts, and contains the other two premises that
are needed for his enhanced understanding of metaphor in De Genesi ad Litteram. The
second premise is that Augustine thinks that signs "hint at a different, higher reality, a
reality that they do not and cannot represent fully in themselves", as Karla Pollmann
has beautifully expressed it. The third premise is that there is no inherent relationship
between sign and signified, nor is the meaning of a sign solely determined by the
speaker’s intention. Instead, collaboration between the speaker and the listener is
required to generate meaning. The freedom of the reader is not absolute, but is limited
to what I have called Augustine's axiom, which consists of a number of assumptions:
the regula fidei, the caritas principle, and empirical observations. The axiom is a
method, as Augustine uses it to separate acceptable interpretations from unacceptable
ones.
The sign theory explains that there are two main types of problem that cause
obscurity which needs to be resolved in order to interpret Scripture correctly. The first
type of obscurity i related to proper signs (signa propria) are caused by translation
problems; they can be solved by consulting the original text, or by the comparison of
translations. This is an important element in QH, as I will demonstrate when I discuss
that work. The second type of obscurity is related to metaphorical signs (signa
translata), and I have argued that Augustine's theory in De Doctrina Christiana is far
from complete, and is insufficient to deal with the task at hand. To begin with, a
practical issue is that his sign theory does not explain how the meaning of a metaphor
arises. Augustine mentions the classical rhetorical theory, and specifically Quintilian,
but he does not clarify how he uses it. The most important issue, however, is that
metaphors are required to talk about God, since God is ineffable, and proper language
falls short to describe him. Augustine is aware of this in De Doctrina Christiana, but
sign theory does not take adequate account of this, as it assumes that metaphors can
be explained in proper words.
Therefore, the next step that I have taken is to gain a more profound
understanding of Augustine's theoretical ideas on metaphor and allegory, and compare
them with the classical tradition. The problem that I encountered is that there is only
a limited number of passages in which Augustine defines metaphor and allegory. In
addition, these passages are scattered throughout his work, so that the selection is not
necessarily coherent, but it is the only material available that can be used for the
purposes of this inquiry. I have found that Augustine aligns himself with the classical
definitions of metaphor and allegory, especially with Quintilian’s, whom he often
quotes literally - in spite of his general reliance on Cicero’s rhetoric. Quintilian's
metaphor theory is closest to Aristotle's, who is the founder (as far as we know) of
metaphor theory; Aristotle's view is the classical view. Moreover, I have found that,
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just like Quintilian’s, Augustine's notion of allegory is not necessarily related to
metaphor. This is an important insight, because it proves that his interpretation of
metaphors in De Genesi ad Litteram is not allegorical at all, as Henri de Lubac, David
F. Wright and others have argued.
I will now sum up my findings on the classical view of metaphor and allegory,
and will then show how it influenced Augustine. According to Aristotle, metaphors
have a rhetorical and decorative purpose; moreover, he thinks that metaphor and simile
are essentially the same. Metaphors are nice to have; they can be persuasive, elegant
or they can fill in a lexical gap but they are incapable of saying something that could
not be said literally. Quintilian closely follows Aristotle's metaphor theory in
important areas, most notably, he defines a metaphor as a word that is transferred from
one domain to another. Quintilian, as Aristotle, sees metaphor as a short simile and
points out that metaphor and simile are only different in form, but the difference is not
essential. Moreover, he follows Aristotle’s preference of energetic metaphor; he points
out that metaphors that use something animate for something inanimate produce
effects of extraordinary sublimity.
In De Doctrina Christiana Augustine follows the classical view of metaphor,
most notably Quintilian's; thus, he sees metaphor as a rhetorical device based on
analogy, and he thinks that its meaning can be replaced by a literal expression without
the loss of cognitive content. I have confirmed that in the scarce passages where
Augustine uses the word metaphor (for instance in Quaestiones in Heptateuchum) he
adheres to the classical substitution view of metaphor. This is especially clear in
respect of his interpretation of idiom, which has a fixed meaning. He also applies the
substitution view to anthropomorphisms, such as the emotions of God. The problem
with this approach is that it does not do justice to the ineffability of God. The
anthropomorphisms are inadequate, but the substituted meaning of the metaphor is not
adequate either, and moreover, a part of the meaning of the metaphor is lost.
Augustine's notion of allegory is quite complex, but it is not necessary to
completely dissect this topic for the goal of this study. Instead, it suffices to investigate
the influence of the classical authors, the question whether allegory is based on
metaphor, and whether it is suitable to deal with statements about God or metaphysical
truths. The opinions of the classical authors on allegory are much more divided than
on metaphor. To begin with, they use various terms: Aristotle does not use a separate
word for allegory, Demetrius probably introduced the term allegoria, and of the Latin
authors that have been discussed, only Quintilian uses this term. Rhetorica ad
Herennium uses inversio, and Cicero has the notion of continued metaphor and
aenigma. Moreover, there is no consensus either about the relationship between
metaphor and allegory. Demetrius does not mention any connection between allegory
and metaphor. Cicero, on the other hand, describes aenigma as the continued use of
metaphor. Quintilian and the author of Rhetorica ad Herennium hold a middle position
and say that allegory is sometimes, but not always related to metaphor. Rhetorica ad
Herennium distinguishes two classes of inversio: inversio based on metaphor and
inversio based on contrast. Quintilian employs a similar distinction: allegory based on
metaphor and allegory based on another meaning. Of these authors, Quintilian has the
widest definition of allegory, as it comprises any non-literal language, including the
Ciceronian notion of the continued use of metaphor, as well as irony and sarcasm.
In De Doctrina Christiana, Augustine aligns himself with Quintilian's
definitions, and he also presents the idea that allegory is the continued use of metaphor.
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I have tested this definition in a number of examples of allegorical interpretation, and
I have found that, in general, the meaning of every detail in the text is in fact changed.
But these changes are not based on metaphor, nor on an analogous understanding. The
only similarity with (the classical view of) metaphor is that Augustine’s allegorical
interpretation adheres to the substitution view.
In addition to Quintilian, Augustine aligns himself with Paul’s ideas on allegory,
with the interpretation of Sarah and Hagar as signs for the Old and New Covenant (Gal
4:24) as the canonical example. In Pauline allegorical interpretation, the Old
Testament text points at a future event in the New Testament. In De Trinitate,
Augustine calls Pauline allegorical interpretation allegory in facts, which he
distinguishes from what he sees as the normal meaning of the word allegory, allegory
in words. Allegory in facts means that the facts in the narrative actually occurred, but
that these facts are signs in themselves, pointing at a further meaning. There are several
authors who have argued on the basis of various arguments that this distinction is not
useful. I have added a practical argument: we cannot always know if Augustine
accepts or rejects the historical meaning in certain allegorical interpretations, and he
sees some texts, such as the Song of Songs, as ahistorical altogether. My suggestion is
that Pauline allegorical interpretation is distinct from classical allegory because it does
not look for metaphors in the text, but instead, the interpretations themselves are
metaphors; they explain a concept in the New Testament by using a concept in the Old
Testament as an image. Thus it does not explain the Old Testament concept, but it
borrows certain elements from it. Unfortunately, it is beyond the scope of this
dissertation to further elaborate on this idea. Therefore, my recommendation for
further research is to investigate the true character of Pauline allegorical interpretation.
I think it can be helpful to use the modern theory of metaphor to understand the
creative interaction between the Old Testament concept and the New Testament
concept.
Most important for the purposes of the current inquiry is that there is a sharp
distinction between metaphor in allegory in Augustine's thinking and exegetical
practice. The first difference is that his allegorical interpretation is not based on
metaphor, but on the wider concept of change of meaning. Another difference is that
the creation of metaphor is the responsibility of the sacred authors, who had to bridge
the gap between divine knowledge and human understanding. In allegorical
interpretation, on the other hand, the text gains a meaning that could not have been
foreseen by the sacred author. Augustine justifies allegorical interpretation by his
notion of complex authorial intention (as Brett Smith has pointed out): the sacred
author (e.g. Moses) may not have foreseen an allegorical interpretation, but it was the
intention of the Holy Spirit to convey the allegorical meaning to later - Christian readers. The application of Augustine's axiom guarantees that the allegorical meaning
does not contradict the divine will. The axiom contains ideas about God, one of the
co-authors of Scripture, thus implicitly the application of the axiom relates to finding
the authorial intention of God.
The problem of allegory is that it adheres to the substitution view, and is
consequently not suitable to deal with the ineffability of God. The shortcomings of the
classical theory are solved in the modern theory of metaphor, as developed by Max
Black (1954), and George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980). I have argued in this study
that Augustine has a similar view of metaphor in De Genesi ad Litteram.
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The modern theory of metaphor holds that metaphor is a cognitive device that
exceeds language and governs the way we think and act. This is consistent with the
second premise in De Doctrina Christiana, that signs "hint at a different, higher
reality, a reality that they do not and cannot represent fully in themselves". Max Black,
who laid the foundation of the modern theory, has explained that the meaning of a
metaphor is generated by the interaction between the source field and the target field
(in the metaphor A is B, B is the source field and A is the target field). Metaphors are
only partially applicable - otherwise, they would have been literal statements - and
therefore not all properties of the source field are transferred to the target field. The
creativity of the reader determines which properties are transferred, and this leads to a
meaning that cannot be expressed without the metaphor. This is a major difference
with the classical theory of metaphor, which thinks metaphor has rhetorical benefits,
is capable of decoration and clarification, but cannot say anything that cannot be said
in proper terms. Therefore, it is important that Augustine gives the reader a great deal
of interpretational freedom, which is the third premise in De Doctrina Christiana. The
contribution of Lakoff and Johnson to the modern theory of metaphor is the
metaphorical concept: a cognitive device in which a metaphysical concept is
structured as a corporeal concept. This gives rise to a number of expressions in which
the metaphysical concept is discussed as if it were that particular corporeal concept.
It is important in this regard to refute John T. Kirby and Marjo Korpel’s claims
that the classical theory of metaphor is essentially the same as the modern theory of
metaphor, because if this were true, Augustine's approach in De Genesi ad Litteram
would not have been that innovative. I have shown that both Kirby and Korpel have
reached their conclusions because they understand the word cognitive as relating to a
mental process to increase understanding, and they correctly say that Aristotle sees
metaphors in this way. By contrast, however, Lakoff and Johnson mean that metaphor
generates a meaning that cannot be said in proper terms without loss of cognitive
content, and this is a significant difference with the classical theory of metaphor, which
holds that is always possible to render the cognitive content of a metaphor in proper
language.
I have provided further confirmation of my analysis of Augustine's theory which was based on passages in his work where he mentioned the terms metaphor and
allegory - by means of a case study of his commentaries on the creation narrative in
Genesis. At the same time, this case study shows the development in Augustine's
thinking on history and metaphor, which leads to a radically new view of metaphor in
De Genesi ad Litteram.
Augustine was always interested in the creation narrative, and he wrote five
commentaries on it: De Genesi contra Manichaeos (388/389), De Genesi ad Litteram
Imperfectus (393/395), Confessiones book 11 – 13 (397), De Genesi ad Litteram
(published in 416, started writing in 404, possibly earlier), and De Civitate Dei book
11 (417/418) - the latter is beyond the scope of this dissertation. The creation narrative
poses challenges to the interpreter, most notably because it deals with metaphysical
concepts: God and the act of creation, and it is filled with anthropomorphisms.
Moreover, the creation in six days contradicts Augustine's scientific ideas. Thus, an
obvious way to deal with these difficulties in the literal meaning of the text would
have been to apply an allegorical interpretation. Therefore, it is remarkable that in De
Genesi contra Manichaeos already, Augustine is intent on providing a literal
interpretation, which he describes simply as the opposite of a figurative interpretation.
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But as he is unable to deal with the metaphysical events described by the six days of
creation, he resorts to allegorical interpretation. This shows that he sees allegorical
interpretation as an admission of weakness, and he highlights its inability of dealing
with the metaphysical. In De Genesi contra Manichaeos he distinguishes two types of
figurative interpretation, which are in line with the previously discussed theoretical
findings. In one type of figurative interpretation, the narrative itself is a metaphor; the
historical narrative is understood as referring to future realities, which is Pauline
allegory. In the other type, the figure is contained in the historical narrative, and this
primarily concerns anthropomorphisms. This type of figure is actually a metaphor.
This is important because it is a step towards his approach in DGL, in which he
believes that the creation narrative comprises of metaphors. Unfortunately, in De
Genesi contra Manichaeos Augustine generally adheres to the substitution view.
However, in two instances he does not substitute the metaphors but uses the via
eminentiae to explain them, and this approach takes the ineffability of God into
account.
In the subsequent commentaries on the creation narrative, Augustine's
understanding of metaphor evolves further. In De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus, an
unfinished work, Augustine continues with his goal of providinge a literal
interpretation of the creation narrative. From this work on, his notion of literal
interpretation changes to mean historical interpretation, i.e. an investigation of the
events that happened. As in De Genesi contra Manichaeos, he admits metaphors to
the historical narrative, and due to his new definition, metaphors form part of the literal
sense. This goes completely unnoticed in Imperfectus, but it is a central thought in De
Genesi ad Litteram. In Imperfectus he appreciates the necessity of metaphor to talk
about the metaphysical, he is aware of its imperfection, but he is also aware that it
cannot be replaced by literal language. Instead, he merely points the reader to the
existence of a metaphorical meaning. He does this for "and the Spirit of God was being
borne over the water" (Gen 1:2), and the light that is created in Gen 1:4.
In Confessiones 11-13 - where Augustine does not aim to provide a literal
interpretation - he sees the abyss and the light in the creation narrative as metaphors,
and he interprets the abyss using a similar approach as in Imperfectus: he underlines
the inaccuracy of the expression, but says that there is no other way to express this that
would be closer to the truth. In addition, he understands the light in Gen 1:3 as spiritual
light. For the understanding of the light and the abyss, he points at a metaphorical
meaning that cannot be rendered in proper words. Moreover, these metaphors connect
the creation narrative, in which unformed matter is formed, to a blueprint of human
history which starts with the fall and ends with conversion. Augustine fully develops
these ideas in De Genesi ad Litteram.
To sum up what has been said so far, already in De Genesi contra Manichaeos,
Augustine mentions the limitations of allegorical interpretation in dealing with the
metaphysical. But in two cases, he already applies the via eminentiae in his
interpretation, which takes the ineffability of God into account. Then, in De Genesi ad
Litteram Imperfectus and Confessiones his view develops further, as he acknowledges
that metaphors are needed to talk about the metaphysical. Augustine builds on these
ideas in De Genesi ad Litteram.
De Genesi ad Litteram is Augustine’s most elaborate commentary on the creation
narrative. I have argued that the goal of this work is to convince his fellow Christians
that the creation narrative has a historical meaning. Thus he refutes the opinions of
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Christians who think the creation narrative only has an allegorical meaning, such as
Origen. The fact that his intended audience was made up of Christians also follows
from his comprehensive use of the rule of faith. In De Genesi ad Litteram Augustine
is interested in the historical events of creation for its own sake. He emphasises that
the metaphysical events in the creation narrative are described in earthly terms, which
are inadequate, but are the only terms that we have. In other words, he believes that
metaphors have to be used in order to talk about metaphysical concepts. As I have
shown in this study, this analysis of metaphors has nothing to do with allegorical
interpretation. Instead, in De Genesi ad Litteram, metaphors relate to the historical
events; even though these events are metaphysical, they happened.
Augustine needs to reconcile the two accounts of creation, because at first sight
the historical narratives conflict with each other. In his interpretation, the first account
describes the creation of the causal order, which is a blueprint that contains all the
possibilities of creation in the temporal order, a process that is still ongoing. The
second creation account, on the other hand, deals with the corporeal creation in the
temporal order. This is an extension of the idea in Confessiones that the six days of
creation are a blueprint for the things to come. The crucial difference is that the
interpretation in Confessiones is allegorical, and the six days of creation stand on an
equal level with the future events that they foreshadow. In De Genesi ad Litteram, on
the other hand, Augustine emphasises that the six days of creation are metaphysical.
In De Genesi ad Litteram Augustine distinguishes two types of metaphor, which
I have called metaphysical metaphors and idiomatic metaphors. His approach to the
idiomatic metaphors is comparable to that in De Genesi contra Manichaeos, where he
sees certain expressions in the historical narrative as figures that can be replaced by
literal expressions without loss of meaning. He identifies this type of metaphors
mostly in the second creation account, which he believes describes corporeal creation.
But his approach to the metaphysical metaphors, which he finds in the first creation
narrative, is much more interesting because he uses a methodology that goes beyond
classical metaphor theory. Augustine extends the idea of aphairesis to metaphor, and
this to a new view of metaphor that is strikingly similar to modern metaphor theory.
A fortunate circumstance for my research is that he largely formulates his new view
of metaphor in theoretical statements, and that these theoretical statements are
consistent with his exegetical practice. Most importantly, he states that metaphors are
necessary to talk about God and that it is not possible to replace them by proper
language without loss of meaning. Moreover, he claims that thinking about God
requires metaphors that are based on human experiences, or to put it differently,
physical concepts are needed to talk about the divine. He does not explicitly discuss
the partial nature and creativity of metaphor, but this follows from his idea of
aphairesis: in all metaphysical metaphors, Augustine denies the corporeal and
temporal aspects.
I have found the following overlap between Augustine's view of metaphor and
the modern theory of metaphor:
• Metaphors are necessary; we cannot talk about God in any other way.
Therefore, metaphors cannot be replaced by literal language.
• Metaphors are based on experience, thus we talk about spiritual matters in
corporeal terms.
• Metaphors are improper and only partial comparisons. The creativity of the
reader is required to decide which properties are transferred from the source
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field to the target field. Consequently, by using metaphors, the author gives the
reader a great deal of interpretational freedom.
• Some metaphorical expressions are interconnected by means of a metaphorical
concept. For example, the metaphorical concept TIME IS MONEY is related to
the metaphors "saving time", "running out of time", etc. These metaphors can
only be understood in the light of the metaphorical concept to which they
belong.
I have presented a case study to show how Augustine puts his new view of
metaphor into practice. The case study also proves that Augustine has an implicit
understanding of the metaphorical concept GOD IS LIGHT, because he identifies a
network of expressions that relate to this concept, and that otherwise would not have
been recognised as metaphors. He interprets the abyss as the absence of light, and the
unformed state before creation. The light of God takes away the darkness of the abyss,
forms the creature, and converts it to its creator. In addition, Augustine says that the
six days of creation are metaphorical and related to the light of God, and he moreover
shows the entailments: the evening and morning also belong to the DAY metaphor. He
only provides a possible meaning: evening is when angels, after contemplating the
Creator, gaze down upon a creature, and morning is when they rise from knowledge
of a creature to praise of the Creator.
Augustine acknowledges that these metaphors cannot be replaced by proper
language. He takes this into account by refraining from giving definite interpretations;
instead, he points out that the expression may be a metaphor and encourages the reader
to find the metaphorical meaning. He proposes possible implications, which he
presents as being far from certain, thus respecting the interpretational freedom of his
readers. In this way, I have shown that Augustine’s new view of metaphor in De
Genesi ad Litteram has striking similarities with the modern theories of metaphor of
Black and Lakoff and Johnson. In addition, I have found that Augustine's approach
matches the approach developed by Nelly Stienstra, who has unravelled the
metaphorical concept YHWH is the Husband of His People, and has revealed a number
of expressions as metaphorical that otherwise would not have been recognised as such.
She has also elucidated the metaphor by explaining the source field in detail. At the
same time, she has not replaced the metaphors by providing a literal interpretation,
thus leaving intact the creative force of the metaphor.
Finally, it has turned out that Augustine falls short of his new approach to the
metaphors in the second creation account. Instead, he deals with these metaphors by
using the substitution view, in spite of the fact that his new view of metaphor might
have been fruitful here as well.
My conclusion is that Augustine's approach to metaphors in De Genesi ad
Litteram was innovative at the time. Moreover, his approach is also interesting in its
own right and is a valuable addition to Lakoff and Johnson, who are only concerned
with the explanation of how metaphors work. They have touched on the topic of the
creation of new metaphors but not the interpretation of metaphors. Augustine has
shown how to deal with metaphors in an exegetical context, respecting the
incomprehensibility of God. Moreover, God is the ultimate "subject" for the use of
metaphor, because he is the most abstract, and furthest removed from physical
concepts, even more so than Lakoff and Johnson's abstract concepts such as time and
argument. At the same time, Augustine underlines that we can only talk about God in
corporeal terms, in fact we have no choice but to do this in order to make the divine
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somehow conceivable for human beings. I believe the main lesson that we can learn
from Augustine is that God cannot remain abstract in our thinking, while we must at
the same time be aware that all thinking about God is metaphorical, and that these
metaphors should not be taken literally.
In addition to De Genesi ad Litteram, I have in this dissertation investigated
Quaestiones in Heptateuchum (QH), where Augustine discusses a number of
quaestiones (problems) in the Heptateuch, primarily God’s violence, the immorality
of the Patriarchs, laws that prescribe animal sacrifices, apparent inconsistencies in the
historical narrative, and the meaning of idiomatic expressions. In QH, as in De Genesi
ad Litteram, Augustine is interested in the historical narrative for its own sake, but in
addition, there are passages of Scripture in which he finds a further meaning which
relates to a New Testament reality. This further meaning can be found by using
allegorical interpretation, but I have contended that this method only plays a marginal
role in QH. To begin with, he only uses allegorical interpretation when he is convinced
that a passage is intended as allegory. Moreover, allegorical interpretation is less
important in QH because Augustine tends to propose established interpretations, and
even in Paul’s allegories, such as that involving Sarah and Hagar, he emphasises that
they have a historical meaning as well. An important difference with De Genesi ad
Litteram is that QH does not give a great deal of attention to the ineffability of God.
He ignores most passages of Scripture that contain anthropomorphisms or only
discusses them briefly. He does not apply aphairesis, and while he sees God’s
emotions as metaphors, he adheres to the classical view of metaphor and assumes that
these expressions can be replaced by literal ones. He does not use allegorical
interpretation to deal with anthropomorphic descriptions of God, as he does in some
of his earlier works such as De Genesi contra Manichaeos.
The historical interpretation in QH is different from that in De Genesi ad
Litteram. In QH Augustine uses a collection of Latin translations of the LXX made by
different anonymous translators in the second century, which is known to modern
scholarship as the Vetus Latina (VL, literally ‘Old Latin’). Augustine is not satisfied
with the quality of this translation, and he spends a great deal of time on establishing
the correct text of Scripture. In the case of unclear passages, he solves this by referring
to the LXX and sometimes to Jerome's Vulgate, which is based on the Hebrew text.
He attributes a great deal of authority to the LXX, as he thinks that this translation is
inspired. He believes that some deviations from the Hebrew text are special revelations
meant for Christians instead of Jews. In addition, Augustine thinks that the Hebrew
text has a high authority as well, which is remarkable because the Church in his time
used the LXX and neglected the Hebrew original. He is not very enthusiastic about
the Vulgate, but his objections are mainly practical: the Church is already used to the
LXX, and moreover, he thinks that Jerome's translation is uncheckable because there
are so few Hebrew experts. Thus, in several quaestiones, he accepts a solution based
on the Hebrew text. However, he always remains faithful to the LXX; even when he
thinks that the LXX is unclear he says that it might contain a prophetic meaning that
is not in the Hebrew text.
Augustine's analysis of manuscripts in QH is followed by an investigation of the
historical narrative. He is often interested in the historical meaning for its own sake,
even details in the narrative that hardly have a practical value for Augustine's
contemporary audience. On the other hand, he uses a mixed approach in his
interpretation of laws. For a number of laws, he investigates in great detail how the
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law functioned at the time, but he says that he does not see its use whatsoever in his
own time. Furthermore, he sometimes has a critical attitude to the Old Testament Law;
for example, in one quaestio he says that it makes women subordinate to their
husbands. In addition, he does not hold the dietary laws in high esteem, but at the same
time, he criticises the Jews, whom he accuses of misinterpreting the prohibition of
eating the fat of certain animals.
On the other hand, Augustine thinks that a number of laws in the Old Testament
are still valid, most prominently the Decalogue. He makes an effort to reconcile the
Decalogue with other laws that apparently contradict it. In addition, I have shown that
Augustine uses generalisation, a method that reveals a core in the Old Testament laws,
as well as historical events, that exceeds the historical context and has a general
validity. The result is an interpretation that is useful for his contemporary audience,
and is often related to moral issues. Thus he reasons that a difference in sacrificial
prescriptions entails a difference in the type or severity of sin. Furthermore, he
investigates historical events in Scripture, related for example to the behaviour of God,
or punishments that are given, and determines whether a general principle applies, or
whether the events are an exception.
To conclude, I have shown in this study that Augustine uses historical
interpretation in his later works on the Old Testament, De Genesi ad Litteram and QH,
and that allegorical interpretation only plays a minor role in these works. Moreover,
his historical methods are original and profound, ranging from a view of metaphor that
resembles Lakoff and Johnson’s modern theory to generalisation, a method that
extracts an eternal moral core from the Old Testament narratives and laws. These
methods are interesting in their own right from an academic point of view. He takes
proper account of metaphors, he stays close to the text of Scripture, and uses criteria
that are both objective and religious in order to produce results that are useful for the
faithful. In my opinion, therefore, his methods are also a useful source of inspiration
for present-day exegesis.

This study into Augustine’s use of metaphors has opened up a broad field of
further research horizons as well, especially regarding his predecessors and sources.
As we have seen, Augustine mentions two sources as the basis of his ideas on
metaphor and allegory: the classical metaphor theory and the Bible, especially Paul's
interpretation of Sarah and Hagar in Galatians. The influence of the Bible demands
further elaboration, in particular the apostle Paul, and the Jewish thinkers, such as
Philo. Moreover, Augustine could also have been influenced by other sources, even if
he does not mention them. Regarding classical philosophy, Heraclitus as representing
Stoic theory, as well as Porphyry and other Neo-Platonists could be taken into account.
Moreover, it is plausible that Augustine's view of metaphor and allegory is also
influenced by earlier Church Fathers, for example, Basil, Chrysostom and Ambrose.
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Summary
This study is about Augustine's interpretation of the Old Testament in De Genesi
ad Litteram, (‘The literal interpretation of Genesis’, published in 416, which deals
with the creation account; DGL) and Quaestiones in Heptateuchum (‘Questions on the
Heptateuch’, published in 419/420, his commentary on the first seven books of the
Old Testament). The main thesis is that in both works, the most important exegetical
method used is historical interpretation, an investigation of the facts that occurred.
This challenges the common assumption that the Church Fathers, including Augustine,
mainly use allegorical interpretation in their exegesis of the Old Testament.
Furthermore, in DGL Augustine's notion of history is intertwined with metaphor. In
this work, his view of metaphor has striking similarities with the modern theory of
metaphor, formulated by Max Black, as well as by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson.
Chapter 1 describes Augustine's exegetical principles, in which the idea that God
is ineffable plays an important role. Augustine believes that after the Fall, direct
contact between God and humans was broken. Therefore, God’s divine message had
to be conveyed by human authors in sacred Scripture. Unfortunately, language is far
from adequate, especially when talking about the divine, since God is ineffable.
Therefore, metaphors have to be used to approach the divine message.
Augustine's sign theory, most notably written down in De Doctrina Christiana
(DC), is seen as the basis of his thoughts on exegesis. A large part of DC is dedicated
to metaphorical signs (signa translata), which are crucial when talking about God,
however, DC does not discuss an important question: how does the meaning of
metaphors arise? Another problem is that DC assumes that metaphors should be
explained in literal terms, which is at variance with Augustine’s idea that God is
ineffable (which he presents in the same work). Moreover, Augustine himself is aware
that his discussion of metaphor in DC is work in progress.
Chapter 2 discusses the classical theory of metaphor and allegory, as well as the
modern theory of metaphor, which serves as a theoretical framework that is used
throughout the present study. Aristotle points out that metaphor is a transfer of
meaning that is based on analogy. He argues that metaphors have rhetorical benefits:
they can be used to persuade, elevate style or to fill in a lexical gap, but they cannot
say anything that cannot be said in proper terms. Aristotle's metaphor theory,
especially his notion of analogical metaphor, became the classical theory and was
largely adopted by Demetrius, Rhetorica ad Herennium, Cicero, and Quintilian. With
regard to allegory, however, opinion is divided among the classical authors. Firstly,
there is a variety of terminology, but most importantly, there is no consensus about the
question whether allegory is based on metaphor. Demetrius does not link allegory to
metaphor at all. Cicero, on the other hand, is explicit about the relationship between
metaphor and aenigma; he describes aenigma as the continued use of metaphor.
Quintilian and the author of Rhetorica ad Herennium think that allegory is sometimes
but not always related to metaphor.
The modern theory of metaphor does not hold that metaphors can be replaced by
proper language without loss of meaning. Max Black has pointed out that the meaning
of a metaphor is generated by the interaction between the source field and the target
field, which relies on the creativity of the reader to determine which properties are
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transferred. Because not all properties are transferred, metaphors are only partially
applicable. Black has pointed out that interaction metaphors are capable of creating
new meanings. He has argued that a great deal of the meaning is lost if the metaphor
is spelled out, as the reader will then not make all the connections he might have been
able to think of. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, building on the insights of Black,
have claimed that metaphor is a cognitive device that transcends language, and
governs the way we think and act. Their main innovation is the metaphorical concept:
a cognitive device in which a metaphysical concept is structured as a physical concept,
for example, TIME IS MONEY, which has a number of associated expressions, e.g.
"saving time", "running out of time" and "wasting time". The partiality of metaphor
also applies to metaphorical concepts, e.g. one does not receive interest when saving
time.
This chapter is concluded by the consequences of metaphor theory for Biblical
interpretation. In the classical theory, metaphors about God can be explained in literal
terms, which is incompatible with the idea that God is ineffable. Nelly Stienstra has
used the modern metaphor theory to interpret Biblical metaphors, and her analysis of
metaphorical concepts is an exegetical tool that is very useful, since it puts
metaphorical expressions in the right context, and it reveals a number of expressions
as metaphorical that would otherwise not have been recognised as such.
Chapter 3 deals with Augustine's view on metaphor and allegory in the light of
his classical sources. Regarding metaphor, Augustine's definition and terminology
depend on the classical theory as he cites Cicero and Quintilian almost literally. In
most cases, Augustine adheres to the classical substitution view, both for idiom and
anthropomorphisms, but for the latter, this is problematic since an explanation in literal
language contradicts his view that God is ineffable. However, in a few passages
Augustine proposes new ideas on metaphor. Most notably, he highlights that the target
field of a metaphor determines which properties of the source field are selected, and
that metaphors are only partially valid. The topic of allegory is immense and has
already been extensively treated in academia, therefore, the present study is limited to
the question how allegory relates to metaphor. Augustine explicitly mentions two
sources: in some cases the classical theory of metaphor, and in other cases the apostle
Paul's use of allegory. In neither case is allegory based on metaphor, however, there is
an important similarity: Augustine thinks that allegories can be decoded into literal
expressions.
Chapter 4 discusses Augustine's evolving view of history and metaphor in the
creation narrative. In De Genesi contra Manichaeos (DGCM) Augustine describes
literal interpretation as the opposite of figurative interpretation. His ideal is to provide
a literal interpretation, but as he is unable to accomplish this, and is determined to
refute the Manicheans, he resorts to allegorical interpretation. In De Genesi ad
Litteram Imperfectus, Augustine continues his goal of a literal interpretation, and in
this work, his definition of literal interpretation changes to historical interpretation, an
investigation of the events that occurred. Even though he did not finish this work, it is
clear that his treatment of metaphor had developed; in a few instances he appreciates
the necessity of metaphor to talk about the metaphysical, and is aware of its
imperfections and of the fact that it cannot be replaced by proper language. This
thought is continued in Confessiones 11-13, in which he sees the abyss and the light
in the creation narrative as metaphors, and his interpretation of the abyss uses a similar
approach as in De Genesi ad Litteram Imperfectus.

SUMMARY
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De Genesi ad Litteram is Augustine’s most elaborate commentary on the creation
narrative. In this work, he continues to define the term ad litteram as historical
interpretation. Because of his choice for historical interpretation, Augustine needs to
address the two accounts of creation, which describe historical events that cannot, at
first sight, be reconciled - if he had opted to use allegorical interpretation, this problem
would not have arisen. His solution is that the first account describes the creation of
the causal order, which is a blueprint that contains all the possibilities of the temporal
order. The second creation account describes the corporeal creation in the temporal
order. In DGL Augustine finds that the historical creation narrative contains metaphors
of two types: metaphysical metaphors and idiomatic metaphors. The idiomatic
metaphors are comparable to DGCM, where he identifies figures in the historical
narrative that can easily be replaced by proper language without loss of cognitive
content. However, he uses a profound methodology for the metaphysical metaphors,
a methodology that exceeds the possibilities of the classical view of metaphor.
Chapter 5 investigates Augustine's new view of metaphor in DGL in more detail.
His new view has its roots in his notion that God is ineffable. As Paul van Geest has
pointed out, initially, Augustine adhered to the via negativa, in which all claims about
God are negated, and even the negations are negated. Later on, he started using the via
eminentia, which is a combination of the via affirmationis and the via negativa, for
example, "God is the most beautiful, exceeding all earthly beauty": the first part is
affirmative, but at the same time it is denied that God is beautiful in an earthly way.
Van Geest has pointed out that the via eminentia leads to aphairesis: the removal of
all sensible properties of an object, which results in an abstraction. The contribution
of this chapter is that in aphairesis, physical properties are discarded, and the same
thing is described in the modern theory of metaphor for metaphysical metaphors.
Then, the chapter continues with a comparison of Augustine's ideas on metaphor
in DGL to the modern metaphor theory. Augustine thinks that humans can understand
God through his creation, thus, the first point of agreement is that metaphors are based
on experience, and not purely linguistic devices. The second point of agreement is that
metaphors are improper and only partial comparisons. The creativity of the reader is
required to decide how the source field is connected to the target field. However, this
freedom is not absolute, because it is bound by Augustine's axiom, most notably, the
rule of faith and the context. This is consistent with Black, who has pointed out that
the meaning of interaction metaphor does not depend on the knowledge of the
individual reader, but the system of associated commonplaces. Finally, a case study is
provided to show how Augustine brings his new view of metaphor into practice, and
to show that he has an implicit understanding of the metaphorical concept God is light.
He identifies a network of metaphors related to this metaphorical concept. Then, he
provides a possible interpretation, which he by no means presents as the final answer,
but rather as an encouragement for the reader to look further. Augustine does not
substitute the meaning of these metaphors with a literal interpretation, thus leaving
their creative force intact. The conclusion of this chapter is that Augustine’s new view
of metaphor in DGL has striking similarities with the modern theories of metaphor as
developed by Black and Lakoff and Johnson.
The last part of this study deals with Quaestiones in Heptateuchum (QH).
Because this work is relatively neglected by scholars, chapter 6 contains an
introduction to this work. Augustine states that he wrote QH with the goal of noting
down questions that arose while he was reading Scripture, for later use. An additional,
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implicit goal of QH is to show the possibility of a historical interpretation of the Old
Testament that takes into account the difficulties that arise in doing so. QH is not an
apologetic or anti-Manichean work, which follows from the tone, the lack of
references to the Manicheans or other opponents, and the content of the quaestiones.
Chapter 7 discusses metaphors and allegory in QH. Allegorical interpretation
only plays a marginal role in QH. Augustine uses allegorical interpretation in a
minority of the quaestiones, and only when he sees evidence that a passage is intended
as allegory. Moreover, Augustine tends to propose established interpretations, and
even in Paul’s allegories, such as that involving Sarah and Hagar, he emphasises that
they have a historical meaning as well.
An important difference with DGL is that QH does not give a great deal of
attention to the ineffability of God. He ignores most passages of Scripture that contain
anthropomorphisms or only discusses them briefly. Unlike in DGL, he does not apply
aphairesis, and while he sees God’s emotions as metaphors, he adheres to the classical
view of metaphor and assumes that these expressions can be replaced by literal ones.
He does not use allegorical interpretation to deal with anthropomorphic descriptions
of God.
Chapter 8 argues that in QH, historical interpretation is the most important
exegetical method. In many quaestiones, Augustine investigates the historical events
narrated in Scripture for their own sake, and not to derive a meaning that is useful for
his contemporary readers. The most important historical method is textual criticism,
which is explained in chapter 9. In QH Augustine uses a collection of Latin translations
of the Septuagint made by different anonymous translators in the second century,
which is known to modern scholarship as the Vetus Latina. Augustine is not satisfied
with the quality of this translation, and he spends a great deal of time on establishing
the correct text of Scripture. In the case of unclear passages, he solves this by referring
to the Septuagint and sometimes to Jerome's Vulgate, which is based on the Hebrew
text.
Chapter 10 deals with Augustine's interpretation of Old Testament laws in QH.
For a number of laws, he investigates in great detail how the law functioned at the
time, for its own sake. Furthermore, he sometimes has a critical attitude concerning
the Old Testament laws. On the other hand, Augustine thinks that a number of laws in
the Old Testament are still valid, most importantly the Decalogue. He makes an effort
to reconcile the Decalogue with other laws that apparently contradict it. In addition,
Augustine uses generalisation, a method that reveals a core in the Old Testament laws,
as well as in historical events, that exceeds the historical context and has a general
validity. The result is an interpretation, often related to moral issues, that is useful for
his contemporary audience.

Metaphor, history and the ineffability of God
This book is about two of Augustine’s late works, De
Genesi ad Litteram (‘The literal interpretation of Genesis’,
which deals with the creation account) and Quaestiones
in Heptateuchum (‘Questions on the Heptateuch’,
his commentary on the first seven books of the Old
Testament). It is very remarkable that Augustine, wellknown for his use of allegorical interpretation, in these
works shifts to a historical interpretation.
In De Genesi ad Litteram, Augustine argues that
the creation narrative is historically true, but that it
nevertheless contains metaphors, in order to convey the
metaphysical meaning of the act of creation. Augustine
develops a new, fascinating view of metaphor, in which
metaphors are deemed necessary for understanding
metaphysical concepts, which cannot be explained in
literal terms. This surpasses the Aristotelian view of
metaphor, which was the view of metaphor in Augustine’s
time, and it also goes beyond allegorical interpretation,
which attempts to decode the divine message of Scripture.
Quaestiones in Heptateuchum is a relatively neglected
work, in which Augustine meticulously investigates
the historical narrative for its own sake. In addition,
he uses generalization, a form of literal interpretation,
to distil moral principles from the historical narrative.
Furthermore, he investigates the Old Testament laws, and
assesses which ones hold eternally.
Considering the scope of this study, this book might be
of interest to Augustinian scholars, as well as metaphor
theorists and exegetes.
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