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ABSTRACT

The thesis studies a number of associated iconographic motifs
and narrative Types featuring the stag in medieval literature and
art. After preliminary discussion of the methodological problems
involved in identifying and classifying motifs, archaeological
evidence is examined which suggests that the stag may have a totenmic
or symbolic function in early religions. The allegorisation of the

belief, found in classical zoology, that the stag prolongs its life

by eating snakes is shown to have had a rich development in
Patristic writings, Islamic sources, Bestiaries and encyclopaedias,

ecclesiastical art and Renaissance emblems. The legend of the
Oldest Animals also affirms the stag's longevity, and is associated
with concepts of universal time and dynastic history in folklore and
in texts from Hesiod to John Donne, The legend of Caesar's deer is

interpreted as a dynastic myth, associated with ideas of imperial

renovatio, and the version in which the deer is depicted as a winged

stag carried these into French royal heraldry and poems of political
prophecy, in which there are also traces of the stag as a symbol of
justice. The white hart which acts as a miraculous guide in saints!

legends and romances is shown to preserve traces of primitive

fertility and royalty symbolism. The continuity and transformational

variety of the various motifs and traditions is affirmed.
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Preface

This thesis had its origins some years ago in a footnote to
Thomas Hardy's Tess of the d!'Urbervilles (see Chapter Four). Since

then my guiding principle has been to follow this stag wherever it
led. The pursuit very quickly took me out of any territory in
which I could claim to have any prior authority or expertise, and

to keep up with my deer I have had, in the time I could spare from
teaching modern English literature, to familiarise myself with many
specialised areas of study. In attempting to find my bearings I
have drawn copiously on the generosity and advice of many
better-qualified scholars who have allowed their brains to be
picked. Their help has allowed me to avoid some errors and mistakes
of emphasis which would otherwise have gone undetected.

I can safely claim that m:ine before me has brought together
so much information on the lore and literature of the stag. Various
studies have approached aspects of this lore - the principal ones
are discussed in the Introduction which follows - and it has often
happened that I have hunted my deer in primary sources, only to find
that there were secondary writers who had been before me. I hunted
the legend of the Oldest Animals (Chapter Three) initially in
shameful ignorance of Eleanor Hull's article on the subject, and

some years later Sir Kenneth Blaxter wrote to confess that he had

pursued the same quarry in ignorance of my own published research.

We were, I think, delighted to discover how closely we had

corroborated each others! findings. Similarly I had already reached
tentative conclusions about the white harts of the Arthurian cycle

(Chapter Six) before realising how closely R.S. Loomis's writings on
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the Celtic sources tied together the contexts in which the stag
appeared., My notes and references to this chapter look as though
my primary debt is to Paton and Loomis. 1In a sense it is, but in
fact the chapter was substantially complete before I recognised
their importance to my argument,

I have to thank Professor Kenneth Varty for his unfailing
kindness and enthusiasm, and I have profited from correspondence or
discussion with Professor N.F. Blake, Sir Kenneth Blaxter,

Norma Chapman, Philippe Chapu of the Musée des Monuments Frangais,

Elisabeth Chirol and Jacqueline Delaporte of the Musée des
Antiquitées, Rouen, Professor I.F. Clarke, Professor Alan Deyermond,
Brian Dicks, Ursula Edge, Wilma George, Seton Gordon, Angus Kennedy,
Professor J. Laidlaw, Michael Loewe, John MacInnes, Lorn MacIntyre,
Venetia Newall, Knud Paludan of the Jagd- og Skovbrugsmuseet,
Hfrsholm, Roger Peers of the Dorset County Museum, Simon Ragless,
Professor Anne Ross, Professor Edward Schafer, Alastair Smith of

the National Gallery, London, Alastair Stewart, Professor Peter Walsh,

Walter Wegener, and Alwyne Wheeler of the British Museum, Natural

History.

I am grateful to the Librarian and staff of the Andersonian
Library of the University of Strathclyde for obtaining much
out-of -the-way material, to Glasgow University Library, the
Mitchell Library, Glasgow, the National Library of Scotland, the
British Library, Dr. W. Ryan of the Warburg Institute Library, the
Bodleian Library, particularly Mr., W.0. Hassall of the Department

of Western Manuscripts, and the Bibliothéque Nationale.



Introduction

Thus the study of the history of imagery is one of the main

problems common to all students of the humanities., Yet in our
ordinary university teaching it is of wvery little concern to

us and we have little or no opportunity to talk about its
general features, My own field is the histroy of art and I
shall therefore choose my examples from this field. But what
can be demonstrated here can be demonstrated in all other
fields: namely, that images with a meaning peculiar to their
own time and place, once created, have a magnetic power to
attract other ideas into their sphere: and that they can
suddenly be forgotten and remembered again after centuries of
oblivion., This is perhaps not quite obvious but it 1is
certainly no revolutionary observation. Few students have had
any inducement to think on these lines, and yet it seems to me
essential that we should do so in order to be systematic
historians.
These words of Fritz Saxl are probably the best introduction to the
aims and methodology of this thesis. The lecture, entitled
"Continuity and Variation in the Meaning of Images", was given at
Reading University in 1947, and went on to study briefly the

life-cycle of three images through the ages: the god or goddess
holding snakes aloft, the image of a man killing a bull, and the
winged angel. The lecture showed how each image became classic in a
characteristic form which, once fixed, was preserved, forgotten, and
subsequently revived, and also how each image was liable to variation.
Such concretion in a fixed form is largely what art historians mean
by iconography. At the same time Saxl examined the changing
ideological content of such images, Jjustifying the belief which he
shared with Aby Warburg that the study of images was a humane
discipline which offered some answer to the barbarism of Nazi

Germany. Through iconography we are led to an understanding not

1 Fritz Saxl, A Heritage of Images (Harmondsworth, 1970), p.l4.



only of the forms of earlier civilisations, but equally to an
understanding of their beliefs, their habits of thought, liberating
us from the tyranny of our own historical situation.

My aim in this thesis is to explore the continuity and
variation in a number of images of the stag in order to demonstrate
the transmission and concretion of formal characteristics, and to
penetrate, as far as possible, the motivating ideas on which they

are based and for which they become vehicles. My object is not

simply to facilitate the interpretation of particular works of art -

paintings, sculptures, or poems - though this should be a useful
by-product, but to propose the inherited image as an object of study
in its own right, having an existence independent of the particular
works in which it occurs. The distinction is, I suppose,
Saussurian, for the individual works are only the parole; the image
itself is part of the iconographic langue. Guy de Tervarent has
described iconography as "un langage perdu", and art historians have
long recognised that the visual arts periodically develop their own
iconographic voca‘bularies.2 If such vocabularies amount to a
language, the dialects which they use have at times been shared with
writers, theologians and the people at large. For this reason the
study of inherited symbols has never been the exclusive province of
the art historian, but has been approached from their own angles by
literary critics, anthropologists, psychologists and historians

generally. But because for each of these the study of images is

subservient to their own discipline it has seldom been undertaken

2 Attributs et symboles dans 1l'art profane, 1450-1600, dictionnaire

d'un langage perdu (Geneva, 1958).
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for its own sake in a way which would allow equal standing to the

artistic, anthropological, religious, political and literary uses of
the same image. The problem of any interdisciplinary approach is
that it must take account of the interpenetration of each of these
contexts, whilst recognising the special technical demands of each
discipline and each medium. Discussion of the literary uses of an
image demands some awareness of the disciplines -of literary

criticism, and should beware of discussing a painting as though it
were an anthropological document. It demands an awareness of the

history of ideas, but should not treat complex works of art merely
as documents to illustrate intellectual assumptions.,

The science of iconography distinguishes itself from art
history in that it is not concerned with questions of artistic value,
but is purely taxonomic or hermeneutic. On the one hand iconography
is the servant of art history, enabling us to identify the subject
of a work of art, to localise it and to date it in many instances.
But, as Louis Réau points out, it is more, since through it one can

illuminate the history of civilisation of human thought and

religious feeling. There is what Réau calls a 's€mantique iconique’:
"Rien de plus attachant que de suivre la naissance, la vie et la
mort des thémes iconographiques: car les images, qui sont une forme

5

du langage, vivent et meurent comme les mots.'"* The creation of a
systematic discipline of iconography was uniquely the product of
French scholarship in the nineteenth century. Indeed, it is hardly

an exaggeration to trace its origins to a single book, and a work of

3 Iconographie de l'art chrétien, 6 vols (Paris, 1955) I, p.9.



literature at that, Victor Hugo'!s Notre Dame de Paris in 1831.4

Hugot!s intuition that in the Middle Ages "men had no great thought
that they did not write down in stone" foreshadows the whole
archaeological effort of nineteenth-century France. The Romantic
reappraisal of French medieval architecture, its gfadual restoration,
preservation and systematic recording, began in the 1840's with the
establishment by Guizot of the Commission on Historical Monuments, and
was continued by Prosper Még“img and Viollet le Duc. The need for
accurate cataloguing and description of the monuments which so richly
decorate French churches of the Middle Ages quickly precipitated in
the methodical French mind a systematic discipline capable of
classifying decorative detail, of interpreting it and of identifying
by their attributes the prophets and saints who are depicted in
gothic statuary.

The foundation of the discipline is attributed to Adolphe-Napolébn
Didron, whose unfinished Iconographie chrétienne, histoire de Dieu
appeared in 1843 with a prefatory dedication to his friend
Victor Hugo. Didron perceived that the art of the cathedral was to
instruct on an encyclopaedic plan, and he saw in the Specula of the
Middle Ages the key to the iconographic organisation of a cathedral
such as Chartres; the cathedrals of. the thirteenth century were
encyclopaedias in stone. This perception was to dominate

iconographical thinking until well into the twentieth century. Didron

founded the Annales ArchéologigueS'with Charles Cahier, a militant

4 For the history of iconography as a discipline see Réau, op. cit.
I, pp. 12-26, also Harry Bober's Foreword to the new Bollingen

edition of Emile Mile, Religious Art in France: the Twelfth
Century (Princeton, 1978).
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Jesuit who with Arthur Martin was also responsible for the series of

Mélanges d'archéologge, d'histoire et de littérature. In 1856
Abbe Corblet founded the Revue de 1l'art chrétien and in 1877 wrote a

Vocabulaire de symboles et des attributs employfs dans 1'iconozravhie

>

chrétienne.” Much research on specific monuments and symbols was

contained in individual articles in these journals, but books dealing
with Christian symbolism in general began to appear, and the study
was no longer confined to French scholars,

In the twentieth century the field has been dominated by the
figure of Emile Mile, whose trilogy on French religious art in the
thirteenth, fourteenth and twelfth centuries appeared in that order
between 1898 and 1922.6 The earlier volumes wvindicated fully Didronts
'fiew of the encyclopaedic scope of a cathedral such as Chartres.
Mﬁlebrought a new rigour to the fanciful excesses of some of his
predecessors by insisting on documentary evidence to support the

interpretation of particular symbols. The symbolic meanings of

thirteenth-century sculptures are shown to derive their authority

from such codifications of medieval symbolic thought as Honorius of

Autun, Vincent de Beauvais or the Glossa Ordinaria. Whilst such
sources are adequate for the unified vision of High Gothic art,

however, an increasing awareness amongst modern scholars of Romanesque,

5 See Réau, I, p. 13, for details of these writers and I, pp. 21-26
for a bibliography of works on iconography in general to 1955.

6 Emile Male, L'art religieux du XIITe siecle:en France (Paris,
1898); L'art religieux de la fin du moyen 8ge en France (Paris,
1908}; L'art religieux du XITe siecle en France: Etude sur les

origines de l'iconographie du moyen &ge (Paris, 1922). The
English translation of the 1898 volume is familiar to English
" readers in several editions under the title The Gothic Image.,
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Byzantine and paleo-Christian art led Mile in his final volume to
recognise the more eclectic sources of medieval symbolism. In the
twelfth century no single Speculum will do as a summary of the
medieval world-picture, and no simple transposition from Speculum to
architecture is adequate. The origins of early-medieval symbolism -
and particularly animal symbolism - have to be sought in such
esoteric sources as Arab textiles, Armenian manuscripts, and
Near-Eastern cylinder seals.

In Mile's later work this extension of iconography from being
merely a codification of High Gothic art to a wider exploration of
the concretion and transmission of artistic symbols goes hand-in-hand
with the development generally of iconographic study in the twentieth
century. In this development the work of art historians has been
complemented by the thinking of anthropologists and historians of
religion. The work of.Mircea.ﬁiiade'will perhaps stand as
representative of the latter school.7 According to Eliade symbolic
thinking, as it is manifested in religious iconography and in art and
literature, is a fundamental and universal aspect of human nature and
culture. "The symbol reveals certain aspects of reality - the deepest
asbects - which defy any other means of knowledge. Images, symbols
and myths are not irresponsible creations of the psyche; they respond
to a need and fulfil a function, that of bringing to light the most

hidden modalities of being4"8 Alongside homo erectus, tool-making

man, and homo ludens we must now set homo symbolicus, man the maker

7 See particularly A History of Religious Ideas (London, 1979);
Images and Symbols (London, 1961 ).

8 Images and Symbols p. 12.
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of symbolic images.

fliade assumes that man lives by images, and he has explored a
number of those images; the lost paradise; the world centre; the
eternal return; which seem to be universal in all times and all
cultures. One does not need to seek the sources of such myths in any
single culture, or trace their diffusion thence into others. Such
images are, we say, archetypal. Most of the images which have this
degree of universality have also a degree of generality (though their
structure may be quite complex) - images of the sun, moon, earth, sky
ahd the primordial tree. In my view it is doubtful whether the image
of the stag has this degree of universality, and the evidence for it
as an archetypal symbol remains, finally, unconvincing, though the
case 1s not closed. As a symbol of time or longevity the stag image
almost reaches the level of universality which, I suppose, would
Justify an archetypal status, with examples ranging from Celtic Europe
to China, but I think it is true to say that none of the examples I
have discovered occurs in a culture which has not been open to
diffusionist influence from other cultures in which the stag is found
as a symbol of time. The question of universality is vexed in this
case by the variety of species. Though our examples occasionally
include the unantlered hind or doe, it is the nobly-antlered stag

that in the temperate climes of Eurasia annually renews its horns
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9

which is our fundamental image.” If we were to look for a stag

archetype in Africa or South America, we should be looking at an
essentially different animal. Even so we shall occasionally have to

recognise other Eurasian subspecies -~ the reindeer or the antelope -
to which our symbolism has adhered.

To say that the stag is probably not an archetypal symbol 1in
the sense understood by f‘:liade, however, is not to say that it has
not functioned as a symbol in "primitive" religions, or that it has
not been associated with the types of primordial symbolism which are
characteristic of religious thought. On the contrary, as we shall
see in our first chapter, early stag symbolism is most plausibly
interpreted in the light of totemistic, shamanistic, seasonal and
solstitial symbolisms of early societies. The stag certainly figures
in the hunting mythologies of Palaeolithic man, as it does in the
fertility symbolism of neolithic farming cultures. The annual

renewal of its antlers is the most probable explanation for its early

10

association with ideas of seasonal renewal, Its transition to a

9 The red deer, cervus elaphus, is the most widespread species of
European deer. The fallow deer, cervus dama, common from prehistoric
times in southern Europe, was probably introduced to Britain by the
Romans. It is usually impossible to tell which species is intended
in early representations, though there is a difference between the
tined antlers of the red and the palmate antlers of the fallow deer.
A stippled pattern may indicate the fallow, though there are wide
variations, seasonal and other, in the colour and markings of deer.
The other European species is the roe, cervus capreolus. In matters
of terminology it is correct to speak of antlers rather than horns;
the male and female of the red deer are designated stag (or hart) and
hind, of the fallow and roe deer buck and doe. The Latin for roe
deer, caprea, was liable to confusion with caper, capra, goat.

10 The suggestion has been made by Marija Gimbutas, The Gods and
Goddesses of Old Europe (London, 1974), p. 171.
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symbol of time and longevity would seem to be a natural extension of
this. There is no.way of either proving or disproving such hypotheses,
however, and they recommend themselves solely on the basis of their
plausibility. It is certainly true that, throughout the various

traditions we shall be examining, the idea of renewal remains the

most constant symbolism underlying the stag image, whether it is the
baptismal renewal of the Christian neophyte, the psychopomp which
translates the soul to the next world, or the medieval renovatio of
empire.

Analogies between the study of iconography and various theories
of language are suggestive. The continuity and variation of images
inevitably suggests a diachronic approach, but their development is
not merely linear, since related images coexist at any particular
period. They have, so to speak, a horizontal as well as a vertical
structure; they have a semiology as well as an etymology. The
process of transformation can be as much influenced by the structure
of contingent images as by any changes in Weltanschauung or artistic
mode. This is demonstrably the case with various images of the stag,
where, for instance, the formula of the Oldest Animals 1is
occasionally picked up by other traditions of the long-lived stag,
including the legend of Caesar's deer. It ought to be possible,
therefore, to write not simply the history of a particular motif,
but something approaching a transformational grammar of the
associated symbols. This claim may be unduly ambitious, but it has
at least some heuristic advantages in explaining the problems of
classification which we run into in most of the orthodox dictionaries

of artistic symbols. The problems of classification of animal motifs
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in such dictionaries are difficult to solve because of the
transformational fluidity of particular motifs. None of the
dictionaries I have seen arrives at a common system of classification
for the different iconographic traditions in which the stag figures.
CGuy de Tervarent (1958), for instance, finds the following types of
the stag in fifteenth-century secular art: attribute of Dianaj;
attribute of Prudence;. gexual ardour; promptitude; melancholy;
attribute of hearing; attribute of lyric poetry; attribute of Cybele,

of Eve and oinstory.ll

Whilst a case may be made out for all of
these, it 18 notable that a different emphasis could be put on
several of them which would support a quite different scheme. Ior
jnstance de Tervarent finds the attribute of promptness of action in

the winged stag on the basis of the sixteenth-century motto, cursum

intendimus alis, which Paulo Giovio in the sixteenth century attaches

to the heraldic badge of the Connétable de Bourbon.12

Though the
fame of Giovio's catalogue of imprese will support de Tervarent's
interpretation for later sixteenth-century artists, it has no
authority at an earlier date, and it is possible, as 1 argue later,
to see the esseﬁtial significance of the winged stag in a quite
different light. The truth is that the symbolism of received motifs
is much more flexible, closer to transformational grammar than to the
fixed meanings which such iconographic dictionaries suppose. The

very identity of a motif is likely to change, depending on the

particular aspect of its received iconography one chooses to siress.

11 De Tervarent, col. 65-69,

12 ibid. col. 67.
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Charbonneau-Lassay's taxonomy (1940) of Christian stag symbolism
distinguishes the following motifs: emblem of Christ'!s battle with
evil (the stag vanquishes the serpent); the stag as symbol of light;:
the stag as object of a marvellous quest (St Eustace); emblem of
abundance (Cernunnos); emblem of the apostles; emblem of the Christian
soul thirsting for divine grace; symbol of longevity; eucharistic
emblem; Christian soul pursued by the hounds of earthly sin (in a
local tradition of Merovingian terra-cotta plates); as the faithful
soul .13 A different scheme emerges, however, if, instead of
classifying symbolic meanings one distinguishes symbolic attributes.
This is Marcelle Thiébaux's approach (1974) as she confidently
distinguishes five iconographic types: the thirsting stag, the
serpent-slaying stag, the nobly antlered stag, the harried stag and
the transpierced :stag.14 Several of these five types go back to the
classical accounts of the serpent-eating stag and are differentiated
only by the particulaf aspect of that traditional combat which they
happen to emphasise.,

The variety of these schemes of classification is to some

extent attributable to the fact that each takes different types of
source or confines itself to a particular period. We should not
expect perhaps to find the same set of symbolic motives in
fifteenth-century paintings that we find in medieval narrative
literature. But we may be excused from suspecting that there 1is

evidence of some wider taxonomic confusion. Perhaps we should limit

13 L. Charbonneau-Lassay, Le bestiaire du Christ (Milan, 1940),
Pp- 241-2640

14 Marcelle Thiébaux, The Stag of Love (New York, 1974), pp. 40-41.
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the definition of iconographic motives to instances where a few

clearly-identifiable objects show indisputable signs of influence.
Merovingian terra-cotta plates, showing a stag fleeing a group of

hounds towards a crucifix, clearly form a single iconographic type
(Plate 1). Thirteenth-century capitals showing a stag confronting a
centaur, which are found in a number of French churches, are equally
clearly-defined (Plate 2). late-fifteenth-and sixteenth-century
pictures of the stag as a symbol of earthly life or the lover of
secular poetry being pursued by hounds named "Desire", "Thought'" or
"Disdain', form a distinct group, not obviously influenced by orx
cognate with the lMerovingian plates, which one might otherwise
classify with them under the heading of the hunted stag (Plate 3).15
Though there is much to be said for this narrowness, however, it
evades, rather than solves some of the more interesting problems.
The confronting stag and centaur, for example, though it is an

identifiable motif in its own right, cannot be entirely divorced from

monuments in which each animal is featured separately; it draws on
the received symbolism of both stag and centaur, and it is difficult

to belijeve that it can be adequately understood without looking at

15 E. Picot, "Le cerf allegorlque dans les tapisseries et les
mlnlatures", Bulletin de la société francaise de reproductions de
manuscripts a peintures 219135, pp. 57-67, studies examples of this
iconographic type. Plate 3 shows an example from Fregoso'!s poem

La Cerva Bianca (1525); the lover is pursued by the hounds Desio and
Pensier. This allegorlcal love chase has its literary equivalents,
which are studied by Thiébaux, op. cit. pp. 144-246. These include
the anonymous thirteenth-century Li dis dou cerf amoureus; lLe dit du
cerf blanc, attributed to Machaut; Jean Acart de Hesdin's L'amoureuse
prise; and Hadamar von Laber's Jagd and its successors. For details
of these, see Bibliography. In Shakespearet!s Twelfth Night Orsino
confesses on first beholding Olivia, "That instant was I turned into
a hart/And my desires, like fell and cruel hounds,/E'er since pursue
me" (1,1.,21-23), The image is a speaking picture which readily calls
Fregoso's frontispiece to mind.
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other confronting animals of different species which are found on
Gothic capitals. Indeed "confronting animals" exist as an iconographic
pattern with a long and interesting history quite independent of any
individual species.16

Of previous studies of the iconography of the stag there are two
or three which are sufficiently wide~ranging to deserve preliminary
discussion, particularly since we shall want to refer to them from
time to time in the ensuing discussion. All iconographic studies
proceed by assembling as many documents as possible, putting them
side-by-side, and seeing if they will stand up, rather like a
children's zoo. The value of a study may thus be quite independent
of its general theory or hermeneutic argument, resting instead on the
sheer plenitude of the sources it is able industriously to unearth.
Criticism of the theoretical basis or interpretive thesis of my
predecessors in the study of eervine symbolism does not, therefore,
dimish my indebtedness to their labours, or undermine the continuing

value of their research.

Félicie d'Ayzac's two long articles on the symbolism of the

stag, subtitled "Etude de zoologie mystique et monumentale au moyen

age", appeared in the Revue de l'art chrétien in the 1860'8.17 They

16 See e.g. MAle, Gothic Image (New York, 1972) p. 346. The stag
and centaur on the Porte Rouge of Notre-Dame have been discussed by
Jean Bayet, "Le symbolisme du cerf et du centaur a& la Porte Rouge de

Notre-Dame de Paris", Revue Archéologique, 44, pp. 21-68. This

contains a useful resumé of cervine iconography. Other examples are

to be found at Saint-Aignan, Saint-Parize le Chatel, Saint-Gilles-du-Gard,
and Melle, Sévres See Plate 2 ., See V.H. Debidour, Le bestiaire

sculpté au moyen 8ge (Paris, 1961), pl. 289, p. 207.
17 Revue de l'lart chrétien, lst ser., 8 (1864), pp. 541-55T7, 568-594.
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/
were intended to form part of the Traite de Symbolique which remained

unfinished at the end of her life. Mme dl'Ayzac had the misfortune to
be savaged by Emile Mile, and her reputation has never recovered.

She is singled out as chief among those of his predecessors who are
found guilty of inventing fanciful symbolic meanings for what were
purely decorative details in gothic sculpture: "True symbolism holds
too large a place in medieval art to make it necessary to look for it

where it does not exist," he urges, and dismisses Mme d'Ayzac's work

as "ingenious but sterile".l8

Such criticisms are largely irrelevant
however to her two articles on the stag, which are not, as it happens,
concerned with church sculpture at all, but rather with the texts
from patristic writings on which she was an authority. ZEarly fathers
and medieval theologians take the classical description of the stag

that preserves its life by eating snakes as the basis of a variety of

ingenious allegorisations. Mme d'Ayzac'!s articles show admirably not
only the primary allegorical traditions but also the variety and
inventiveness of individual writers. For instance alongside the

common anagogical identification of the stag with Christ, for which

there is evidence from the catacombs onwards, there is a particular
variant, found in a single manuscript, in which the stag which drives
out serpents by the breath of its nostrils is compared to Christ

driving out the demon Legio in the episode of the Gadarene swine.19
Other writers Jjustify the general anagogical symbolism in different

ways, for instance by playing on the homonymy of cervus and sexrvus

18 Gothic Image, p. 5l.
19 d'Ayzac, pp. 549-551.
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the latter epithet for Christ derived from Philippians, 2.7. Thig

pun justifies Philippe de Vitry's allegorisation of the myth of
Actaeon in the Ovide Moralisé s in which Actaeon is identified with

Christ, who was both serf and cerf. Actaeon, who saw Diana bathing

naked, was changed into a stag. and devoured by his own hounds,
symbolises Christ; the hounds are the Jews who persecuted him, and
the naked Diana, somewhat unexpectedly (but anything is possible for
a writer who is determined to find Christian mysteries in pagan myths )
turns out to be the naked godhead, which cannot be seen without a
veil.zo In 1ts allegorical interpretation the stag could symbolise
the apostles, for a variety of reasons, some of which depend on the
allegorical ingenuity of the individual writer, others of which
concrete into a glossatorial topos. Among the latter is the fact that
in Genesis, 49.21, one of the twelve sons of Jacob, called Naphtali,
is compared to "a hind let loose, who preaches goodly words'". Other

1conographic traditions, which influenced the visual arts, describe

the thirsting stag drinking at the fountains of pure doctrine, or
21

fleeing to the high hills, whence cometh our help.
The richness of these variants casts some doubt on Emile MAle's
view that owing to the imitativeness of medieval writers . a single

-source will usually tell us all we need to know about a particular

topic. His confident assertion that "it was almost entirely through

20 ibid., pp. 554-556. The improbable allegorisation of the Actaeon
myth does not seem to have had much of a following, though I believe

it will account for the miniature in a late-fifteenth century Book of
Hours from Amiens in the Bodleian Library which depicts a stag with a
crudely-drawn wing, and the name ACTEON. MS Douce 152, fol. T3v.

21 ibid. p. 569.
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Honorious of Autun that the teaching of the Bestiaries reached the
medieval clergy" is questionable.22 The current version of this

attitude, that one need seldom look further than Vincent de Beauvais

to discover what the Middle Ages believed about the natural world,
is convenient but dangerous. Like any other period of history, the
Middle Ages developed by a combination of tradition and innovation,
authority and dissent, and its artistic éodes are a mixture of
imitation and invention, received topoi and individual conceits.
These, after all, are the conditions of artistic creativity in any

*

period.
Medieval religious symbolism as expounded in Patristic writings

is also the subject of Herbert Kolb's 1971 study of the stag that

25

eats snakes, Kolb writes as a Germanist, and takes as his starting

point a rather minor commentary on the Psalms by Notker of St Gall.
Notker's commentary on Psalm 41 explains that the stag that eats
snakes and hurries to the water signifies the Christian who has
swallowed the venom of sin and hastens to refresh himself at the fount
of Christ, the fons refectionis. Kolb notes the principal sources
for this association of holy writ with ancient natural history in
psalm commentaries from Augustine onwards, and he traces the parallel
transmission of the same belief in the encyclopaedists, from lIsidore
of Seville to Hrabanus Maurus and Vincent de Beauvais. He goes on to

examine the ways in which techniques of exegesis which had been

applied to the Bible were brought to bear on the allegorical

22 Gothic Image, p. 45.

23 "Der Hirsch, der Schlangen frisst', in Medievalia litleraria:

Helmut de Boor Festschr., edited by rsub Hennig and Herbert Kolb iMunich,
1971), pp. 583-610.
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interpretation of nature, giving us a mystica descriptio natura cervi.

Twelfth-century writers propose that nature might serve as a text
book of moral instruction for the illiterate, who could not read the

lingua sacra of Latin. Thus Hugo von Fouilley's twelfth-century

tract On animals and various things is addressed ad aedificationem
illiterati. Kolb'!s study is useful in clarifying the beliefs and
habits of thought underlying medieval iconography, particularly the
allegorical reading of nature which is nowhere better illustrated

than in the lore of the stag, but he is less successful in vindicating
his belief in the importance of viewing medieval literature in the

light of a comprehensive review of particular themes, for his own

review is less than ideally comprehensive, and needs to be amplified
by a number of sources which he ignores.24 It is rather surprising
that he nowhere mentions the popular medieval Bestiaries, which
provide a fertile fund of sources for the serpent-eating stag,
preserving the essential traditions and commonly alluding to Psalm 41,
whilst frequently varying allegorical emphasis in a variety of ways.
He does not mention Felicie d'Ayzac!s articles on the same subject,
nor does he discuss the use of the motif as it is found portrayed on
ecclesiastical monuments, or in the literature and art of the East.
Comprehensiveness is an ideal more easily aspired to than achieved,

Whilst F€licie d'Ayzac and Herbert Kolb explore the symbolic
traditions which the stag image developed in medieval exegetic texts,
a quite different range of symbolic motifs is uncovered by two

scholars who have written independently on the stag in medieval

24 ibid-, P- 589'
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secular and vernacular literature. Carl Pschmadt and more recently
oergio Cigada have examined the range of narrative motifs in which the
stag plays a role in medieval folktales, legends and roma.nces.25
The classification of narrative motifs, which has been notably

advanced in our own day by the work of Stith Thompson, throws up many
of the same taxonomic problems which we have recognised in iconographic
studies of the fine arts. A similar fluidity imperils the definition
of narrative Types to that which affects iconographic motifs.

Indeed, throughout this thesis we shall be studying the periodic
concretion, diffusion and interaction of narrative Types,
iconographic motifs and rhetorical topoi. If something of the
complexity of this process can be demonstrated, then it may not be
unduly immodest to claim that the interest of our study extends
beyond anything it can reveal about the particular images of the stag
which are our immediate subject.

Carl Pschmadt's doctoral dissertation of 1911 identifies in its

title a single folktale Type to which all the narrative variants he
discusses are related. Die Sage von der verfolgten Hinde traces the
evolution of narrative motifs, in which the deer is characteristically
pursued by an earthly hunter across water, back to a hypothetical
primitive Indo-European solar myth. Pschmadt'!s method is strongly
influenced not only by nineteenth-century theories of comparative

mythology but also by the techniques of philological analysis which

25 Carl Pschmadt, Die Sage von der verfolgten Hinde (Greifswald,
1911); Sergio Cigada, "La leggenda medievale del Cervo Bianco", Atti

della Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei (Memorie Classe di scienze,

morale, storiche e filologiche), Ser. 8, vol., XII (1965), pp. 1~-120.
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are associated with the name of Max Miller. In support of the solar
hypothesis the etymological association between Semitic word for

light, garan, and the word for deer, geren (cf. lat. cornu, ir. cornm,

thus Cernunnos, "the horned one"), is adduced to support his thesis

that the Ceryneian hind which Hercules hunts across the river Keladon
is based on an archetype in which the siderial/hoon.hind is hunted
across the sky by the sun stag;26 Pschmadt sets great stress on the
detail of the golden horns of the deer which some versions mention,
urging that they ought to have a mythic meaning and are not mere
poetic licence. Hebrew and Arabic texts speak of the hind as a symbol
of light, and there is further evidence quite independent of the
etymological arguments Pschmadt brings forward that the stag
functioned in several early cultures as a sun.symbol.27 In the Middle
Ages this primitive or Indo-European archetype issued in two main
folktale patterns. The first of these is comprehended by a group of
tribal migration legends in which the deer leads hunters across or

into a lake or water, typical of which is a tale in Procopius.28 The

second comprehends the Hindenfeesage proper, the folktale of the deer

which is really a fairy woman who enchants the hero away from his
companions. Various subtypes of this narrative type are distinguished.
The St Eustace legend is identified as a type of the Hindenfeesage

on the grounds that in both the hero is separated from his companions.
'Wémay'wonder'whethef this detail is not incidental rather than

essential, however. Pschmadt acknowledges that in the St Eustace

26 PSChmadt, Pe 23"

27 See p. 30 below.

28 Pschmadt, p. 31. The Procopius tale is discussed below, p. 39.
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legend the element of enchantment is lacking, and he recognises that
the'vision‘of the stag has been contaminated by the received
Christién symbolism in which the stag represents Christ, as we know
from the iconography of the serpent-eating stag. The corrupting
influence of this rival tradition will account, Pschmadt believes,

for the fact that in the St Eustace legend the animal is unambiguously

identified as an antlered male stag.29 Plausible though this is, it

seems to betray the weakness of Pschmadt!s approach. He is committed
to stress that the deer is female for the not very good reason that

he wishes to take the Hindenfee Type, in which the deer is identified

with a fairy maiden, as normative. The truth is, however, that,
whereas there is a more-or-less distinct Type in which the deer is
assocliated with a maiden, fairy or otherwise, in a great many of the
medieval romances the deer is clearly a stag, identified by its
antlers. The classical legend of the Ceryneian hind is, in fact,
rather exceptional in attributing, against all zoological evidence,
antlers to the female deer. Pschmadt's thesis, erudite and suggestive

though it often is, runs up against the danger which confronts all

attempts to construct 8 hypothetical -archetype for the miscellaneous
varieties of a particular tale. Like those words which philologists
change, even though there is no written record of their existence,
Pschmadt's *Hindenfeesage ought always to be thus preceded by an
asterisk.,

Much the same is true of Sergio Cigada's '"leggenda medievale

del Cervo Bianco" (1965), for just as Pschmadt's title singles out

the definitive sex of the female deer as essential to the narrative

29  ibid. p. 33.
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Type, so for Cigada it is the colour of the deer which is definitive.

Cigada takes as his starting point the Arthurian romances featuring

a white stag, and he attempts to draw some general conclusions about
the transmission of Arthurian narrative material from the evolutionary
patterns suggested by the handling in various texts of this detail.
His argument is that the legend of the white stag does not go back,

as Loomis argued, to some lost Celtic source, but developed in
parallel from various sources and in several distinct traditions.

He shows that the earliest White Hart episode in Arthurian romance is
not antedated by any known Celtic source, and that many of the later
Celtic uses of the White Stag are manifestly indebted to French

30

sources, rather than to any autochthonous, primitive Celtic archetype.

The fact that the White Stag appears as a miraculous guide in
Carolingian epics long before it makes its appearance in the Arthurian
cycle, and that stag guides appear as early as the sixth century in
Gregory of Tours and Jordanus also argues against assuming a unique
Celtic source for the motif.

It should be clear, however, that the arbitrary selection of a
particular detail as the definitive aspect of a symbolic motif can be
highly misleading, suggesting analogies between essentially different
motifs. Cigada's title indicates that he assumes that there is a
single legend of the White Stag in the Middle Ages for which the

attribute of whiteness is definitive. Despite his unquestionable

success in showing a common symbolism underlying a large number of

30 The transformations of this material will be discussed in greater
detail in Chapter 5ix.
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Arthurian romances it becomes clear even from within his own sources
that there is not one legend here by several. When one adds to his
impressive list from French literature a large number of white stags
from very different traditions which he does not mention, it becomes
clear that what is at stake is not a single narrative Type or motif
but a variety of literary and iconographic iraditions, taking in not
just French romances, but folktales, saints' legends, and heraldic
symbols, which have probably influenced each other. The shared
iconography of the symbol depends, in fact, on a variety of attributes
whose metamorphosis in particular texts is seldom predictable. The
pattern which emerges depends, like the pattern in T.S. Eliot's
carpet, very largely on one's point of view, or on the iconographic
detail which one chooses to emphasise.31 Even Marcelle Thiébaux's
"Stag of Love" is less a literary Type than a lossely-defined species,
containing many sub-species, not to mention hybrids and lusus naturae.
This initial review of some of the most noteworthy literature

on our subject may have served to suggest what seem to me to be the
main methodological problems of a study of images. As I see it these
are largely problems of identification and classification. The
identity of a symbol depends very largely on which of its attributes
one chooses to select, and despite occasional fixities, it is always

likely to change. My chapter headings select the attributes which I

31 To be fair Cigada seems to acknowledge this, p. 29, where he
recognises that the White Stag may be less '"una entita autonoma"
than "una tessera di mosaico favolosa che pui collegarsi ad altre
particolari immagini, pure autonome, per costruire (a seconda della
fantasia e della capacita di uno scrittore) una completa sequenza
narrative".
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choose to emphasise in order to suggest a certain relationship between
various documents, but very often different groupings and relation-
ships will suggest themselves between the same material, A premature
synthesis based on an unrepresentative selection of material is an
ever-present danger, though it is one which can never be wholly
overcome if only because surviving sources and documents are only a
part of what must originally have existed. The further one goes back
the tru;r this is, the more tentative must be the putative connections
between similar images, and the more often we must have recourse to

the hypothetical asterisk.



CHAPTER ONE

Origins

The first paintings of deer are among the earliest examples of
human art (Plate 4). They date from pre-pastoral cultures when man
was still a hunter, and no doubt the art of the Lascaux caves
reflects the life of a society which depended for its survival on its
hunting skills.l It is commonly assumed that these exquisitely
painted animals served some ritual or totemic function, that they

would be thought to bring success to the hunter or power over the

hunted animal on which life depended. What we see on the cave walls

at Lascaux is the impression made on men by herds of migrating
animals, including cattle, horses, ibex and bison as well as deer.
The Valley of the Vézére was probably the thoroughfare for immense
reindeer herds migrating in spring towards the pasture lands of
Auvergne. The herds might be ambushed or driven over a cliff, as in
the cave painting from Valltorta in Spain (Plate 5). What never
ceases to amaze us about these paintings at Lascaux is their
liveliness; there is nothing stylised about these animals; they seem
as if drawn from life. In this they are very uncharacteristic of
most primitive art, indeed the usual connotations of the word

'primitive! make it quite inappropriate for art of such subtlety and

refinement.

1 For a critical bibliography of scholarship on prehistoric rock art
see Mircea Eliade, A History of Religious Ideas, vol. 1l: From the

Stone Age to the Eleusinian Mysteries, translated by Willard Trask
iLondon, 19795, pp. 380-382,
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None of the cave art found elsewhere in southern France can
compare for splendour or interest with the Lascaux paintings. The
Grotte des Trois Freres near Ariége is its closest rival but it
belongs to a different age and a different world. ILascaux is

Aurignacian, twenty or even thirty thousand years B.C.; the Grotte

des Trois Fréres is some ten to fifteen thousand years later in the
period known as Magdalenian. ILascaux man is not much removed from
Neanderthal manj Magdalenian man is homo sapiens. Lascaux art 1s
notable for the virtual absence of human figures, but in the
engravings of the Grotte des Trois FrEres it is clear that the
animals relate to a more developed cult in which there are not only
naturalistically portrayed animals, as at Lascaux, but humanoid
figures dressed up in animal masks. The engravings are jumbled,
superimposed and impossible to make out from a photograph, difficult
even with the naked eye, and it is usual to rely on the careful
drawings made by the pioneering investigator, Abbe Breuil. These
reveal two humanoid figures including a bison-headed, ithyphallic
man who is springing or dancing and possibly playing on a bow. The
other figure is known as the Sorcerer and he is antlered (Plate 6).
He is the cave's only painted figure, isolated from the other
engravings high up on a rock so that he seems to preside over all
the other beasts, a Master of the Animals, Attempts to interpret his
significance must be pure conjecture; we cannot know whether he is a
sorcerer, a shaman, a god or a man, or even whether such concepts
and distinctions were available to the society which produced him.
But unlike the lifelike animals of lLascaux, he and his confrére are

products not of observation, but of imagination. Only a culture
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which is capable of concepts, capable of abstracting various attributes
of animals and men and recombining them into new and hybrid forms is

capable of such art. And whatever our scepticism we ought to admit

that it may not be pure coincidence that this antlered figure seems
to be a prototype of various antlered deities in the prehistoric
period in the West. Abbé Breuil's interpretation is still worthy of
note: "He is the ﬁost important figure in the cave ... which we Jjudge
to represent the Spirit ruling over the abundance of game and the

hunt's success .

It is only in the latest stage of prehistory with the art of
the Bronze Age, when European societies had developed a pastoral
culture, that it becomes possible to argue that the stag figure came
to have any special totemic or ritual significance, in the last
millennium B.C., and then the proliferation of stag motifs in a
variety of cultures is such that it has led some scholars to generalise
the idea of a prehistoric deer-cult, and even to use the apparent
diffusion of stag motifs as evidence of tribal migration or cultural
influence.3 Pastoral cultures, it is thought, are anxious about the
fertility of their crops, the continuity of the tribe and the processes
of death and regeneration. Anthropology suggests that these processes

are often not held as discrete. It seems plausible to suggest that

2 OSee Georges Bataille, Prehistoric Painting: Lascaux or the Birth
of Art (Lausanne, 1955), p. 120.

3 J.G. McKay, "The Deer-cult and the Deer-goddess cult of the ancient

Caledonians", Folklore, 43 (1932), pp. 144-174. Josef Weisweiler,
"Vorindogermanische Schichten der irischen Heldensage', Zeitschrift

fur celtische Fhilologie, 24 (1953), pp. 10-55, 165-197.
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in the annual renewal of the stag's horns early pastoral societies

found a symbol for this overriding preoccupation. And if this is
the case we shall see how much of the later symbolism of the stag
which has been preserved and developed in historical times has not
entirely lost touch with such a primitive root meaning, for the stag
remains predominantly a token of prosperity, immortality and renewal
whether as a psychopomp in the funerary art of the Romans, a symbol
of baptismal regeneration to the early Christians or of imperial

renovatio for the medieval kings.

In Anatolia about 2,500 B.C. a civilisation flourished which
buried its kings in grave-mounds or Huyuks containing metal sun-discs,
weapons and figures of bulls and stags. These tombs contain
ornamenis called standards, because they were probably mounted at the
end of a pole for use in funeral processions (Plate 7). We find in
these artefacts a developed iconography which includes abstract
irradiating, intersecting and swastika-like patterns which Hamit Kosay
interprets plausibly as sun symbols. We find a stag in one instance
inside the spiral disc where Kc;say finds that the stag undoubtedly
represents the sun, and in another disc two fawns and a stag with
sun-like antlers., In a final plate the solar disc has vanished "to
be replaced exclusively by the totemic animal", as Kosay says.

Fragmentary recollections of this use in a very early culture of the
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stag as a sun symbol are founl in later times and at various places.
It is not in Anatolia, howéver,‘but in the art of the northern

nomads'which.floufished.from.about 1000 B.C. until the beginning of

the Christian era from Mongolia across the Russian Steppes to the

Baltic that we should look to find the prehistoric sources of the
stag motif. Highly conventional in its iconographic vocabulary the
Scythian animal style influenced the art of the migration period at

the beginning of our era and thus provides a basis for considering

collectively the animal motifs and to some extent the animal legends
of such deverse peoples as the Celts, the Avars and the Vikings,
though these cultures were open to a variety of other influences,

of course, particularly Oriental and classical. Although Scythian
animal style includes other animals such as the boar, the bear, the

ibex, the goat and an indeterminate feline species, it is the stag

4 Much of the evidence for the stag as a solar symbol was assembled
by Carl Pschmadt. We might add the eleventh-century Icelandic
"Song of the Sun": "I saw the sun-stag travelling southj iwo men
bridled his bridle; his feet were still held by the ground, but his
antlers stretched to the sky" (trans. C.V. Pilcher, 1950, verse 55)
According to Alfred Salmony the Chinese Shang symbols for the word
deer include the character for fire and sun, Antler and Tongue: An
Essay on Ancient Chinese Symbolism, Artibus Asiae ZAscona, 19545
p. 19. The Hungarian scholar Sebastian Gyula records a myth of a
miraculous stag which comes down from the clouds in a path of light,
carrying the sun on its forehead, and the moon on jts sides. On
earth it haunts rivers and lakes, and tells earthly hunters that it
is a celestial envoy. I have not been able to examine Gyula's sources
for this myth, which appears to have analogues in the foundation
legend recorded by Procopius (8.6) and the legend of Hunor and Mogor,
who follow a mysterious deer. A. AM1foldi believes that there is a
connection between the stag legends of prehistoric central Asia and
the culture of Anatolia. H.Z. Kosay, "Disques solaires d'Alaya-Hoyuk",
Annual of the British School at Athens, 37 (1936-37), pp. 16-165;
H.Z. Kosay, Les Fouilles d'Alaca Hoyuk (Ankara, 19515, p. 186n cites
Gyula, Regos .Enekek (Ankara, n.d.), p. 1186 (not seen) and
%ndras Alfoldi in Cambridge Ancient History, vol. 12, ed. J.B. Bury
1939).
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figure which predominates, and does so in a highly characteristic
posture. The crouching stag, with its legs carefully folded beneath

its belly, its outstretched head, and timorously staring eye, is

undoubtedly vigorous and suggestive, and yet utterly typical and
formalised (Plate 8). This particular stag attitude is reduplicated
over a period of more than six hundred years from as far apart as
Mongolia and Crimea. Variations on this characteristic pose are

also found in which the stag may be either half standing, his hind
legs folded, and fore legs extended, as though caught in the act of
scrambling to his feet, or else wholly standing. Another type shows
the head reverted, but all of these variant attitudes form particular
iconographic types, illustrated by more than one example, and there |

are very few Scythian stags which do not conform to an established

type.5

Archaeological finds provide evidence for a plausible guess as
to the functions of stags in Scythian culture. Modern excavations
have confirmed the essential accuracy of Herodotus'!s account of

their funeral customs. After a long procession from tribe to tribe
the embalmed body of the chief was interred in a tomb round which

numerous horses were sacrificed.

They take out their entrails, clean them, fill them with
chaff and sew them up. Then they put half the rim of a
wheel with the hollow side upwards on two stakes, and the
other half-rim on two others, fixing many such frames, drive
stout stakes lengthwise through the horses to their necks

5 See E,H. Minns, "The Art of the Northern Nomads", Proceedings of
the British Academy, 27 (1942), pp. 47-99; Gregory Borovka,
Scythian Art, trans. V.G. Childe (New York, 1928); N.L. Tchlenova,
"Le cerf scythe", Artibus Asiae, 26 (1963), pp. 27-65, plates I-V.
Tchlenova's plates show clearly the range of attitudes which the
stag assumes in Scythian art.




32
and hoist them onto the rims. The front rims support the
horses! shoulders and the rear ones their thighs and bellies,
while both pairs of legs hang free, They put reins and 6
bridles on the horses, draw them forward and tie them to pegs.

A tomb discovered in the Altail mountains at Pazyryk had its contents

marvellously preserved by refrigeration. The horses in it were

wearing reindeer saddles and masks of felt and leather representing

reindeer (Plate9). It seems that there at least the antlered deer
was concelved as the appropriate mode of transport for the dead chief

to the other world. The fact that many of the stag figures in wood

or metal found in Scythian tombs have been identified as pole-terminals
also fits in with this funerary significance, for such poles are
assoclated exclusively with burial -sites, and must have formed part

of the impedimenta of the funeral procession. Borovka (1928) noted
that a distinct variant showed the stag not as crouching, but with

the legs hanging down (Plate 10). I say 'hanging down' advisedly since
the hoofs are not shown flat on the ground, but pointing downwards

as 1f the stag were "suspended in air" - Borovka's expression.7 Is

it not Herodotus who explains this detail in the words "both pairs of
legs hang free"? If this correspondence is significant we should
conclude that such deer are not representations of living animals,

but specifically the sacrificed deer which accompanied the dead chief
to the other world. They are not "suspended in air", although that

ig the way they appear on ornamental plaques, but suspended on some
elaborate contrivance such as the structure of stakes and wheels
described by Herodotus. The possibility that other deer images in

Scythian art were thought of as psychopomps, conducting the soul of

6 Herodotus, 4.82.

7 BOI'OVka, Pe 100,




the dead chief to the other world, cannot be dismissed.

It will be remembered that the name of Hrothgar'!s hall in
Beowulf is Heorot, which means Hart. Earlier editors supposed it
might refer to the antler-shaped gable-ends or beams, but the
discovery of a bronze stag on an iron ring among the treasures of
the Sutton Hoo ship burial has inclined opinion towards the view that

the hart was a royal symbol (Plate 11). The Sutton Hoo stag has
traditionally been referred to as the royal standard, as it was
originally thought that it was attached to the iron standard found
with it, but subsequent examination has shown that it belongs with
the carved stone known as the whetstone, which would fit comfortably
onto a royal knee, where it would function as a sceptre. The
provenance of the bronze stag is not known, but it is unique in the
Germanic world, and is thought to originate from distant parts and
possibly from an earlier period. Even Alaca Huyuk has been canvassed,

but the Scythian pole terminals seem to offer a closer a,na.logr.....8

The use of stags as psychopomps seems to be picked up by a

number of early representations of stag-chariots, most notably among

which is the Strettweg model wagon, which shows a yoke of stags
harnessed to an elaborate funerary wagon (Plate 12)., In Greek myth
the goddess Artemis is often associated with stag-drawn carriages.
Pausanias describes the annual festival in Patrai in honour of the
goddess during which an altar was built and a procession held in

which the sacred maiden rode on a car drawn by a yoke of stags.9

8 R. Bruce-Mitford, Aspects of Anglo-Saxon Archaeology (London, 1974),
pp. 6-15, 61n, 63n.

9 Pausanias, 7.18.7. A.B. Cook, "Animal worship in the Mycenaean
Age", Journal of Hellenic Studies, 14 (1894), pp. 81-196, pp. 133-138,
"The Cult of the Stag".




34.

As part of the festival all kinds of animals were sacrificed. Artemis

was, of course, always associated with the stag - it was her constant
companion, Her transformation into Diana the huntress in Roman

religion is simply a rationalisation of this attfibute. She was
sometimes known as the Keeper of the Animals, and her special province
was the world of living things. A common epithet for Artemis in
Greek is Elaphaia or Elaphobolus, "Stag-eater", and as Frazer pointed
out, whenever a god is described as eater of a particular animal, the
animal was originally the god himself. Plutarch mentions a festival
called the Elaphobolia at Hyampolis at which cakes in the shape of
stags were offered to Artemis, and at Athens in the month of
Elaphobolion deer were sacrificed to her. Artemis may be identified
with Taygete, the Ceryneian hind, whose capture constitutes the third
labour of Hercules.lo Indeed according to this legend the hind was
one of five with gdlden horns which Artemis had hunted. The other
four she had already captured and harnessed to her chariot. The
detail of the golden horns betrays the legend!s corruption of its
sources, whatever they were, since, apart from the reindeer, there

18 no species of déerofwhich the female bears horns. The hind with
the golden horns is a biological monstrosity. Antlered deer are
shown suckling fawns in a number of archaeological documents, includ-

ing Luristan bronzes and Greek intaglios (Plate 13). It is difficult

10 Taygete was one of the Pleiades, daughters of Atlas. To escape
the pursuit of Zeus she was changed by Artemis into a doe, and in
gratitude she later consecrated a doe to the goddess, inscribed with

Artemis's name on its collar. Pindar, Olymp., iii; Callimachus,
Hymn, iii; Apollodorus, Library, 2.5.3.
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to know whether to attribute this motif to zoological ignorance, or

to follow E.,H. Minns in believing that it shows the lingering influence
of northern nomadic traditions of reindeer. In the case of Artemis

we should reflect that the sex of the deer simply corresponds to
that of the goddess whose apotheosis it is.ll

An equally important stag god is the Celtic deity known as
Cernunnos. In the famous panel of the Gundestrup cauldron he appears
as a Master of the Animals (Plate 14). His most definitive attribute
is the set of antlers on his head. In his left hand he holds a
ram-horned serpent, in his right a torque. Next to him stands a
stag with antlers just like his own, and surrounding him are a variety

of other animals, including a boy riding what was once thought to be

a dolphin but has recently been identified as a sturgeon. The panel
is only one of several on the large cauldron, which was found buried
in the peat in 1891, all of which raise numerous problems of style,

provenance and interpretation.l2

The conjunction of serpent and stag has a particular interest
from our point of view, and it is this which has led to the
identification of the Gundestrup horned god with other pictures of
horned deities in Celtic sculpture. The earliest of these is a rock
carving from Val Camonica in northern Italy showing a standing figure

with tall antlers. On one arm is a torgue, on the other a blurred

shape which has been postively identified as a snake. For the name

11 MinnS, PPe 57-258.

12 P.P. Bober, "Cernunnos: Origin and Transformation of a Celtic
deity", American Journal of Archaeology, 55 (1957), pp. 13-51;

H.R. Ellis Davidson, "Mithraism and the Gundestrup Bowl" in Mithraic
Studies, edited by John R. Hinnells, 2 vols. (Manchester, 19755 II,

pp. 494-506.
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Cernunnos we are indebted to the discovery of a pagan altarpiece
dating from the time of Tiberius beneath the choir of Notre Dame in
Paris. This altar, which has been broken into four quadrangsular
blocks, contains a variety of carvings of Gallo-Roman gods, not all
of whom can be identified with any assurance. Among them is a
figure, dressed in a tunic, with antlers from which two torques are
suspended, and above him the inscription: CERNUNNOS (Plate 15). His
identity with the figure on the Gundestrup bowl and the Val Camonica
carving depends on the horns and torques, and the fact that, though
the lower part of the block is damaged, he appears to be squatting in
the same "tailor's seat" position., It is convenient, therefore, to
adopt the name Cernunnos for all such figures, but we should not be
Yoo confident that this name applies to all of them, nbr even that
what we are describing is necessarily a single god. At all events he
was a god with a variety of attributes who underwent a number of
transmutations, particularly under Roman occupation. His association
with the ram-headed serpent is by no means inevitable, for this
motif is found in association with a variety of other gods in both
Celtic and Greek sculpture. On the Paris altarpiece the snake is not
associated with Cernunnos but with a nude, bearded figure wielding a
club, with the name SMERTULLOS. Noone knows who Smertullos was , and
those who have identified him with Cernunnos on the basis of his
association with a snake (which is not evidently ram~headed) are
building bricks with very little straw. Later Roman statues of the
horned god show a development in which he may be associated with a
female figure, a cornucopia, a pomegranate, a tri-cephalic figure,

or with ram-headed snakes. In one carving a stream of coins pours
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from a sack in the lap of the stag-god, whilst a bull and stag stand

at the base of his throne (Plate 16). In another the coins pour

from the mouth of the stag.

Any interpretation of the meaning of the stag in prehistoric
cultures remains largely speculative, and this despite the fact that
so0 many representations of stags froﬁl so many different archaeological
sites and periods have been discovered. The very multiplicity of
these has led some writers to speak of a prehistoric stag cult, but
we should beware of generalising. The most important distinction
for an understanding of the probable place of animals in primitive
religion would seem to be between hunting societies and the
agriculturalists who largely succeeded them. An agricultural society
enjoys a rather different relationship to the natural world from
that which is typical of hunters, and seems to show a discernible
development of religious ideas. Anthropologists have noted that
modern communities of primitive hunters tend to regard animals as
similar to men, though endowed with supernatural powers; they believe,
as Mircea Eliade points out, that men can change into an animal, and
vice-versa; that the souls of the dead can enter animals, and that
certain individuals may have a mysterious relation with particular

13

animals. The use of animal names and the belief in animal
ancestors amongst Germanic and Celtic tribes would seem to be a
survival of such beliefs. Thus Beowulf is a kenning for bear; Oisin
is the little deer; and names like Wulfstan or Ethelwulf explain

themselves. Personal names are supported by the evidence of tribal

13 fliade, p. 7.
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names such as the Bibroci or beaver-folk of south Britain, the fox

and goat clans of Dalraidic Scots, or the name Saka, meaning stag, by

which Iranian nomads were known. The Salva of the Upper Punjab
preserved the tradition of a sacred stag called Sarabha to which

the people were bound by religious parentage to the extent that they
became mythically identified with it.14 Heroic literature preserves
elements of such belief in a tribal totem, Hunting scenes depicted

on Pictish memorial slabs suggest that hunting the stag had a

special meaning. The animal hunted is invariably a stag or hind, and
in some cases the hunter is a woman possibly referring to the fact

that in the royal clans of the Picts descent was reckoned from the

female line.15 In Irish literature which we shall examine later the
hunting of the stag leads the hero to a symbolic marriage with a
woman known as the Sovereignty of Ireland. The legends of Caesar's
deer and the cexrf volant seem to preserve a strong echo of this
totemic symbolism,

In heroic tales the hero is generally claimed to be of divine
descent, sometimes, as with Finn, Beorn Berensune, Conaire (tbird?),
or Cuchulain ('hound'), from a totem-animal., In folktales heroes

are frequently forbidden to hunt the animal from which they are

descended, though in other cases the hero is bound to hunt his
animal namesake. Arthur as 'the boar of Cornwall! hunts a magic

boar Twrch Trwth in the Mabinogion. Tﬂere is some evidence, as

14 Salmony 9 Po 23 ¢

15 Francis Klingender, Animals in Art and Thought (London, 1971),
p. 126,
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Francis Klingender argues, that the hunting of the totemic animal

was regarded as dn initiation, the most appropriate trial of

16

strength or prerogat:i:ve. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and a
large number of medieval tales spring to mind, of which we shall

have more to say when the time comes. The pursuit and killing of a
wild animal are often, as Fliade suggests, the model for the conquest

of a territory and founding of a state.l7 The tale in Procopius of

two Cimmerian princes, each of whom gives his name to the tribe
descended from him, who follow a magic hind across a lake at the

head of the River Don, where they found a settlement, will stand as

a model for such fourdation myt'.hs’”.l8 The role of the animal guide

in such legends is no doubt connected with animal totemism. The
reverence for mythical ancestors seems to be characteristic of
hunting societies and is part of the mythology of origins which
remains an inseparable part of the developed iconography of the stag
well into modern times.

Characteristic of the gods worshipped by hunting communities
is a deity usually described as Master of the Animals whose func tion
is to protect hunters and their game. The antlered Great lMagician

of the Trois Fréres caves can most plausibly be interpreted in this
role, as can the Celtic horned god Cernunnos, particularly as he
appears on the Gundestrup bowl. Artemis/Diana as protectress of

wild nature would appear to be a female version of the same deity.

16 ibid, p. 129,
17 Eliade, p. 36.

18 Procopius, 8.6.
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An incised slate slab discovered near Lourdes shows a man wrapped in
e deerskin, with a horsels tail, and head surmountedby*antlers.19
Mesolithic hunters (c. 7,500 B.C.) from Starr Carr, near Scarborough,
thinned and hollowed red deer horns until they were light enough to
be tied to the head. The horns were attached to a plate of bone,
whose underside was smoothed and holes drilled in it. These horns
were certainly worn as a ritual disguise, and similar horns have been
found at other Mesolithic sites in Britain and Germany. In China
carved antlers were fitted into wooden statuettes, usually showing a
head with a long protruding tongue (Plate 17). In such remains we
almost certainly have the origins of a tradition of ritual animal

disguise which has an extremely'1ong'histony.20

A Mycenean gem stone
shows a stag with human legs (Plate 18).21 Though the evidence
points to the origin of these rituals in the earliest hunting
cultures, in later times they became strongly associated with the
seasonal and solstitial festivals which are characteristic of

agricultural societies. The Church fathers repeatedly mention the

persistence of pagan rituals involving mummers in animal costume and

stag dancers whom they condemn in such phrases as cervulum facere

and in cervulo vadere. In the fourth century a bishop of Barcelona

describes the rites of cervus; Caesarius of Arles refers to pagans

and Christians disguising themselves at the January calends in skins

and masks, playing cervulus,  performing the "filthy wickedness" of

s

19 ﬁlia.de, p. 18.

20 E.C. Cawte, Ritual Animal Disguise (London, 1978).

2l Cook, fig. 17.
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"the little hind", putting on the habitg of wild beasts and becoming

like a wild she-goat or doe (caEreZ;for stag.22 Similar customs are

recorded throughout the Middle Age§, as we see in the marginal
/

/
illustration to a Gothic manusofipt which shows a group of mummers

dancing to a gittern (Plate The five dancers hold handsj a nun,

a woman and three men in costume with headpieces of a stag, a hare and
a boar. Another fourteenth-century illustration shows a dancer
accompanied by a bagpiper. The dancer's costume consists of a head-
piece with antlers and a long robe with a wavy pattern indicating fur.
liost suggestively there is a hole in the front out of which the face
of the performer peers. Clearly this is no imaginary grotesque but
something the artist had actually'seen.23 The ritual is possibly not
quite dead even today, for the villagers of Abbot's Bromley in
Staffordshire still perform their stag dance.

The association of these dances with seasonal and solstitial

festivals betrays their origins in the beliefs of early agriculturalists

who no doubt saw in the annual renewal of the stag's antlers a sign
of that renewal which was essential to the fertility of crops. For

agricultural societies the fertility of crops is bound up with the

ce A.T. Hatto, Eos: An enquiry into the theme of lovers' meetings and
partings at dawn in poetry (The Hague, 1965) pp. 816-818. Principal
sources are P.L. 13, col. 10813 39, cols. 2001, 2003, 2239,

J.G.D. Clark, et al., Excavations at Starr Carr (Cambridge, 1954,

repr. 1971) pp. 92, 168-75.

23 Erasmus described ceremonies in the sixteenth century at St Paul!s
held in June in which a deer's head and antlers were fixed on a pole
and taken to the cathedral by men blowing hunting horns. Images of
Diana have been unearthed, suggesting that the cathedral stands on a
Romano-British pagan site, see R, Harris, "The White Stag in
Chrétien's Erec et Enide", French Studies, 10 (1956) pp. 55-61, n. 25.
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discovery of time, of annual recurrence, and feminine fecundity. It
is probably significant that in northern countries the annual rut of
the deer coincides with the winter solstice, for cultivation and
renewal are often assimilated to the sexual act. The religious ideas
of the agriculturalists are distinguished from those of the early
hunters by a preoccupation with ideas of periodicity and renewal and
a host of ritual analogues for such processes, including, of course,
Frazerian gods who die and return to life.24 The association of
Cernunnos with fecundity, of coin or corn, is intelligible on these
lines, as is the orgiastic element which the Fathers condemned in the

rites of cervus. Pertility symbolism is evident in late-Cucuteni

bowls showing stylised deer with comb-like udders, transformed to
fantastic crescent-shapes, their heads like circling moons, bodies
striated like rain-clouds, through the middle of which a snake winds,
or a moon spins, round a cross signifying the four cardinal points of
the'world.25 A bronze Hallstatt urn from Yugoslavia shows funeral
games, and a pattern of cervids with extended tongues, spotted to
indicate that they are supplicants for rain (Plate 20).26 The complex
of imagery associated with cosmic serpent, water and rain-cloud is
very old, and it has been shown that a symbolic system based on the
moon'!s phases and meander patterns was already used by Paleaolithic

27

hunters.

24 ﬁiiade, p. 40.
25 Gimbutas, p. 172.

26 Salmony’ Pe 35'

27 E£liade, p. 23.
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The two splendid stags which flank the eagle on the large

copper panel from the Sumerian temple of Ninkhursag at Tell-el Obeid,
near Ur, are almost certainly there because of a similar association
of fertility with rain in the near-East (Plate 21).28 There are no
stags in the written records of Babylonian mythology, but the
lion-headed eagle, Imdugud, which figures on this panel was the
personification of the fertile rainstorm which follows a drought, and

his outstretched wings symbolise the storm clouds. The goddess

Ninkhursag, with whom he is identified, nourished those chosen to be
kings with her sacred milk, Jjustifying the claims of earthly rulers
to divine origin. Milch deer have a similar role in northern folk-
lore. The association of divine kingship with the prosperity and
fertility of the land is, of course, the universal agrarian myth
which J.G. Frazer investigated in The Golden Bough, and we recognise
a conjunction of ideas which we find recurring in other contexts in
which the stag appears. The dual association of the stag with ideas
of sovereignty can be adequately accounted for within the terms of
the familiar Frazerian hypothesis. It is therefore possible that the
royal stag which manifests itself as Caesar'!s deer or which guides
future kings to the Sovereignty of Ireland, or which is assoclated
with Anatolian and Scythian royal burials is in origin the same as
the stag which, in the guise of Cernunnus, of pagan solstitial

ceremonies, or on Cucuteni bowls, is primarily a fertility symbol.

28 See Felix Guirand in New Larousse Encyclopaedia of Mythology

(London, 1959) pp. 49, 55~-6. Roger Hinks suggests that the pattern
of the el Obeid panel conforms to the type of Greek and Persian
composition in which the central figure flanked by symmetrical beasts
is a Master or Mistress of the Animals, "Master of the Animals,

Warburg Journal, 1 (1937-38) pp. 263-266.




CHAPTER TWO

The Serpent-eating Stag

The belief that stags eat snakes was universal until the

\

seventeenth century., It is a belief which has no basis whatsoever

in zoological fact or in the observable behaviour of deer. The
tenacity of received opinions is such that as late as the nineteenth
century a supposedly scientific writer asserts that the belief 1is

confirmed by the fact that snakes abound on those islands in

Loch Lomond where there are no deer.l The history of such ideas,

which descended from classical writers such as Pliny the Elder to

the medieval encyclopaedias and Bestiaries, is a chapter in the
history of science, or at least in the history of what the
Enlightenment saw as human credulity. One may trace the growth of

scientific scepticism from the later Middle Ages in the reservations

with which a few writers such as Albertus Magnus report the received

opinions on the habits of the deer.2 In the sixteenth and

seventeenth centuries such reservations become more and more

1 C. Stewart, Elements of the Natural History of the Animal Kingdom,
2 vols. (Edinburgh, 1817), I, 173.

2 Albertus cites Pliny on stags rejuvenating themselves by eating
snakes, and adds: et hoc puto _ego verum non esse. The age of a stag,
he says, shows itself in the number of teeth; as they grow older
they lose their teeth, De animalibus, lib. 26, In the Quaestiones
super De animalibus, lib. 7, questions 11-14, 31, he records that
stags eat snakes and draw them through their nostrils before drinking
water, so that their antlers and hair fall off, thus renewing them,
See Kolb, pp. 604-605. Hardouin de Fontaines-Guerin at the end of
the fourteenth century in rehearsing the received opinion on the
stag!s longevity adds that he does not know whether to believe it:
"Ne sey se bien croire m'ozes", Trésor de Venerie, edited by

M.H. Michelant (Metz, 1856), p. 9l.
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frequent, until, in books such as Sir Thomas Browne's Vulgar Errors,

the huge weight of authority which so many learned writers had given

to such beliefs about the stag is finally :r'epud.:‘i.‘.-'s.n.ted‘..3

If, following Browne'!s example, we seek to account for the
origin and persistence of such groundless beliefs, we shall surely
find them not in any curiosity* about the natural world, but in the
mythopoeic and image-making needs of the human imagination. Whatever
the origins of the belief in the serpent-eating stag (and it probably
descended from the territory which we surveyed in the previous
chapter), it owed its persistence through the Middle Ages to the fact
that it became a metaphor for Christian mysteries; like so much of
the inheritance of classical science, it was allegorised by the
fathers of the Church to yield a spiritual and moral meaning. The
history of the belief thus becomes part of the history of religion.

What do the classical writers on natural history say about

4

stags? Their beliefs may be briefly summarised.' Stags, they say,

are lustful, but they are long-lived. They are susceptible to music,

2

and may be captured by a cunning bagpiper.” Pliny repeats Aristotle's

claim that the hunted stag will frequently pause and look back due to

a pain in the gut. Stags are amphibious and swim in a long line each

5 Vulgar Errors, chapter 9, "Of the Deer" in Works, edited by
Geoffrey Keynes, 4 vols. (London, 1928), II, 180-187.

4 The principal sources are: Aristotle, Historia Animalium, 6,29;
Pliny, 8.,50; 9.115; 28.42; Oppian, Cynegetica, 2.176-292; Lucretious,
De Rerum Natura, 6.762-766; Aelian, Animalia, 2.9; 5.563 6.5,13, 58;
11.,6,7; 12.46; Dioscorides, De Materia Medica, 3.73,80; Martial,

Bpi aIS 12-290

5 Aelian, Anim., 12,46,
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resting its head on the rump of the one in front. When the leader is
weary he retires to the rear and the next takes over as pilot. Oppian
compares this piece of social co-operation to human navigation,
commenting that their legs resemble oars and their antlers sails,
whilst Aelian claims that the deer of Syria swim as far as Cyprus in
their longing to reach the rich meadows there which, as any Cypriot
will tell you, provide rich pasture. On land deer are notable for
speed and their common epithet is "fleet-footed", 'wing-footed'",
alipes. Oppian knew that deer have large sub-orbital glands or
spiracula which he takes to be a second pair of nostrils. In fact
they are facial glands which are capable of producing a gummy
substance which was valued medicinally, and which some later writers

mistook for the famed bezoar stone, which was in fact a calculus from
the stomach or gut. In the Renaissance period the familiar image of
the weeping deer may owe something to the spiracula and their gummy
excretions.6 That other favourite iconographic device of the
transpierced stag with an arrow in its side, emblem of the stricken
Renaissance lover, owes something to the belief, found notably in
Tertullian, that when wounded by arrows the stag eats the herb

called Dittany which has the effect of making the arrow heads fall

out and instantly healing the wounds, The plant was accordingly highly

valued as a salve, Dioscorides says that this is the same plant

known as Cervi ocellum ("Hart's eye"). The deer was associated with

other medicinal herbs} for instance Pliny says that pregnant hinds eat

6 See p. 81 below.
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dittany and seseli before and after birth, either to ease their

labour or to flavour the milk. He shares with Oppian the view that
when stags cast their horns, which they do annually, they dig a
trench in the ground and hide them so that men will not find them.

These and other details are found with varying regularity in

the principle classical zoological texts, but almost universal is the

[

belief that stags eat serpents.’ This extraordinary process received

perhaps its most graphic description in a passage of Oppian's
Cynegetica, a Greek poem on hunting from about 200 A.D.

All the race of Snakes and Deer wage always bitter feud with

one another, and everywhere in the mountain glens the deer seeks
out the bold serpent. But when he sees the snaky trail woven

with long coils, greatly exulting he draws nigh to the lair and
puts his nostrils to the hole, with violent breath drawing the
deadly reptile to battle. And the compelling blast hales him,
very loth to fight, from the depth of his lair. For straight-
way the venemous beast beholds his foe and raises high in the
alr his baleful neck and bares his white teeth, bristling
sharp, and snaps his jaws, blowing and hissing fast. And
immediately in his turn the Deer, like one who smiles, rends
with his mouth the vainly struggling foe, and while he writhes
about his knees and neck, devours him amain, and on the grgund
are shed many remains, quivering and writhing in death ...

Oppian goes on to give a different version of the same struggle, which
he now locates in Libya, where there are large numbers of deadly

spotted snakes., When the stag lies down they all rush upon it. The

stag retaliates by biting the snakes and trampling them underfoot until

the ground is covered with their carcasses.

But he, knowing the gift that he hath gotten from heaven, seeks
everywhere for the dark stream of a river. Therefrom he kills
crabs with his jaws and so gets a self-taught remedy for his

painful woe. And speedily the remnant of the snakes fall from

his hide of their own motion beside his feet, and the wounds
of their teeth on either side close up.

7 Pliny, 8,503 Aelian, 2,9; Lucretious, 6.262-266.

8 Oppian, 2.176-287.
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The stag, moreover, lives a long time, and of a truth men say
that he lives four lives of a crow,

The fact that Oppian gives two versions of this agon is itself
gignificant, for we will not find anywhere two accounts of the
gstruggle between serpent and stag which are the same, The differences
and confusions are themselves often revealing, and indeed when they
were taken over at a later date by the Christian allegorists they

provided scope for the illustration of different and specific

allegorical purposes.lo

The main areas 0f divergence in classical sources centre on the
mechanics of the operation whereby the stag entices or forces the
snake from its hole. Does it suck, or does it blow? Does 1t squirt

water down the hole? Is the snake driven out by its revulsion for the

stag, or is it attracted by the smell? In one case the snake cannot
1l

resist the breath which is like a magic charm, in another the stag
rubs its antlers against a rock, thereby producing a smell which 1is
so odious to the snake that it rushes out of its hole into the stag!s
mouth.12 The other ground of contention is over what the stag does
after it has eaten the snakes. 1In this,Oppian's accounts are not

representative of classical opinion generally. More usually it is

claimed that after eating snakes the stag must run to drink water to

9 2.288-2911

10 These are well summarised by Henri-Charles Pgech, "Le cerf et le
serpent: note sur le symbolisme de la mosafque decouverte au
baptistére de l'Henchir Messaouda", Cahiers archéologiques, 4 (1949),

pp. 17-60, see particularly pp. 26-30.
11 Aelian, 2.9.

12 Aelian, 2.9.
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counteract the venom. If it succeeds in this it gains a new lease of
life, otherwise it dies. Som;times it is stressed that the stag only
eats snakes when 1t is very old - some say fifty years, some say five
hundred, Sometimes the eating of the snake and the drinking of
water bring about a renewal of skin, or coat or antlers, and in this
detail classical zoology picks up the ancient regenerative symbolism
of the stag. We might detect a faint echo of this belief where
Oppian says that the stag recognises '"the gift that he hath gotten
from heaven" - it is the gift of renewal, of immortaiity5 or of
longevity which these concluding remarks allude to, and to which we
shall return. Oppian's detail of the crabs is also extra-canonical,
s0 to speak, and no other classical source associates crab-eating
with snake-eating. Oppian probably borrowed the rare detail of the
crabs from Aristotle.l’ Aristotle, incidently, almost alone of
classical zoologists, has nothing to say of stags eating snakes,
Oppian's description of the snakes falling from the stag's

hide "of their own motion" and of the wounds closing appears to be
atbributing to this case ihe curative properties which were more

commonly associated with the eating of dittany; we seem to hear an
echo of a different tradition. Other variants of the struggle
between serpent and stag may be briefly recorded. Sometimes we are
told that the snake venom, far from being pdéisonous, is actually
innocuous to the stag.M‘ Some late versions have it that, rather

than rushing to the water to preserve its life, the stag must

13 Historia Animalium, 5

14 Theophrastus, De Causis Plant., 4.9.2.
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actually abstain from drinking however great its thirst.15 A corrupt

conflation of two traditions would appear to account for the view

that the stag purges itself by eating herbs and little snakes,16

while a simple transference will explain why we are told in one
gsource that stags eat crabs as a cure for tarantulae stings.l7

The transmission of this piece of classical zoology to the
Middle Ages was not a simple nor a single process. Throughout the

Middle Ages and beyond it remained a piece of natural history and it
is as such that it features in the writings of Solinus, who follows
Pliny, of St Isidore of Seville, whose great etymological
encyclopaedia, accounting for the whole of creation, provided a
compendium of the inheritance of ancient science which it made
available to Christian moralists and a,llegt::aris'cs...}8 Subsequent
encyclopaedists such as Hrabanus Maurus, Bartholomeus Anglicus, :;
Vincent de Beauvais or Albertus Magnus preserve much of the classical
deer-lore, which is amplified in due course by the Renaissance

19

writers with fresh access to the original Greek and Roman texts.
Natural history finds its place in these Specula of the natural
world with titles such as Picinelli's Il Mondo Symbolico revealing an

interest not so much in material fact as in the hieroglyphic or

15 See p. 78 below.
16 See Puech, p. 30.
17 Aristotle, Hist. Anim., 9.5.611.

18 Solinus, 19.18 in Opera, ed., Mommsen (Berlin, 1895); Isidore,
Etymologia, 1lib. 12, "De Cervo", in P.L., 82, col. 427,

19 Hrabanus Maurus, P.L., 111, cols. 199-200; Vincent de Beauvais,
Speculum Naturalis, book 19, chaps. 34-43, De Cervo.
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iconographic meanings of natural objects.20 The rare attempts at

scientific objectivity from Aristotle to Sir Thomas Browne are easily

overlaid by other kinds of interest which animal lore has

traditionally held,

Thus it happens that the vehicles for the transmission of the

classical belief in the serpent-eating stag were not the worldly
"scientific" writers such as Pliny so much as the other worldly

exegetic writings of the fathers of the Christian church. Why, we
might ask, should St Augustine, St Jerome or the Venerable Bede be

interested in the idea that stags eat snakes.21 The answer lies
almost wholly in the first verse of Psalm 41 (A.V. 42), beginning
Quemadmodum desiderat cervus ... ("As the hart panteth after the
water brooks, so panteth my soul after thee, 0 God") (Plate 22).

The early Fathers saw in the thirst of the stag an allusion to the
received natural history of the animal and explained that this thirst
arose from the stag!s habit of eating snakes., John Henry Newman, of
course, got this wrong in the familiar hymn. The hart pants for
cooling streams not because it is heated in the chase, but because it

has dined on serpents, but a Victorian congregation could not be

expected to know that.
The most influential source in the transmission of this piece

of natural lore to the Middle Ages was a work which combines both

20 Philippo Picinelli, Mundus Symbolicus (Cologne, 1695). Pp. 363=370
treat of the Renaissance symbolism of the deer, cf. Giovanni Valeriano,

Hieroglyphica (Basel, 1556, enlarged 1567 and Lyons 1626), lib. 6,
"De Cervo''.

21 Augustine in P.L., 36, cols. 464-465; Jerome in P.L., 26, col.
949 and P.L., 40, col. 1205; Bede in P.L., 93, col. T02.
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the scientific and the Christian-homiletic traditions, an extra-

ordinary book known by the title given to its otherwise unidentified
author, Physiologus, "The Naturalist". The Physiologus consists of
a collection of traditional animal lore written down perhaps in the

fourth century, possibly in Syria, and subsequently translated into
various languages.22 There are versions in Greek, Syriac, Armenian
and Ethiopian. The Latin version dates from the eighth century.
The distinctive innovation of the Physiologus is that it takes the
visible behaviour of animals as a revelation of the invisible.

Everything reminds us ¢6f the supernatural struggle between the
forces of God and the Devil for the soul of man., Zoology therefore
becomes an allegory in which spiritual and moral truths are acted
out. Behind the readiness of Physiologus to attribute spiritual and
moral meanings to animals we recognise something akin to the
characteristic medieval belief that nature is a revelation of God,
and that natural science is therefore a branch of theology.

St Isidore's encyclopaedic approach represents what we might call
the 'naturalistic! branch of this belief: the world is a sign of
God's infinite creativity, everything has its proper nature, and its
proper name, which its etymology reveals. In this intrinsically
Aristotelian view, Adam's naming of the animals is the primordial
act of human intelligence, and the recognition of science is of
divine order and at least potentially of that universal fitness and

harmony to which later philosophers from Alain de Lisle to

William Paley were to respond.

22 F. Lauchert, Geschichte des Physiologus (Strasburg, 1889).
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The allegorical reading of nature is significantly a different

process. 1t extends to the interpretation of Nature the habits of
exegesis which had hitherto been reserved for the Book. For

Physiologus, no less than for Roland Barthes, all is sign. Just as
God has put a hidden sense into his divinely inspired word, which is
open only to Biblicai exegesis, sO he has also placed a deeper mean-
ing in his creation and creatures. The allegorising homilists and
encyclopaedists accordingly apply to natural creatures the terms
significat, significare which more properly belong to the technical
vocabulary of exegesis as Herbert Kolb has shm'm...23 This view of
nature is eloquently put by Hugh St Victor, Omnis natura Deum
loquitur, Omnis natura nominem docet. Omnis natura rationem parit,

et nihil in universitate infecundum est. Elsewhere he says,
Universus enim mundus iste sensibilis quasi quidem liber est scriptus
digiter Dei. The universe is a book written by God's creating
finger, outstretched, perhaps, like that on the Sistine Chapel

ceiling. Such a view helped to reconcile Nature to the dualistic
thinking of the early church, for the book of Nature could thus be

seen as addressed not to the corrupt outward senses but to the

inner understanding. At the end of the twelfth century Alain de Lisle
gives the idea its most interesting formulation, in which the
traditional image of the book or written word as mirror, speculum,

an image which goes back to the earliest theories of literature as

mimesis, is given a novel twist, as nature itself becomes the mirror

held up to God,

23 Kolb, pp. 590-595.
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Omnis mundi creatura
quasi liber et pictura

nobis est et speculums:
nostrae vitae, nostrae mortis,
nostri status, nostrae sortis

fidele signaculum.24
The whole creation is a book, a picture, or a mirror of man's life
and death, a true symbol of his fate and his estate. In Alaints
conflation of the three images book-picture-mirror (liber-pictura-
speculum) we have a fertile source for the development of the ut
pictura theory of poetry which was ultimately derived from Horace's
Ars Poetica and a justification for insisting that graphic and
literary sources should be studied ‘together.

A wide scope for possible allegorisation of the topos of the

serpent-eating stag was guaranteed by the variations of detail in
the inherited zoological lore. Physiologus's account is worth
giving in extenso for this reason,

Physiologus says of the Hart that he is very thirsty, and the
reason of his thirst is this, that he eats snakes, For the
snake is an enemy of the Hart., When the snake goes to its
hole in the earth, then the Hart seeks the spring and takes a
deep draught of the spring water, and fills its mouth, and
spits it into the earth-hole, and drives the snake out and
kills it. In like manner will the great snake the Devil be
driven out by the waters of godly learning. So was the Lord
also able to destroy ... the Devil through the heavenly water,
namely through godly learning. Now the snake cannot come
near the Hart, nor can the Devil approach the excellent words
of the Lord ... And if thou discoverest any evil in thyself,
spit it out, and thou wilt destroy that wickedest of all
dragons, the Devil. And when the Lord suffered the water and
blood to stream out of his side, he destroyed the power of
the dragon over us through the bath of his second birth and

took from us every devilish influence,

In another way the Hart resembles the eremites of the desert,
who spend virtuous and painfully troublous lives, and who,

24 Oxford Book of Medieval Latin Verse, selected and edited by
FiJlEl Raby Oﬁord’ 1959 9 P' 369'
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when they become thristy, hasten to the spring of salvation
bringing repentance, and through virtue of tears extinguish
the glowing darts of the Evil One, and crush under their feet
and destroy the great dragon the Devil,

Another attribute has the Hart, for it resembles the wild
gazelle and has antlers with three branches after their third
renewal, The Hart lives for fifty years, and at the end of
that time it runs like a strong runner through the wooded

valleys and down the ravines of the mountains, and it scents
the holes of the snakes, and forthwith lays its nostrils to

the entrance of the hole and holds its breath. Thereupon the
snake rushes out and goes into the mouth of the Hart, and the
Hart swallows the snake, and therefore he is called''Elafes
because he drew the snake out of the depths. Then with the
snake he runs to the water-brook, for unless he drinks water
within three hours thereafter, he dies, but if he finds water
then he lives again, another fifty years., Therefore said David

"Quemadmodum desiderat cervus .../As the hart panteth after the
water-brOOks .

And thou too, pious man, hast three renewals in thee: baptism
of immortality, the mercy of adoption as a son, and penance.,

And when thou catchedst the snake which has entered thy breast,
that is sin, thou run at once with it to the water-course of
scripture and of prophecy. Enlightened by these, drink of the

water of life, that is the holy gift, and renew thyself with
penance and thy sins are de.fs,’croyed«..25

It can be seen from this that the allegorical possibilities are
quite complex, The water is not only the water of baptism, and the
water of holy writ, but also the blood and water which streamed from
Christ!s side, It could also be the communion wine. The hart is
potentially both Christ and also his followers, either the "pious
man' generally, or more specifically the eremite or by implication the
catechumen, Indeed Physiologus has to do a double-take, as it were,
to cover all the possibilities, and as with Oppian, we are given two

versions of the conflict,

25 Translation by James Carlill in The Epic of the Beast, edited by
William Rose (London, n.d.), pp. 97-198., The Latin text can be found

in Lauchert, op. cit. and in F.J. Carmody's Physiologus lLatinus
(Paris, 1939), p. 50.
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We can see how Physiologus has drawn on variant zoological
accounts, In his first paragraph he has the stag spurt water from
its nostrils into the snake's hole, which has the inherent objection
of sending the stag to the water twice, once before killing the

snake, and again afterwards to expel the poison. In Physiologus's

gsecond account the stag simply holds its breath and the snake rushes
out. The trampling of the snake underfoot is an action which we find

also in Oppian., I suppose that the Biblical prophecy to Adam 1is

picked up, at least by implication: "..,. thy heel shall bruise his
head'". "The glowing darts of the Evil One" recalls the arrows which
the dittany-eating stag traditionally expelled. The bit of false
etymology is explained by Isidore, who claims that Elaphos means
helien tous opheis ("sucks out snakes").26 Such games with names have
had an influence in the development of animal lore which can hardly
be exaggerateds; long before Isidore,rﬁ.dam's naming of the animals was
conceived as the primry linguistic act, and animal names consequently,
more perhaps than any other names, were felt to have that exact
correspondence between name and thing which was traditionally felt

in Judaeo=-Christian thinking to be essential to all language. As

T.S. Eliot puts it, "The naming of cats is a serious matter ..." A
recent scholar has even suggested that the whole business about stags
eating snakes might go back to a confusion in Pliny between Elephas

and Elaphos, "elephant" and "stag". Certainly some such muddle will

explain why Pliny asserts at one point the elephants! breath sucks

26 Isidore, op. cit., 1lib. xii.
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out snakes, whereas stag'!s breath burns them: Elephantorum anima

serpentes extrahit, cervorum.urit.27

It will be seen from Physiologus's description of the
serpent-eating stag that not only the received lore, but also the
allegorical possibilities of that lore, are quite varied, and
although one will find a great deal in the medieval commentaries
which is derivative (mostly from Isidore), one will also find a great
deal which is inventive and original. Writer after writer, for
instance, will be found repeating Isidoret!s comment that stags are
sensitive to music ("mirantur autem sibilum fistularum"), which
derives ultimately from Pliny, but Physiologus'!s allegorisation of
the renewal of the antlers in the three years it takes a stag to
reach maturity seems to have had few followers, Occasionally one
finds a medieval writer introducing a piece of information which has
no basis in the familiar sources, and giving it what looks like an
inventive allegorical meaning., Vincent de Beauvais does this when
he says that naturalists allege that the stag which has been
vanquished by one of its rivals in the herd will not again face its

opponent, but remains subdued in abject servitude.28 This piece of

27 Pliny, 11.115. KXolb, p. 589, cites the suggestion of one of
Pliny's modern editors, E. Ernout (Paris, 1952), that the whole
snake-eating business might have its roots in an aetiological myth
about the elephant's trunk and its resemblance to a snake, which has
become associated with the stag purely through this etymological
confusion. The theory is ingenious but implausible, since a belief
that stags eat snakes is too widespread to be attributable to a
simple classical howler,

28 Félicie d'Ayzac, p. 554, cites Speculum Mor., 11, 19.
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animal behaviour, which as far as I know has no authority in
zoological writings of the Middle Ages but plenty in the observable
behaviour of deer during the rut, is interpreted as an allegory of
the sinner who becomes an abject servant (servus/cervus) of the
Devil.

It would be possible to trace in detail the transmission and
evolution through the Middle Ages of particular details of stag-lore
and the allegorical topoi which became attached to them, but this is
a more exacting and laborious task than I intend to undertake in
this chapter: I propose rather to look at a few of the more interest-
ing or more influential of the medieval texts and documents which
mention the serpent-eating stag. These comprise the Encyclopaedists
on the one hand, and the Biblical and particularly Psalm commentaries
on the other, but beyond these a host of miscellaneous sources which
are liable to pick up the allegorised lore of the stag from a
variety of different motives. In addition to the more celebrated
Psalm commentaries which mention the serpent-eating stag, namely
Jerome, Augustine, Bede, Cassiodorus, Hugh St Victor, Pierre Lombard,

29

Thomas Aquinas and Remigius of Auxerre 7, there is a large number of

other patristic texts which allude to it, usually with reference to

Psalm 41, though occasionally in connection with other Biblical texts

29 Cassiodorus, P.L., 70, col, 3013 Hugh St Victor, P.L., 177,

col. 64; Pierre Lombard, P.L., 191, col., 415-416; Aquinas, Opera
Omnia, edited by S.E. Fretté, 34 vols. (Paris, 1871-80), 18, p. 487T;
Remigius of Auxerre, P.L., 131, col. 362.
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which mention the deer, such as Job 39, 4-73 Psalms 17, 34; 28, 9;

103, 18; Proverbs 5, 19; Canticles 2, 9; 3, 9.30

Augustine's commentary on Psalm 41 was preached before a
congregation in 414 A.D., possibly in Carthage.31 The opening of the
Psalm, Augustine says, is ¥he*voice of the catechumens themselves,
who, having fought the serpent of sin in the solemn vigil which
precedes the rite of baptism, now hasten with great heat and thirst

to the fountain of truth, that spring in which our word "font" has

not quite lost its source. The opening verse refers, then, not just
to the thirst of the stag, but to something else: "Audi quid est
aliud in cervo", This "something else" is the fact that it kills

snakes, and then hurries to the water. The snakes symbolise our sins,

cerpentes vitia tua sunt, and the water is the fount of truth,

fontem veritatis. Augustine's are occasional sermons, much of the
significance of which would have depended on the solemnity of the
precise moment in the liturgy at which they were delivered. Psalm 4l
was sung on Easter Day and at Pentecost, at two of the most centrally
significant moments of the Christian year. These were the
traditional occasion; for celebrating the rite of baptism. The
curious piece of pseudo-scientific lore which is our subject was

thus drawn right into the heart of Christian mysteries. St Ambrose

20 The hart is the cervus amicitiarum of Proverbs, 5.19; it is the
hinnulus cervorum of Canticles, 2.9, the "young hart" who is the
lover of the Song, and traditionally identified with Christ. A
major influence stems from Psalm 104.18, "The high hills are a refuge
for the wild goats ...". The Vulgate'!s wild goats were commonly

identified with the hart of Psalm 41, which is frequently found
fleeing to the hills,

31 P.L., 36, col, 464-465. On the date of the sermon Puech, p. 40,

cites S.M. Zarb in Gregorianum, 13 (1936), pp. 106, 108, (not seen).
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linked the scansion of the liturgical year with the accepted
divisions of the Psalter, and Psalm 41 not only had a significant
place in the liturgical year but also marked a turning point in the
divisions of the Psalter, the first book of which normally ended with
Psalm 40, the conclusion of which alludes to the Passion. (The
revised numeration of the Authorised Version obscures this division.)
The second book opens with the mysteries of renovation and with the
call to the fsacra.ment of baptism which the beginning of Psalm 4l
announces, Zeno of Verona quotes the Psalm as he exhorts the
candidates to fly to the font with the speed and ardour of a sta.g.32
Pierre Lombard tells us that during the night before Easter or
Pentecost the singing of Psalm 41 accompanied the procession of the
initiates to the font.>” Thus for many centuries innumerable
Christians dramatised their initiation into the Christian communion
by solemnly identifying themselves with the serpent-eating stag,

whose nnnatural but vivdly-realised behaviour thus became the basis

not only for allegorical writings and (as we shall see) icons, but

also for a piéce of dramatic ritual.
Jerome similarly mentions the stag in a sermon preached during

the Paschal vigil of the neophytes, in which he explains that it 1is

the nature of stags to despise sna.ke-'f.renom....3 4 They drag them out of
their cavernis by the breath of their nostrils and tear them to

pieces. The venom makes them burn and long for water, Likewise the

32 In his Invitationes ad Fontem, P.L., 11, col. 482-483.
33 P.L., 191, col. 415-416.

34 P.L., 40, col. 1205.
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Christian, once he has killed the Devil, longs for the springs of the
Church and the Godhead. The waters of baptism are the same waters
which, in a fairly well-known topos, cut off Pharaoh and his army
from Egypt. In a separate commentary on Psalm 41 Jerome says that
when the man of the Church, homo Ecclesiae, sees the sins of the
world he desires to come the Christ, the fons luminis, and with
baptismal ablution accept the remission of sins.35 If he 1s not
thus renewed by the water and the holy spirit he will not have
eternal life., Though the snakes are not mentioned in this
interpretatio, the emphasis on baptismal regeneration picks up the
fundamental regenerative symbolism of the serpent-eating deer, and
it is difficult to believe that it is not strongly implied. The
classical sources, after all, had almost invariably stressed that
the reason the stag eats snakes is to gain a new lease of life.
Bede!s commentary is indebted to Augustinet's, but with

36

significant departures. For Bede, as for Augustine, the serpents

symbolise our sins, and the water is the fontem veritatis - he uses
Augustine's phrase. There is, however, "something else" that he
knows about stags ("Est etiam aliud quod et de cervis dicitur, et in
cervis videtur") and his "something else'" is not Augustine's
"something else'", for he describes how when stags wish to cross the

sea, each rests the burden of its head on the rump of the stag in

r.front, thus illustrating the Apostle's injunction that we should

bear each others! burdens, Alter alterius onera portate. For Bede

35 P.L., 26, col. 949.

36 P.L., 93, col. 702.
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the voice which speaks through the Psalm is not, as with Augustine,
that of the catechumens, but that of Christ himself, exhorting us to
follow his example in the Resurrection, and seek out that' well, or
fount, or font in which mortality becomes immortality: Horum cervorum,

imo cervi cervorum, id est, Christi vox est. Bede thus elegantly

links the renewal of the initiates in Baptism, with the Resurrection
of Christ, and the stag represents not just, as with Augustine, the
catechumen, but Christ himself, the stag of stags.

In general subsequent writers follow the broad outlines of the
symbolism laid down by Augustine, Jerome or Bede, with variations of

emphasis. A number of extra-canonical details, so to speak,

occasionally intrude, some of which go back to Isidore. Most of these
are conveniently brought together in Pseudo-Hugh St Victor's

twelfth-century '"De Cervorum Natura", which forms part of his

De Bestiis et Aliis Iile‘t:'us...;3 [ Like Oppian and Physiologus before him,
Hugh St Victor is driven by the inconsistencies of different accounts

of the snake-eating stag to give two differing accounts of the symbolism,
as he explains that there are two kinds of stag. The first is the

kind which drives the snake out of its hole, strikes it on the neck
before eating it and running to water, where, on account of the
swelling, it changes its skin and horns. This stag resembles the
penitgat man who persecutes his sins and flees to the fount of pure
doctrine. The other kind of stag, if it happens (as it were, in
passing) to meet a snake, kills it, and after its victory seeks the

hills. This is like the man who feels the devil pouring the poison

37 P.L., 177, col. 64.
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of evil doctrine into his veins, and kills him with the Grace of
God, before going up to the mount of Christ, which is the source of
our spiritual food. The stag is not only the Christian, however,
but also Christ, who slew the Devil with the breath of divine
wisdom, and won a renewal for us in our sinful infirmity and old age.

Hugh St Victort!s idea that the stag!s renewal means that it
changes its skin and renews its antlers simply spells out something
which remains at best implicit in the classical accounts of the
serpent-eating stag, where the implication is normally that somehow
it gains a new lease of life. Hugh St Victor is not the only writer
to spell this out, however; for Pierre Lombard'!s commentary on Psalm
41 compares the stag to the catechumen who, seeing grow up in himself
the venom of sin contracted on earth, longs for the waters of

baptism and lays down the hair of his sins and the horns of his

. L4 : : ., )8
pride, vitiorum pilos atque superbiae cornua deEc:'nl‘lz..3 He then
becomes & new man, et sic rejuvenescit factus novus homo. As the

stag draws out the serpent from its hole and kills it, so the
faithful, having consumed within himself his sins, desires the fount

of contemplation whence he is remade, ubi reficiatur. Thus the
catechumen goes to the fount of living water, namely Christ. To this
Pierre lombard adds the note that we sing this Psalm at Easter and
Pentecost, when baptism is celebrated,

The way in which a creative cross-fertilisation of symbols

from different sources can take place is nowhere better illustrated

38 P.L., 191, cols. 415-416.
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than by the way Pierre Lombard!s and Hugh St Victor's description of

the stag renewing its skin is taken up by writers whose primary
concern 1is not Christian exegetics, but, improbable as it may seem,

Arthurian romance, Thus Malory writes:

And well ought oure Lorde be signifyed to an harte. For the
harte, whan he is olde, he waxith yonge agayne in his whyght
skynne, Ryght so seommyth agayne oure Lorde frome deth to
lyff, for He lost erthely fleysshe, that was the dedly fleyssh
whych He had takyn in the wombe of the Blyssed Virgyne Mary.
And for that cause appered oure Lorde as a whyghte harte
withoute spot.39

This 1s a direct translation of a passage from the 0ld French
Queste del Saint Graal (early thirteenth-century) which, as is
characteristic of fhe Vulgate Arthurian romances, gives a Christian
interpretation to the White Hart motif whose origins, as we shall
see, lie in Celtic legend.40 The idea that the stag's renewal
involves a change of skin or of pelage undergoes a further curious
development in one of the versions of the Bestiaire d‘'Amour. The
better-known version of this, which is attributed to Richard de
Fournival and dates from the thirteenth century, does not include
the stag in the list of animals whose received attributes are
interpreted as allegories-nof of Christian mysteries but rather of

the theology of love., However, the anonymous Bestiaire d'Amour Rimet,

of which at least seventeen manuscripts survive, includes not only
the orthodox account of the snake-eating stag, but also a piece of
stag-lore which appears to be unique, According to the Rhymed

Bestiary of Love, when the stag grows old it renews its skin by

39 The Works of Sir Thomas Malory, edited by Eugene Vinaver (London,
19545’ p. 718,

40 See p. 206 below, M- bl
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lying in an ant heap. Miniatures in several of the manuscripts

illustrate this curious activity.

Quant 1i cerf est en grant viellesce,
Et il vient venir en Jjovenesce

Et sa vieille pel devestir

Et nouvele pel revestir,

91 se courche en la fourmiere;

Lors saillent devant et derriere

Li fourmion et sus li queurent

Sa vielle pel, et desous celle

Ll revient apres la nouvele .4

Thus, says the lover, when I despised love I was thrown onto the ant
heap where the ants pricked me with the pricks of love, which are
gharper than arrows, and I lost my old haughty manner, and
discovered a new one, quite the opposite. |

It might look as though this is an original piece of otherwise
unrecorded stag lore, but in fact it has a source in Vincent de 1

Beauvais, who gives the orthodox account of the stag which eats
snakes and runs to drink water to expel éhe poison. At least his
account is orthodox except for one detail. Orthodox accounts usually
suggest that stags snuff snakes out of their holes. Vinceﬁt, or his
source, clearly did not understand what is meant by snakes! holes,

or else he knew of some other piece of animal lore which associates
snakes with ant heaps. At any rate, what he says is that the stag

seeks out snakes in an ants! nest, Cervus quando vult renovari et

41 Richard de Fournival, Bestiaire d'Amour, edited by Hippeau (Paris,
1887). The Bestiaire d'amour rimé has been edited by Arvid Thordstein
(Lund, 1941); the passages on the stag occupy lines 1117-32 and
1239-45 of the poem. MS fr. 1951 in the Bibliothéque Nationale has
miniature illustrating the stag lying in the ant heap, with ants
crawling over 1its skin,
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cornua sua ponderosa deponere, quaerit in nido formicarum se centem.42
That phrase in nido formicarum is undoubtedly the origin of the novel
process of rejuvenatioﬂ'which.we find described and illustrated in
the Bestiaire dt!Amour Rimet. I can think of no better demonstration
,of the process of inventive misunderstanding through which the
un-Natural History of animals has been developed.

Hugh St Victor relates the familiar statements that stags swim
in a co-operative line, and that they expel arrows by eating dittany.
He also repeats the ancient belief that they like music. Aelian had
reported that the inhabitants of Etruria went hunting not with
hounds but with pipes., The deer were so entranced that they lef't
their homes and offspring and fell into the traps set for th.em..43
Pliny supplied Isidore and a number of writers who follow him with
the idea that stags will wonder at any whistle, mirantur autem
sibilum fistularum, and that their hearing is acute when their ears

are raised, Hugh St Victor repeats Isidore!s very phrase. In the

Gesta Romanorum the hunted deer which stops to listen to the belling

of the'hounds signifies the soul that stands still listening to
world.lythoughts.44 Plate 23 illustrates this homiletic point,
showing the deer fleeing to the hills, whose symbolism BEugh St Victor
has conveniently explained for us, pursued by a canny bagpiper. Its
turned head shows that it has not yet cast behind it all worldly
thoughts. The stag's delight in music is one received trait which
seems to have some basis in fact, for a modern deer farmer 1is

42 Spec, mor., I.iii, Distinctio 4. Cited by d'Ayzac, p. 585

(not seen).

43 Animalia, 12.46,

44 The Early English Versions of the Gesta Romanorum, edited by
S.J.H. Herrtage, EETS ES (London, 1879), 33: 320. Cited by Thiébaux,

P. 45



67.
reported to be in the habit of leaving a transistor radio in his
window; the deer invariably gather to listen. Apparently they prefer
Radio Dne.45

It would be difficult to exaggerate the extent of medieval
writers! familiarity with the allegorisation of the serpent-eating
stag.,. In addition to the soufces mentioned, we commonly find it in
the popular Bestiaries and the Encyclopaedias. The latter add to it
a variety of other received beliefs about stags, most of which we
can recognise: they expel arrows by‘eating'dittapy; they are bemused
by a whistle; they swim in line; are less afraid of man than of other
animals; the hind purges herself in labour by eating medicinal
plants; it eats herbs to help lactation; when hunted the stag pauses
and looks round until the hunters catch up; it hides its horns in a
trench; it rubs its new horns against a tree to test their strength;
it lives to a great age; the bezoar stone is found in its stomach.46

Even the young Luther, as he comes to cervus in his commentary on

the Psalms, glosses it vexatus a canibus persecutoribus vel post

comestos veneno estuans, 'worried by persecuting dogs or, after

eating snakes, burning with thepoison".47 The two alternatives
rather nicely balance his indecision as between empirical common

sense and received authority.

45 Reported in Now magazine, 25 Jan., 1980, p. 69.

46 These are all in Bartholomaeus Anglicus. See Batman uppon
; book
9

Bartholome,his Booke De Proprietatibus Rerum (London, 1582
18, chap. 30, pp. 357-358.

47 Noted by Kolb, pp. 602-603, who cites Luther's Werke, (Wéimar,
1885) vol. 3, pp. 232-233 (not seen),
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It would be rather surprising if a subject which leant itself
so readily to graphic treatment as the serpent-eating stag had not
been used in church decoration from an early date, and in fact the
iconography of the stag in 'Christian art is largely associated with
the baptismal symbolism as expounded in the patristic writings we
have already looked at. In early Christian a.rt we find the stag
associated predominantly with baptismal monuments - on fonts and in
baptistries. Ixamples are to be found in the catacombs, in churches
at Rbme, Ravenna and Naples, in baptistries in North Africa and
Italy, and on fonts in Germany and England. In the catacombs of
Ponziano in Rome a sixth-century wall painting depicts the baptism of
Christ in the Jordan (Plate 24). John the Baptist stands on the
bank, and an angel holds Christ's white garment, performing a functiion
which in baptismal ceremonies fell to a deacon. In the left fore-
ground & stag quenches his thirst in the river, Other catacomb
paintings show different scenes., In the Catacombs of St Agnes a
fresco shows a standing stag, and in the fourth-century cemetery of
St Callixtus we find a scene which recurs many times in early

Christian art in which two stags drink from water which flows from a
mound, from which grow tree-like herbs (Plate 25). The same subject
is found on the silver box from Henchir Zirara in the Vatican (Plate
26). A stag and hind drink from four rivers which flow from a

mound which is surmounted by a Christos monogram. Also from North
Africa is a lead bucket, found in Tunisia, with miscellaneous
subjects such as a Nereid on a sea-horse, a bear, the Good Shepherd,
a deer hunt, but also stags drinking from four rivers flowing from a

rocky mount supporting the cross. A quotation from Isaiah, 12.3
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on the iaucket must refer to this scene: "Therefore with joy shall ye
draw water out of the wells of salva,t.:i'.on"1..'{,'8 In the baptistry at
Oued Ramel two stags are shown drinking at four springs. At Bir
Ftouha a stag and hind flank a hillock from which four rivers flow.

The basilica at Upenna shows a stag and hind drinking. A mosaic at

St John in Fonte, Naples, shows two stags framing the Good Shepherd
and drinking from a stream flowing from a rock.49
In other early monuments we f£ind not the four rivers but other
details, This is the case with the fifth-century baptistry at
Henchir Messaouda in Tunisia, where a mosaic shows two stags facing
each other on either side of an umbrella shaped tree, with pendant
fruits (Plate 27). Beneath it grow plants and herbs, and in the
right hand corner a dove descending., Each stag has a snake in its
mouth, the body of which is wound round its leg or shoulders. The
mosailc was just in front of the doorway to the baptistry, leading
down to a sunken font in which the catechumen would be immersed.5 0
On mosaics on the sides of the vaults at the fifth-century Mausoleum
of Galla Placidia in Ravenna two stags drink at a spring (Plate 28),

New excavations have recently revealed that this so-called mausoleum

48 C.R. Morey, Early Christian Art (Princeton, 1953), pp. 100-101.
The bucket is described and illustrated in G.B. De Rossi, Bull.

arch. crist., V (1867), pp. 77 £f. (not seen).

49 For these and the following monumental sources, see Puech,

50 Puech'!s article remains the most exhaustive and thorough examina-
tion of the serpent-eating stag, taking the Henchir Messaouda

baptistry as its starting point. An earlier article on the baptistry
ig still worth consulting, G.L. Feuille, "Une mosa:‘l'.que chrétienne de

1'Henchir Messaouda", Cahiers Archéologiques (1949), 4, pp. 9-15.
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was in fact a baptistry.sl In St John Lateran the water flows into
the font from the mouths of seven stags. At St Julian, Viviers, it
flows from one bronze stag'!s mouth., A fresco at Bawit shows a stag
encircled by a snake, whose head he bites, and a pavement from the

52

Imp‘erial Palace at Constantinople shows the same scene.

Although we might -distinguish these motifs from an iconographic
point of view according to whether the stag is associated with
serpent, rivers, mound or tree, it should be clear that they are all
related, all are but different stages in a single drama, Though the
drinking stags do not show any snake, they are drinking because they
have eaten snakes. Though those fighting snakes are not drinking,
they soon will be, and their significance is as baptismal as the
others, The four rivers which flow from the mound are the four
rivers, Pison, Gihon, Tigris and Euphrates, which flow from Eden, and
the mound is Eden itself. The tree is the Tree of Life. The
regeneration‘of baptism reverses the ruin of our first fall, and
these stags pasture in a reconstituted Eden,

One of the most interesting documents for the early Christian
iconography of the stag is the eucharistic mould or matrix in which
the communion wafer was stamped from Djebeniana in Tunisia (Plate 29).
It shows a stag, a tree and a bunch of grapes, surrounded by the
motto EGO SUM PANIS VIVUS QUII DE CELO DESCENDI, "I am the living

bread come down from heaven'". It is clear from this that the image

of the stag was put into the mouths of the communicants on the very

51 Gertrud Schiller, Iconography of Christian Art, 2 volumes (London,
1971), I, p. 131.

52 PueCh, fig3¢ 6 and 7.
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sacrament itself. The stag is Christ himself, the celestial food of
the Eucharist. In a common. typological identification the tree of
Paradise was the body of Christ on the Cross, and the rivers were
the blood which flowed from Christ!s side. Thus on a mosaic from
Bir Ftouha in the Louvre the deer slake their thirst at the four
rivers, and yet on the mound from which they flow stands the chalice
containing the blood of Christ (Plate 30).53 The suggestion that
the water flows from the chalice is irrepressible, as is the
uncertainty as to whether the deer are about to drink from the
rivers or the cup. In a sense it does not matter, for they are the

same thing. The four rivers flow from the foot of the cross,

fons vitae fromiarbor*vitae. The source of life is notably ide=-

R o
ntified with the baptismal water where the catechumen casts off the
old Adam and is renewed. The common association of the stag with
this imagery will explain why deer are so often shown in illustra-
tions of the Fountain of Life, as in the Carolingian Gospels of
Saint-Médard-de-Soissons (Plate 31). Early baptism rituals
apparently sometimes included not only a spargation or sprinkling
(the baptismitself'wasiﬁyimmersion),'but also occasionally tw<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>