
Scientia Crescat

Honors College
Baylor University

Waco, Texas

VOLUME 11    NUMBER 2     SPRING 2014



Copyright © 2014
Baylor University.
All rights reserved.



The Pulse
2013-2014

PRESIDENT
Kirsten Kappelmann

CHIEF EDITOR
Jonathan Tingle

EDITORIAL BOARD
Wesley Beck

Joshua Conatser
Susannah Brister

Makenzie Fitzgerald
Mariah Franklin

Katherine Kappelmann
Kara Kopchinski

Clayton Mills
Sarah Russell

Anthony Severin
Rachel Smith

TECHNICAL DIRECTOR
Collin Huse

TECHNICAL STAFF
Taylor Wilhite

COVER DESIGN
Rachel Smith

PUBLIC RELATIONS DIRECTOR
Becca Hunziker

PUBLIC RELATIONS STAFF
Amanda Hayes

Katie Quill

SECRETARY
Hannah Adams

FACULTY SPONSOR
Dr. Jeffrey Hunt



iv

CONTENTS

Foreword ........................................................................................................vi

Rashi and Nicholas of  Lyra on the Song of  Songs: A Study of  
Jewish Influence upon Medieval Christian Exegesis ........................1
KEVIN BURNS

Various methods of  Christian exegesis find their origin in Jewish approaches to 
Scripture. This paper focuses on the influence of  Rashi, an eleventh-century Jewish 
exegete, upon Nicholas of  Lyra, a fourteenth-century Christian exegete. In study-
ing their historical settings and exegetical methods, particularly as seen in their 
commentaries on the Song of  Songs, we see that much is gained from interacting 
with the rich tradition of  Jewish scriptural interpretation.

Thailand’s 2006 Coup d’état: An Exploration of  Coup Culture 
and Societal Polarization ......................................................................... 22
LAURA BETH HOOPER

This paper examines the concept of  so-called coup culture and its relation-
ship to Thailand’s 2006 coup d’état. The Thai case demonstrates that 
coup culture is far from constant and is instead prone to shift as political 
circumstances and societal stratifications evolve. Although Thailand has 
experienced many coups over the course of  its democracy, the 2006 coup 
was unique in that it did not result from a conflict between civilian and 
military elites, but between two polarized cohorts of  Thailand’s general 
population. The deep political and societal polarization that produced this 
conflict of  interests has its roots both in enduring cultural fault lines and 
in immediate political catalysts.

Power in Stone: Ecclesial Authority and Artistic Endeavor in 
Bernini’s David ............................................................................................ 42
KIRSTEN KAPPELMANN

Gian Lorenzo Bernini, one of  the greatest artists of  the seventeenth century, 
sculpted his David during a time of  ecclesial dissonance and upheaval. This 
paper argues that Bernini’s David confronts some of  the deepest concerns of  the 
Catholic Counter-Reformation and offers a commentary on the role of  the artist 



v

in asserting the authority of  the Catholic Church. Breaking with the tradition of  
portraying David as static and calm, Bernini’s intense work highlights the renewed 
emphasis on emotion characteristic of  the Counter-Reformation; such dynamism 
causes the viewer to engage with the art on a deeper level. Through both the raw 
power and sophisticated iconography of  the sculpture, Bernini subtly defends the 
ultimate authority of  the Catholic Church and important role of  the artist in 
upholding that authority.

Of  Faces, Dreams, Rods, and Visions: 
The Contemplation of  Christ in Chapter Eight of  the Speculum 
Humanae Salvationis ....................................................................................... 56
EVANGELINE KOZITZA

During the medieval era there emerged a genre of  devotional texts that 
were intended to work as mirrors. These works, known as specula (Lat., 
“mirrors”), artistically presented Biblical, historical, or mythical stories 
in an effort both to offer the characters of  these stories as examples to 
the reader and to show the reader to himself  as someone whose life could 
benefit from imitation of  these examples. This paper concerns a spec-
ulum which gained much popularity during the fourteenth century: the 
Speculum Humanae Salvationis (Lat., “The Mirror of  Human 
Salvation”). In particular, this paper argues that the eighth chapter of  
this work presents four different images of  “seeing” Christ, images which 
serve to draw readers into contemplation of  their Lord. 

When Thomas Doubted: The Intellectual Tradition of  
Caravaggio’s The Incredulity of  Saint Thomas ............................................ 73
RACHEL SMITH

This paper discusses The Incredulity of  Saint Thomas, a painting 
by Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio. The painting depicts the scene 
from John 20 in which Thomas touches the pierced side of  Christ in 
order to believe that Jesus has actually risen. The imagery in the painting 
visually compels the viewer to examine the relationship between faith and 
sight. With the works of  biblical scholars and art historians, this paper 
expounds on the narrative of  Thomas and its instructional implication 
for the Christian faith.

About the Authors ..................................................................................... 85



vi

FOREWORD

The 2013–2014 academic year has been another exciting and pro-
ductive year for The Pulse as we continue to promote undergraduate re-
search at Baylor University. Our dedicated staff  has worked hard and 
demonstrated great care in their efforts to support the mission of  The 
Pulse, and we are thrilled with the way those efforts have borne fruit this 
year. The fall semester saw the publication of  a special edition devoted 
to the field of  Classics with papers covering authors from Horace 
to Tacitus to Augustine. We are pleased that many of  our own staff  
members had papers accepted for publication in both the fall and spring 
editions.

The five papers selected for this edition demonstrate the interdis-
ciplinary nature of  the spring edition. We begin with medieval Christian 
exegesis as Kevin Burns offers an analysis of  the influence of  the elev-
enth-century Jewish exegete Rashi on the fourteenth-century Christian 
exegete Nicholas of  Lyra. Next, we turn to political science with Laura 
Beth Hooper’s discussion of  Thailand’s 2006 coup d’etat as related to the 
concept of  coup culture. Entering the realm of  art, Kirsten Kappelmann 
examines the significance of  Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s sculpture David 
within the context of  the Catholic Counter-Reformation. Evangeline 
Kozitza continues the edtion with a discussion of  the medieval Speculum 
Humanae Salvationis. We conclude with another analysis of  artwork by 
Rachel Smith, who examines Caravaggio’s The Incredulity of  Saint Thomas 
and its instructional relationship to Christian faith.

We are extremely proud of  the excellent work our authors have 
done, but we are especially grateful for the dedication of  our team of  
editors, public relations managers, and technology staff. Our editors 
have carried out their tasks admirably, reading countless pages of  sub-
missions and enthusiastically engaging in our two-hour-long decision 
meetings. Special thanks goes out to Becca Hunziker, who with the as-
sistance of  Amanda Hayes, headed up the process of  recruiting new 
editors and publicizing our submission deadlines. Hannah Adams, our 
wonderful secretary, ensured that the double-blind evaluation process 
went smoothly. Collin Huse singlehandedly took on the tasks associated 
with IT, formatting the papers and preparing them for printing. We also 
owe special thanks to Rachel Smith, who not only served as an editor, 
but also designed the beautiful cover for the spring edition. 
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Our student staff  is fantastic, but without the help of  our faculty 
mentor and the support of  the Honors College we would not be able 
to bring this project to fruition. As our faculty advisor, Dr. Jeff  Hunt 
spends endless hours reviewing papers and working with the officers 
and staff  of  The Pulse, and we are thankful for his guidance, dedica-
tion, and humor. We are also grateful for the ongoing support of  Dean 
Thomas Hibbs and the Honors College as a whole. Many other faculty 
members provide constant encouragement to the efforts of  The Pulse by 
promoting undergraduate research; we were excited to offer two Faculty 
Features in our fall Classics edition honoring the work of  Dr. Jeff  Fish 
and Dr. Alden Smith. 

Finally, if  you are reading this issue, we thank you for your support 
of  The Pulse. We encourage you to visit our webpage at www.baylor.edu/
pulse, where you can learn more about The Pulse as well as download 
and read past issues of  the journal. We are pleased with the work of  The 
Pulse during the 2013–2014 academic year and are excited to see the de-
velopments of  coming years as we continue to promote undergraduate 
research at Baylor University.

Kirsten Kappelmann  Jonathan Tingle
President    Chief  Editor



The Pulse: Volume 11, Issue 2.  Spring 2014

Various methods of  Christian exegesis find their origin in Jewish 
approaches to Scripture. This paper focuses on the influence of  Rashi, 
an eleventh-century Jewish exegete, upon Nicholas of  Lyra, a four-
teenth-century Christian exegete. In studying their historical settings 
and exegetical methods, particularly as seen in their commentaries on 
the Song of  Songs, we see that much is gained from interacting with 
the rich tradition of  Jewish scriptural interpretation.

______ 
 

Rashi and Nicholas of  Lyra on the Song of  Songs:
A Study of  Jewish Influence upon Medieval Christian 

Exegesis
 

Kevin Burns

The traditions of  Christian and Jewish exegesis have a rich history 
of  interaction that includes both contention and amicability. This study 
focuses on one particular point of  contact between them: the influence 
of  the eleventh-century Jewish exegete, Rashi, on the fourteenth-centu-
ry Christian exegete, Nicholas of  Lyra. Though separated by centuries 
and challenged by anti-Jewish polemics, Nicholas relies heavily upon 
Rashi, both utilizing and contesting his commentaries and exegetical 
methods in order to enrich his own understanding of  the Scriptures. 
In studying their lives and corpora, particularly their commentaries on 
the Song of  Songs, we are reminded of  the particular insight offered 
by Jewish exegesis. In examining the interaction between these figures, 
I will first provide an overview of  Rashi’s life and exegetical methods, 
discuss the preservation of  his influence until the time of  Nicholas, 
examine Nicholas’ life and exegetical methods, and conclude with an 
analysis of  their commentaries on the Song of  Songs.

Rashi: Life and Methods of  Exegesis

Solomon ben Isaac, better known as Rashi, was born in Troyes, in 
the province of  Champagne, in northeastern France in 1030. Legend has 
it that he was marked to be a great teacher of  the Torah from the time 
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of  his birth, which occurred in the same year that Rabbenu Gershom (a 
highly renowned rabbi) died. According to a rewording and interpreta-
tion of  Ecclesiastes 1:5, which read the verse as “the sun goes down 
but the sun also rises,” the death of  a great teacher heralded the birth 
of  another.1 So it was considered of  Rashi and so it came to be. His 
commentaries on the Torah are the first known printed Hebrew work in 
1475, and were thenceforth included in nearly every subsequent print-
ing of  the Torah.2 His influence was widely felt both in his lifetime and 
long after, inspiring both Jewish and Christian exegetes. Growing up in 
Troyes, Rashi received a typical education. He was either sent to a Jewish 
school, or his father, a learned Jew himself, hired a resident tutor. Rashi’s 
studies would have primarily encompassed study of  the Torah, Mishnah, 
and Talmud. He would have also studied the halakic and midrashic texts, 
the Targums, and the lexicographical and grammatical works of  Dunash 
son of  Labrat and Menahem, son of  Saruk, two texts which would 
highly influence him. Upon completion of  his studies, Rashi served in 
Troyes for several years as a rabbi, a position that at the time included 
the responsibility of  presiding as a Jewish judge. It was not until later 
that Rashi pursued higher education. Though already a learned student 
of  the Talmud, he desired to write a commentary on it that required 
teaching beyond that which he received in Troyes. Rashi easily deter-
mined where to study: the academies of  Worms and Mayence, where 
the disciples of  Rabbenu Gershom, whom he thought was the greatest 
scholar of  Jewish learning, taught. Rashi returned to Troyes sometime 
around 1070.3

Rashi’s method of  exegesis was not only honed by his many teach-
ers, it was in great part responsive to the culture of  eleventh-century 
France. In this period rose the Darshanim, men who based their exegesis 
of  the Torah upon mostly traditional, midrashic literature. Their inter-
pretations were fanciful and disconnected from the literal meaning of  the 
text. In response to such speculative exegesis, Rashi stressed the literal 
understanding of  the text—its simple and primary meaning—which he 
called the peshat.4 In his commentary on the first verse of  Lamentations, 
he writes, “There are many haggadic midrashim, but my purpose is to 
explain the scriptural passage according to its peshat.”5 By peshat, Rashi 
meant what a medieval Christian exegete might mean by the sensus histo-
ricus or the sensus literalis, that is, the first meaning of  the word within its 
context. The peshat could also indicate the primary sense in which the 
author wrote, whether concrete, parabolic, or allegorical.6 Rashi con-
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trasted the peshat with the derash, which denoted speculative or homileti-
cal interpretation. It was Rabbi Abbaye in the fourth century who first 
distinguished between the peshat and the derash as distinct methods of  
exegesis. However, within the context of  Talmudic literature, the peshat 
did not strictly indicate the literal sense, but instead meant the authorita-
tive or traditional interpretation. It was in fact Rashi himself  who was 
the first to clearly distinguish between derash as homiletical interpretation 
and peshat as strictly literal interpretation.7   

As a result of  his literalist interpretation, Rashi emphasized the 
historical, or sequential, as well as the grammatical aspects of  Scripture. 
Though Rashi accepted the traditional theological interpretation of  
Jewish history, he did not understand events as theological texts; for 
him, the significance was in the event and not in any midrashic addi-
tion to it.8 On multiple occasions Rashi discounted interpretations by 
significant Talmudic sages because they were not in the spirit of  the 
text’s intent nor did they fit within its contextual sequence.9 He writes 
in his commentary on Exodus 6:9, “Let Scripture be explained in its 
literal sense, so that each statement will fit into its proper context.”10 
Concerning grammar, Rashi was extremely innovative, at times deviat-
ing from interpretations that, for instance, ignored or misunderstood 
Hebrew accents.11 He keenly perceived nuances in syntax and vocabu-
lary, attending to the precise meaning of  various words and, at times, 
even referencing the Aramaic.12 Throughout his commentaries, Rashi 
addressed prepositions, conjunctions, verbs, accents, and word order.13 
The influence of  Menahem and Dunash are evident in his work since his 
own understanding of  the rules governing verbs was dependent upon 
them.14 Rashi indeed was as resourceful as possible in eleventh-century 
France, where philological studies were not yet flourishing—he unfor-
tunately could not avail himself  of  the scientific resources found in the 
schools of  Arabic scholars and philosophers.15 In his use of  grammar 
and lexicography, Rashi was not, however, attempting to overcomplicate 
the text; in fact, he aimed for just the opposite: Rashi sought to comment 
on the text so as to make it most lucid.16 In fact, in many instances he 
used laazim (French words that were transcribed into the Hebrew lan-
guage) so that the idea of  the text could be clearly communicated to his 
audience. Rashi was not simply consumed by the grammatical matters 
of  Torah but sought to be didactic in his commentaries.17



4

Undergraduate Journal of  Baylor University

Rashi and Nicholas of  Lyra on the Song of  Songs

Another aspect of  eleventh-century France that Rashi’s literal 
commentaries were responding to was the Christian allegorical interpre-
tation of  the Old Testament. Within Troyes there was a great overlap of  
traditions as the Jews and Christians lived in complete social assimila-
tion; doubtless Rashi and the Jewish community knew the Christian texts 
as well as the general Christian interpretation of  the Old Testament. 
Rashi vied for a historical-literal interpretation over against the Christian 
allegorical interpretation which itself  was midrashic, particularly in its 
Christological interpretations. Though Rashi did contest such interpre-
tations in his commentaries, he was nowhere bitter toward Christian ex-
egesis.18 His commentary on Psalm 2:1 (“Why have the Gentiles raged, 
and the people devised vain things?”) demonstrates explicit reference 
to Christian exegesis. 19 Rashi writes: “Our Rabbis made homiletic use 
of  this passage as referring to King Messiah [Berakot 7b], and from the 
point of  view of  its simple sense, and so also we would respond to 
Jewish converts to Christianity, it is proper to interpret it as referring 
to David himself.”20 Rashi utilizes the peshat over against the derash to 
combat Christological interpretation.

It was after returning from the academies of  Worms and Mayence 
in 1070 that Rashi established a school embodying his exegetical 
methods. He became a guide and master to many who studied the canon 
of  Jewish literature as well as his commentaries, and his emphasis on the 
peshat influenced many Jews as well as Christians.21 Rashi’s exaltation of  
the literal did not, however, come entirely at the expense of  midrashic 
interpretation; he writes in his commentary on Genesis 3:8, “As for me, 
I am only concerned with the literal meaning of  the Scriptures and with 
such aggadot as explain the biblical passages in a fitting manner.”22 The 
historical-literal interpretation of  Rashi was directed against overly mi-
drashic exegesis, yet did not sever its connections with the Midrash. If  
the derash bore no violence upon the literal meaning of  the text, Rashi 
would sometimes use its interpretation. In cases where there were mul-
tiple midrashic interpretations on a single verse (which there often were) 
he would utilize the one in best accord with the text’s contextual lan-
guage.23 Rashi would even, when necessary, alter the wording of  the 
Midrash in order to foster clarity of  meaning.24 Though often quoting 
the Talmudic dictum, “A biblical passage can never [in the final analysis] 
lose its peshat meaning,” Rashi thought it frequently had many other in-
terpretations as well. It seems as though Rashi followed a middle path, 
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interpreting the text both literally and allegorically.25 As a result of  his 
renown, Rashi was given the title, “Parshandata” (“the expounder of  the 
law”).26 He died in 1105.

From Rashi to Nicholas: Safeguarding Jewish Exegesis

The ongoing conversation between Jewish and Christian exegetes 
fostered by Rashi was continued by adherents of  his school, particularly 
his sons-in-law (all prominent rabbis) and grandsons. It was they who 
safeguarded the legacy of  Rashi’s peshat exegesis. Interactions between 
Jews and Christians after Rashi’s death were not directed in one way 
only—while Jews engaged with the Christian Scriptures and their exege-
sis, Christians too sought Hebrew learning. Reliance upon Jewish texts 
spread even more through the works of  Hugh of  St. Victor (d. 1141), 
a contemporary of  Rashi and his followers, and his successor, Andrew 
of  St. Victor (d. 1175). Such Christian scholars questioned the Vulgate 
texts, looking to the Hebrew texts for answers. It was natural for Hugh 
to fortify his exegesis of  the Christian Scriptures with contemporary 
Jewish scholarship. The Hebrew annotations in his work reveal depen-
dence upon texts beyond those of  Jerome or the Glossa ordinaria; he 
clearly had immediate contact with the Jews and their literature. His suc-
cessor, Andrew, also extensively used Jewish literature and emphasized a 
literal interpretation of  the Scriptures. The School of  St. Victor served 
as an example of  the influence of  Jewish exegetical material and was a 
vital instrument in establishing interest in the Hebrew texts.27

Between the Victorines and the later thirteenth-century scholars 
who widely utilized the Hebrew texts were three important intermediary 
figures: Peter Comester (d. 1178), Peter Cantor (d. 1197), and Stephen 
Langton (d. 1228). These three figures used extensively Andrew of  St. 
Victor’s writings. Following such men we see great interest in Jewish 
literature in England in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. 
Therein was the greatest tradition of  language study, indicated by the 
prevalence of  scholars with a working knowledge of  Hebrew. One such 
scholar was Robert Grosseteste (d. 1253) who established the study of  
Hebrew among the Franciscans; he did for thirteenth-century Hebraism 
what Hugh of  St. Victor did for that of  the twelfth century. As a result 
of  Grosseteste’s reliance upon the Hebrew text, he favored the use of  
Scripture itself  as the singular textbook for theological study as opposed 
to Peter Lombard’s widely used Sentences. Grosseteste’s conviction re-
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sulted in heated conflict through the mid-thirteenth century. The dis-
tinction between the reliance upon Scripture as opposed to the Sentences 
was one picked up by Nicholas of  Lyra, whose view was undoubtedly 
influenced by his own reliance upon the Hebrew text. Other promi-
nent Englishmen who bolstered the study of  Hebrew in this period 
were Herbert of  Bosham, Adam Marsh, Roger Bacon, William Brito, 
and William de la Mare. Connections were strong between England and 
Paris through the thirteenth century, resulting in the spread of  English 
attitudes toward the study of  Hebrew to the whole of  the Franciscan 
order, particularly in Paris.28

The Franciscans emphasized the historical-grammatical aspects 
of  studying the Hebrew texts. They employed the text in clarifying Latin 
translations, utilizing rabbinic literature to elucidate their own study of  
the Bible, and to study the text’s historical narrative. Such emphasis 
on the historical narrative existed partly by the influence of  Joachim 
de Fiore, who stressed the interpretation of  Scripture in light of  con-
temporary historical events, and by the Franciscans, who continually 
focused upon imitating Christ and his apostles. There were, however, 
a significant number of  Christians in the thirteenth century whose atti-
tude toward the Hebrew texts was not motivated by historical-grammat-
ical interest. These Christians were headed by the Dominicans, particu-
larly Raymond of  Peñaforte (d. 1275). Raymond viewed Jewish literature 
(like the Talmud) as valuable in as much as it aided in converting Jews to 
Christianity. In the same manner in which Dominicans utilized rational 
argumentation in battling heretics, Raymond believed the Jews could be 
brought to Christian belief, a process necessarily founded upon Jewish 
authoritative texts. As a result, Raymond established language schools in 
the Iberian Peninsula teaching Hebrew and Aramaic (as well as Arabic to 
combat Islam). Paul Christian and Raymond Martini were Raymond of  
Peñaforte’s most significant disciples, Martini influentially penning Pugio 
fidei contra Mauros et Iudaeos. The strain of  anti-Jewish polemic character-
ized by the Dominicans served, however, as a double-edged sword. On 
the one hand, it increased the growing disapproval of  Talmudic litera-
ture which came to a head with the seizure and investigation of  Jewish 
literature in 1239, the Talmudic trial in Paris in 1240, and the subsequent 
mass burning of  Jewish texts. On the other hand, texts written against 
Talmudic literature and rabbinic commentary simultaneously preserved 
such texts.29 One example is Theobald of  Sézanne’s Extractiones de Talmut; 
though it says of  Rashi, “His body is buried with honor at Troyes—and 
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his soul is in the depths of  hell,” it preserves much of  Rashi in order to 
dispute him.30 Following burnings of  the Talmud, Jews were expelled 
from France in 1306, though they were readmitted in limited numbers 
in 1315.31

Nicholas of  Lyra: Life and Methods of  Exegesis

It was into this Jewish-Christian turmoil that Nicholas was born 
in Lyre, Normandy circa 1270. He joined the Franciscans around 1300 
at the convent of  Verneuil. Shortly after taking his vows, Nicholas was 
sent to Paris where he began his theological studies. There, Nicholas 
would have met John de Murro, the order’s minister general. In John’s 
possession were Andrew of  St. Victor’s literal commentaries as well as 
an anonymous literal interpretation of  the Song of  Songs, Exposito hys-
torica Cantici Canticorum secundum Salomonem, texts that likely influenced 
Nicholas’ later work. Nicholas achieved a master ranking in Paris in 
1308. From 1319 until 1324 he served as Minister Provincial of  the Paris 
Province and from 1324 until 1330 as administrator of  the Province of  
Burgundy. Nicholas was a prolific writer, his greatest work being the 
Postilla litteralis super totam Bibliam (also known as the Postilla perpetuae), 
a commentary on the entirety of  Scripture wherein he focused solely 
on the literal sense of  the text. This work became the second most 
widely disseminated medieval commentary following the Glossa ordinaria. 
A later work entitled Tractatus de differentia nostrae translationis ab Hebraica 
Littera in Veteri Testamento served as an abridged, affordable version (for 
his students) of  his Postilla litteralis. Upon completing his Postilla litteralis, 
Nicholas began his Postilla moralis, a work wherein he focused on the 
spiritual sense of  the text. Two other important texts Nicholas penned 
were the Contra Judaeos (a revised version of  a quaestio de quolibet held in 
Paris in 1309) and Contra Quendam Judaeum Ex Verbis Evangelii, Christum et 
Eius Doctrinam Impugnantem.32

Throughout Nicholas’ work, the influence of  Rashi is apparent. 
Within his Postilla litteralis, Nicholas utilizes Rashi on nearly every page 
of  commentary on the Old Testament.33 As a result of  the growing 
animosity towards Jews in Nicholas’ time, his encounter with them 
was much different than that of, for instance, Andrew of  St. Victor 
or Herbert of  Bosham. Nicholas would not have easily encountered 
living rabbis, instead depending heavily upon rabbinic texts like those 
of  Rashi. To interact with these texts, Nicholas became learned in the 
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Hebrew language; it is unknown where he obtained this knowledge, 
though he possibly studied in a center of  Jewish learning located in 
Evreux, Normandy.34 Nicholas would have been attracted to Rashi’s 
methods of  exegesis for a variety of  reasons, primarily Rashi’s emphasis 
on the peshat. Nicholas was known as the Doctor planus et utilis—like Rashi 
he elucidated the straightforward sense of  the text, seeking to make its 
meaning clear. In other manners, Nicholas adopted Rashi’s interpreta-
tion in verse succession over against the method used, for instance, in 
Aquinas’ Summa theologiae.35 Nicholas also relied infrequently upon pa-
tristic authority, sometimes even challenging it; his desire for the closest 
link with the text’s literal sense resulted in his use of  the Hebrew doctors 
more than the Latinists. Nicholas’ commentaries also show little inter-
est in theological questions36 and avoid harmonizing scriptural passages, 
shying away from any notion of  a concordantia.37 Moreover, Nicholas em-
phasized the historical aspect of  the text, with his commentary on Ruth 
evincing his detailed interest in history. He would work with chronolo-
gies and genealogies, often comparing the Christian to the Jewish details, 
typically seeing the Jewish as more convincing.38 Nicholas also similarly 
used diagrams and, akin to Rashi’s laazim, translated Latin terms into 
colloquial equivalents.39

As a result of  Nicholas’ extensive use of  Rashi, he has been often 
called “Rashi’s ape.” Nicholas, however, did not simply ape Rashi, but uti-
lized him where necessary, challenging his shortcomings and augmenting 
his interpretations.40 Such handling of  Rashi was necessary considering 
the milieu of  fourteenth-century Paris; Nicholas, to a certain extent, had 
to answer for his obvious use of  a Jewish commentator, one who was 
particularly renowned for his Talmudic interpretations. For his program 
of  exegesis not to be discredited, Nicholas needed to affirm the value 
of  utilizing rabbinic exegesis for understanding the Christian sense of  
Scripture while simultaneously exposing rabbinic error.41 Nicholas does 
just this in his exposition of  Psalm 2:1 (an example previously looked at 
in Rashi’s commentary): 

Likewise Rabbi Salomon, in the beginning of  his 
commentary on this psalm, says as follows: Our teach-
ers expounded this psalm of  King Messiah … whence he 
(Rashi) follows with: but according to the plain understand-
ing of  the psalm (that is, the literal), and for providing a 
response to the heretics, it is expounded of  David. From 
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this statement of  Rabbi Salomon we know …  One, 
that the ancient doctors of  the Hebrews understood 
this psalm as referring to Christ ad litteram … [two] 
that for providing a response to the heretics, Rabbi 
Salomon and other later doctors of  the Hebrews ex-
pounded this psalm as referring to David. …I, there-
fore, wishing to follow the doctrine of  the Apostles 
and the statements of  the ancient Hebrew doctors, 
will expound this psalm ad litteram by disproving from 
the text the aforesaid exposition of  Rabbi Salomon 
and the modern Hebrews.42

Nicholas underscores the necessity of  Jewish literature while ob-
viating any accusations of  Judaizing.43

Nicholas’ specific methods of  exegesis are explicitly established 
in the first and second prologue to his Postilla litteralis. The methods 
described in these prologues can be considered nearly comprehensive 
since nowhere in his actual exegesis does Nicholas diverge from such 
principles.44 In his first prologue to the Postilla litteralis, he reiterates the 
foundational medieval exegetical conception of  the polysemous nature 
of  Scripture. Nicholas writes:

…this book [Scripture] has this special quality, that 
one word contains many senses. The reason for this 
is because the principal author of  this book is God 
Himself, who has the power not only to use words 
to signify something—which even men are able to 
do, and do [in fact] do—but He also uses the things 
signified by the words to signify other things. For this 
reason it is common in all books that words signify 
something, but it is special in this book that things 
signified by words signify something else. Therefore, 
according to the first signification, which is by the 
words, the literal or historical sense is acquired. Then, 
indeed, according to the other signification, which is 
by the things themselves, the mystical or spiritual 
sense is acquired, which is generally three-fold: If  
the things signified by words are intended to signify 
those things which are to be believed in the new law, 
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the allegorical sense is thus acquired. If  on the other 
hand [the things signified by words] are intended to 
signify those things which are to be done by us, the 
moral or tropological sense is thus [acquired]. If  again 
[the things signified by words] are intended to signify 
those things which are to be hoped for in future 
blessedness, the anagogical sense is thus [acquired].45

Herein Nicholas implicitly alludes to Thomas Aquinas, referenc-
ing his Summa theologiae almost verbatim concerning God’s use of  words 
to signify things which signify yet other things.46  

It is not until his second prologue to the Postilla litteralis that 
Nicholas uniquely augments the hermeneutics of  medieval biblical 
interpretation, coining the term, “double-literal.” In establishing the 
meaning of  the double-literal sense of  Scripture, Nicholas first empha-
sizes the significance of  the literal aspect of  the text. He writes, “all 
[interpretations] presuppose the literal sense as the foundation. …so a 
mystical interpretation disconnected from the literal sense is considered 
to be unsuitable and unfitting.”47 As a result of  emphasizing the literal 
sense, Nicholas highly concerns himself  with errors in transmission and 
translation, errors which mar a literal understanding of  what is written. 
He emphasizes heavily the difference between the Latin translations and 
the original Hebrew of  the text. Deferring to Jerome, as he often does, 
Nicholas writes, “as Jerome [says] in his Second Prologue on Genesis, 
and in many other places, in order to get at the truth of  the text con-
tained in the Old Testament Scripture one must go back to the Hebrew 
codices.”48 Having established the importance of  the literal sense of  
Scripture, Nicholas defines “double-literal”:

…sometimes the same word has a double-literal 
sense, thanks to the statement in I Paralipomenon 17 
[13], where the Lord says of  Solomon: ‘I will be to 
him a father, and he shall be to me a son.’ This is 
understood of  Solomon literally, in so far as he was 
the son of  God by adoption in his youth. …Yet the 
above-mentioned authority, ‘I will be to him a father,’ 
is introduced by the Apostle in Hebrews 1 [5] as 
spoken about Christ literally. …For the above-men-
tioned authority was fulfilled literally in Solomon, 
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nevertheless less perfectly, because he was the son 
of  God by grace alone. On the other hand [it was 
fulfilled] more perfectly in Christ, who is the Son of  
God by nature.49

Nicholas suggests that a text can refer, in the literal sense, to mul-
tiple things; he argues that I Chronicles speaks literally of  Solomon and, 
not allegorically or spiritually, but literally of  Christ, thus the text has a 
“double-literal” sense.

The second prologue to his Postilla litteralis also reveals the tension 
Nicholas felt between the typically mystical interpretation of  the mo-
nastic orders and the typically particular and literal interpretation of  the 
scholastics. Such distinction came to a head in the thirteenth century 
with the rise of  Scholasticism and its dependence upon Aristotle. Up 
until around the twelfth century, the framework by which Christian ex-
egetes understood the world was Platonic—Scriptural elements were 
understood as shadows of  higher realities. This paradigm was upheld 
by the Alexandrine school in the second and third centuries and influ-
enced the methods of  later monastic exegetes. The Aristotelian frame-
work of  understanding Scripture, where Scriptural elements (such as 
text and translation) had intrinsic value and merited their own inves-
tigation, though existing prior to the twelfth century, did not readily 
challenge the dominant Platonic worldview until then. It was even later, 
in the thirteenth century, that Aristotelianism acquired methodological 
underpinning, a movement particularly felt in the University of  Paris 
and headed by thinkers like Thomas Aquinas. It was Aquinas who in-
vestigated the literal and spiritual senses in his Summa theologiae, therein 
stressing the literal aspect of  the text upon which all other senses were 
founded.50 Nicholas describes the tension between the overly mystical 
and scholastic interpretations:

…it should be known that the literal sense has often 
been obscured by the method of  interpretation com-
monly handed on to us by some, who, though they 
said many good things, nevertheless touched on 
the literal sense too little, and multiplied the mys-
tical senses to such an extent that the literal sense, 
trapped among so many mystical interpretations, is 
partially suffocating. Likewise, they divided the text 
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into so many parts, and introduced so many agree-
ments to their proposition, that they partially confuse 
the understanding and the memory, drawing the soul 
away from the understanding of  the literal sense. 
Therefore, proposing to avoid these and similar 
[faults], with the help of  God I intend to adhere to 
the literal sense, and [I intend] to include very few, 
brief, mystical interpretations sometimes, though 
rarely.51

Recognizing such excess, Nicholas sought a middle ground; as 
seen, he turned to Hebrew scholars, particularly Rashi, “who among the 
Hebrew doctors spoke more reasonably in expressing the literal sense.”52

The Commentaries of  Rashi and Nicholas on the Song of  Songs

In the comparison of  Rashi’s and Nicholas’ commentaries on the 
Song of  Songs the acceptance, rejection, and improvement of  rabbini-
cal exegesis can be seen. First, I will show characteristic aspects of  each 
exegete as they appear in their commentaries; secondly, I will show the 
single most important difference between the two commentaries, which 
leads to Nicholas’ critique of  Rashi; thirdly, I will show how, despite 
such a glaring critique, Nicholas continues to utilize Rashi as a reliable 
source in elucidating his own understanding of  the Scriptures.

Three characteristic aspects of  Rashi’s exegesis shown in his com-
mentary on the Song of  Songs are his emphasis on historical interpreta-
tion, his contestation of  traditional Jewish exegesis, and his investiga-
tion of  language and grammar.53 First, in his commentary on 2:11 (“For 
winter is now past, the rain is over and gone”) Rashi writes, “For behold, 
the winter has passed: These are the four hundred years. I skipped them 
by counting them from Isaac’s birth. the rain: which is the hardship of  
winter, is over and has gone away; i.e., eighty-six years of  harsh slavery 
were decreed upon you, and they have gone away.” Here Rashi interprets 
the verse by placing it particularly in Israel’s history, specifically the years 
of  slavery in Egypt. Secondly, commenting on 2:7 (“I adjure you, O ye 
daughters of  Jerusalem, by the roes, and the harts of  the, fields, that you 
stir not up, nor make the beloved to awake, till she please”) Rashi writes:
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that you neither awaken … nor contest: … There are many 
aggadic midrashim but they do not fit the sequence 
of  the topics, for I see that Solomon prophesied and 
spoke about the Exodus from Egypt and about the 
giving of  the Torah, the Tabernacle, the entry to 
the Land, the Temple, the Babylonian exile, and the 
coming of  the Second Temple and its destruction.

Rashi acknowledges the Aggadic midrashim on this verse, yet 
refuses to use them in order to sustain his historically rendered exegesis. 
Lastly, as a brief  example of  his grammatical commentary, Rashi writes 
on 4:1, “your kerchief: … It is impossible to interpret ֵתָּמַצ as meaning a veil 
 where the ‘tav’ is a radical, for were that so, it would have to be ,(תֶמֹצ)
punctuated with a ‘dagesh’ when immediately preceding a ‘hey,’ which 
makes it the feminine possessive, or a ‘vav,’ which makes it the masculine 
possessive.”

Three characteristic aspects of  Nicholas’ exegesisshown in his 
commentary on the Song of  Songs are his historical exegesis, his referral 
to the Hebrew text, and his use of  the double-literal sense of  Scripture. 
54 First, in commenting on 8:8 (“Our sister is little, and hath no breasts. 
What shall we do to our sister in the day when she is to be spoken to?”) 
Nicholas observes:

Our sister, that is, the Church … is little, that is, humble 
and despised by the people of  this present age, which 
was the case up to the time of  Constantine, and hath 
no breasts, that is, the Church did not have the freedom 
to pour out the milk of  sacred doctrine through the 
preaching of  the Catholic faith, which the Church 
did not dare to preach publicly at that time, but only 
in secret, except for some saints who offered them-
selves voluntarily to be killed for the preaching of  
the faith.

In his emphasis upon the historical interpretation of  the text, 
Nicholas locates Song of  Songs 8:8 specifically to the time before 
Constantine. Secondly, Nicholas refers to the Hebrew over against Latin 
translations. Discussing 6:12 (“Return, return, O Sulamitess:55 return, 
return that we may behold thee”) Nicholas writes:
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About this the text says, Return, return, that is, from 
captivity, O Sunamitis. The bride is here given a name 
derived from the city of  Suna, where Elisha received 
much hospitality, as we learn from 4 Kings 4 [8]. The 
Hebrew text actually says, Return, return, Sulamit, and 
if  this were translated into correct Latin, it would 
be Sulamitis, meaning ‘complete’ or ‘perfect.’ The 
meaning would then be, ‘Return to the time when 
you were a perfect nation,’ or better, ‘Return to the 
time when your faith was perfect.’

Here Nicholas favors the Hebrew translation of  the bride’s name, 
“Sulamitis”; interestingly, however, Nicholas still honors the Latin 
translation “Sunamitis” as is suggested by his explication of  the term. 
Thirdly, interpreting 7:7 (“Thy stature is like to a palm tree, and thy 
breasts to clusters of  grapes”) Nicholas underscores the double-literal 
sense, writing, “Everything said so far indicates the beauty of  the human 
bride. But literally this parable signifies the beauty of  the spiritual bride 
during the time of  the New Testament.” Nicholas interprets the breasts 
as belonging literally to the human bride as well as literally to the spiri-
tual bride. Nicholas even extends the interpretation to indicate literally 
Christ’s breasts; he writes, “thy breasts to clusters of  grapes, because Christ’s 
breasts contain an abundance of  milk for nursing his sons and the whole 
Church.”

Though singular examples were given of  each exegete comment-
ing on Scripture in an historical manner, their overall historical interpre-
tations of  the Song of  Songs differ markedly. Interpreting verse one of  
chapter one, Nicholas gives insight into his interpretive schema:

The Song is a parable which speaks about the love 
between a bridegroom and his bride. But the text 
does not clearly indicate who this groom and bride 
might be. Various people have explained the text dif-
ferently…Hebrew interpreters say that this book is 
a parable which depicts the love between God and 
the Jews, a love which was promised to them at the 
giving of  the Law, in Exodus 20, when God claimed 
them as the bride whom he desired. Catholic exposi-
tors commonly say that this book depicts the love 
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between Christ and the Church, understanding the 
Church as an entity separate from the synagogue. …
the Catholic interpreters, like the Hebrews, try to use 
the text for their own purposes. 

However, carefully considering the matter, both in-
terpretations seem to be somewhat deficient. First of  
all, it seems that the Jews interpret the bride a little 
too narrowly, saying that she is none other than the 
Jewish people and converts to Judaism. The Catholic 
interpreters also seem to take the bride a little too 
narrowly, saying she is only the Christians. But some 
things in this book cannot be easily explained with 
reference to the situation of  the Old Testament. On 
the other hand, some things cannot be easily ex-
plained with reference to the New. …So then, in this 
book, it seems that the groom should be understood 
as God. The bride, then is the Church, embracing the 
circumstances of  both Testaments.

Nicholas’ interpretation of  the Song of  Songs concerns the history 
of  God’s people as recorded in both Testaments; this leads him to divide 
the Song of  Songs into sections: chapters one through six concern the 
Old Testament love (between God and Israel), whereas chapters seven 
and eight concern that of  the New Testament (between Christ and the 
Church).56 Nicholas hoped to reinvigorate the conviction of  the conti-
nuity of  both the Old and New Testament, promoting a unified under-
standing of  the Scriptures. With such an interpretative schema, Nicholas 
sets himself  apart from a long line of  exegetes—Origen, Gregory the 
Great, Bede, Stephen Langton, and more—who posit what he calls the 
‘Catholic interpretation.’ Moreover, Nicholas establishes a sequential 
historical interpretation to which he commits himself  more strictly than 
any commentator that precedes him.57

Rashi similarly establishes his interpretative schema in his own 
introduction to the text, in which he writes: 58
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It is my opinion that Solomon, by means of  the 
Holy Spirit, foresaw that Israel was in the future 
to be exiled, into one diaspora after another, from 
one destruction after another. During this exile they 
would lament their former glory and remember that 
first love when they were His most treasured of  all 
peoples, and say ‘I will go and return to my first 
husband, for it was better with me then than now’—
remembering His kindness, and their transgressions, 
and the good things He promised to give them at the 
end of  the days.59  

His schema is further elucidated in his comment on Song of  
Songs 8:14, the book’s final verse (“Flee away, O my beloved, and be 
like to the roe, and to the young hart upon the mountains of  aromatical 
spices”).  Rashi writes, “Flee, my beloved: from this exile and redeem us 
from among them. And liken yourself  to a gazelle: to hasten the redemption 
and to cause Your Shechinah to rest. On the spice mountains: This is Mount 
Moriah and the Temple, may it be built speedily and in our days, Amen.” 
Rashi sets his historical framework obviously within the Jewish mindset 
as the Song of  Songs tells of  Israel’s exile and diaspora, concluding with 
their salvation and the reestablishment of  the Temple.

It is to Rashi’s understanding of  the Song of  Songs’ concluding 
verse that Nicholas critically responds, writing in his exegesis of  the 
same verse:

…this ‘flee away’ means the taking of  the bride with 
the groom to heaven in the near future, which the 
Church so highly desires and seeks in her prayers … 
Rabbi Solomon, however, explains ‘flee away’ in line 
with mistaken Jewish belief, saying that with these 
words the Jewish people seek to be freed from the 
captivity in which they now live by the coming of  
the Messiah. But this explanation is based on a shaky 
foundation. These words are better explained as I 
did. So once again the meaning is, Flee away, O my 
beloved, that is, take me to be with you, away from the 
miseries of  this present age, and be like to the roe [and to 
the young hart], that is, do this quickly, upon the mountains 
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of  aromatical spices, that is, by lifting me up with you 
into the heavens which are referred to as mountains 
… To this place may he take us, he who lives and 
reigns with the Father and the Holy Spirit, forever 
and ever. Amen.

Despite such a drastic difference in the text’s historical interpreta-
tion, Nicholas continues to utilize Rashi’s exegesis to deepen his own 
understanding of  the Scriptures. One example among many is Nicholas’ 
commentary on the bride’s description in chapter seven:

There [chapter four] the bride’s beauty was described 
from her head down. Here, conversely, it is described 
from her feet up. For during the Old Testament 
the bride went away from God and passed out of  
his presence. However, during the New Testament, 
she was led back to God, her direction turned from 
earthly affairs to heavenly.60

This understanding is taken directly from Rashi and simply 
Christianized; Rashi observes in 7:2, “…the Israelites praise Him [God] 
from top to bottom. …since they come to appease Him, to draw down 
His Shechinah from the heavenly abodes to the earthly abodes. He, 
however, counts their praises from bottom to top … until He comes to 
draw them to Him.” 

Conclusion

Beginning in the eleventh century with Rashi, we witness a strug-
gle with the methods of  exegesis; be they Christian or Jewish, such 
struggle fostered reform within traditions and dialogue between faiths. 
Rashi himself  was a reformer of  great influence, whose historical-literal 
interpretations inspired both Jewish and Christian scholars alike. His 
methods, as well as a study of  the Hebrew language, were faithfully 
carried forward (despite all adversities) by various scholars throughout 
France and England. Indeed, throughout the late thirteenth and early 
fourteenth centuries, we find scholars who were able to see past the 
points of  contention between Jews and Christians, culling great value 
from the study of  Jewish texts. We witness a high point with Nicholas of  
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Lyra, a scholar who seemed to have little concern for traditional bound-
aries. We find him deeply engaged in both Jewish and Christian commu-
nities, not even bound to the stigmas of  his Franciscan order. Nicholas 
navigated the waters of  fourteenth-century France, upholding both the 
Franciscan conviction of  the historical-grammatical study of  Hebrew 
texts as well as the Dominican contestation of  non-Christian interpreta-
tions of  the Torah and Talmud. His commentary on the Song of  Songs 
is testament to his dependence upon and critique of  Jewish literature 
and exegesis, an endeavor indebted to the commentaries of  Rashi. Rashi 
and Nicholas were men who challenged their traditions and times, Rashi 
of  the corpus of  Midrash and the rising Darshanim and Nicholas of  
anti-Jewish sentiments and unfounded exegesis. In doing so, these men 
did not, however, abandon their traditions, but enriched them. Nicholas’ 
influence reaches us today, encouraging the study of  Hebrew language 
and literature and stoking the conversation between Jews and Christians. 
As Nicholas understood it, insights from both parties hold great value 
in understanding the Scriptures, increasing our knowledge of  God and 
provoking response to Him.

NOTES

1  Esra Shereshevsky, Rashi, 19.
2  Aaron Rothkoff, et al., “Rashi,” 17:104.
3  Herman Hailperin, Rashi, 25-7.
4  Ibid., 24, 31.
5  Rashi quoted in Hailperin, Rashi, 31-2.
6  Hailperin, Rashi, 32, 40.
7  Louis Isaac Rabinowitz, “Peshat,” 16:8-9.
8  Hailperin, Rashi, 41.
9  Shereshevsky, Rashi, 65.
10  Rashi quoted in Shereshevsky, Rashi, 92.
11  Shereshevsky, Rashi, 73, 84, 87.
12  Maurice Liber, Rashi, 129.
13  For an extensive account of  Rashi’s address 
of  these see Shereshevsky, Rashi, 73-99.
14  See note 11.
15  Liber, Rashi, 126-7, 132.
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16  Shereshevsky, Rashi, 65.
17  Hailperin, Rashi, 18.
18  Ibid., 19, 25, 60.
19  This and all further biblical quotes are 
from the Douay-Rheims Version.
20  Rashi quoted in Hailperin, Rashi, 60.
21  Hailperin, Rashi, 27-8.
22  Rashi quoted in Rothkoff, “Rashi,” 103.
23  Hailperin, Rashi, 24, 36.
24  Rothkoff, “Rashi,” 103.
25  Hailperin, Rashi, 36-7.
26  Rothkoff, “Rashi,” 104.
27  Hailperin, Rashi, 107, 110, 112, 129.
28  Deeana Copeland Klepper, Insight, 15, 18, 23, 25-7.
29  Klepper, Insight, 2-3, 16-7; Hailperin, Rashi, 251.
30  Hailperin, Rashi, 117.
31  Klepper, Insight, 3.
32  Hailperin, Rashi, 137-9; Klepper, Insight, 6-7, 30.
33  Hailperin, Rashi, 145.
34  Klepper, Insight, 5, 8.
35  Hailperin, Rashi, 143-4.
36  Klepper, Insight, 38, 40.
37  Hailperin, Rashi, 144.
38  Klepper, Insight, 37.
39  Hailperin, Rashi, 137-8.
40  Ibid., 145.
41  Klepper, Insight, 1.
42  Nicholas of  Lyra quoted in Hailperin, Rashi, 178-9.
43  Klepper, Insight, 108.
44  James George Kiecker, “Hermeneutical,” 26-7.
45  Nicholas of  Lyra quoted in Kiecker, “Hermeneutical,” 44-5.
46  Kiecker, introduction to The Postilla, 15.
47  Nicholas of  Lyra quoted in Kiecker, “Hermeneutical,” 59.
48  Ibid., 60.
49  Ibid., 66-7.
50  See also Kiecker, “Hermeneutical,” 97-102.
51  Nicholas of  Lyra quoted in Kiecker, “Hermeneutical,” 61-2.
52  Ibid., 62.
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53  All of  Rashi’s quotes from his Commentary on Shir 
Hashirim are taken from: Rashi, Commentary, www.chabad.
org/library/bible_cdo/aid/16445#show rashi= true.
54  All of  Nicholas’ quotes from his commentary on the Song 
of  Songs are taken from: Nicholas of  Lyra, The Postilla. This 
translation does not use line numbers; the chapter and verse 
numbers in my essay are sufficient for locating quotes.
55  Nicholas’ copy reads “Sunamitis.”
56  See commentary on 1:1.
57  Mary Dove, “Literal Senses,” 134, 139.
58  This is a rare example of  Rashi using an 
introduction to a commentary.
59  Rashi quoted in Hailperin, Rashi, 241.
60  See 7:1b.
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This paper examines the concept of  so-called coup culture and 
its relationship to Thailand’s 2006 coup d’état. The Thai 
case demonstrates that coup culture is far from constant and 
is instead prone to shift as political circumstances and soci-
etal stratifications evolve. Although Thailand has experienced 
many coups over the course of  its democracy, the 2006 coup 
was unique in that it did not result from a conflict between 
civilian and military elites, but between two polarized cohorts 
of  Thailand’s general population. The deep political and soci-
etal polarization that produced this conflict of  interests has its 
roots both in enduring cultural fault lines and in immediate 
political catalysts.

______ 
 

Thailand’s 2006 Coup d’état: 
An Exploration of  Coup Culture 

and Societal Polarization 

Laura Beth Hooper

On September 20, 2006 Thailand’s Prime Minister Thaksin 
Shinawatra was scheduled to make a speech before the General Assembly 
of  the United Nations in New York—an event that would have marked 
the peak of  his political career. Early that morning, however, Thailand’s 
military took advantage of  Thaksin’s absence and overthrew the civilian 
elected government. Despite the fact that Thailand has faced sixteen 
coups since the introduction of  democracy in 1932, the 2006 coup took 
many by surprise. For, it followed an unprecedented fifteen-year period 
of  stable civilian rule and economic prosperity, six of  which were under 
Thaksin. This stability was largely credited to Thailand’s new “People’s 
Constitution,” a document that had been created with substantial public 
and academic input. In short, to all appearances, Thailand’s political situ-
ation did not indicate an imminent military overthrow. It should come as 
no surprise, therefore, that the 2006 coup renewed the academic debate 
surrounding “coup culture”—the idea that certain cultural weaknesses 
can conspire to make a coup d’état ultimately inevitable for a country no 
matter what measures a civilian government takes to imbue the nation 
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with greater stability. Indeed, the seventeen coups that Thailand has 
endured over its eighty years as a democracy would appear to make it 
the archetype of  this concept. 

Over time, “coup culture” has become a catch-all explanation 
for the remarkable frequency and quantity of  coups in Thailand. Thai 
politics are depicted on a continuum in which military-civil cycles are as 
endemic as they are inevitable. However, I argue that the interpretation 
of  Thailand’s political history through this one narrative comes danger-
ously close to tautology. For, deferring to coup culture as an explanation 
fails to explain the myriad of  factors that lead to each individual coup. 
It also assumes that there are a set of  core elements that have made 
Thailand susceptible to frequent military overthrow. This assumption 
has not been limited to studies of  Thai politics. In the midst of  the urge 
to simplify and explain, some areas of  academia have lost sight of  the 
fact that sometimes the simplest explanation is not the best, and that the 
reasons for a coup are prone to evolve over time, even within the same 
country. 

 In this paper, I argue that Thailand’s political culture has seen a 
substantial evolution over time, and that the structural factors that led 
to the coups before 1991 are demonstrably different from those that led 
to the coup in 2006. Instead of  interpreting Thailand’s history on a con-
tinual plane of  military versus civilian interests, I contend that the 2006 
coup was the result of  extreme polarization among the Thai populace 
that was unprecedented in Thai history. First, though, I shall address 
the historical context of  military coups in Thailand, the theoretical con-
ceptualization of  the military coup d’état, and contemporary academic 
explanations for the 2006 coup in Thailand and the phenomena that is 
coup culture. 

Historical Context

In 1932, Thailand transitioned from absolute to constitutional 
monarchy. At the time, the transition was hailed as the apotheosis of  
a seamless and bloodless democratic movement. However, in reality 
it was a greater reflection of  the general disengagement of  Thailand’s 
citizens from the political sphere than any particular finesse in the im-
plementation of  the transition to democracy.  And indeed, the power 
holders in the government reflected this indifference; for years, military 
and civilian leaders vied for power with nary a thought to the wellbeing 
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of  the people that they purportedly led. This was further complicated 
by the frequent intervention of  Thailand’s reigning king of  sixty-five 
years: Bhumibol Adulyadej. Revered by all sectors of  society and a linch-
pin of  the Thai political landscape, Bhumibol and his cohorts (such as 
ally General Prem Tinsulanonda) tended to support whichever faction 
would provide a greater advantage to the monarchy – thus adding yet 
another layer of  complexity to Thailand’s instability.  A shift occurred 
when, in 1991, Thailand’s military overthrew the government for the 
seventeenth time. The middle class responded with widespread protests 
that eventually resulted in the installment of  a new civilian government 
and an unprecedented period of  economic stability and prosperity. This 
advent of  civil liberty was reflected by the creation of  a new constitution 
in 1997 which was lauded domestically and abroad for its emphasis on 
transparency, fairness, liberalism, and accountability.1 

Shortly after the installment of  this new constitution, the Asian 
financial crisis rocked the continent. Thailand was hit particularly hard, 
and a run on the Baht ultimately led the country’s political leaders to 
turn to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a $17 billion dollar 
bailout. The money from the IMF was contingent on the implementa-
tion of  a host of  new policies such as economic restructuring, wide-
spread privatization, and substantive corporate reforms. These abrupt 
changes proved disastrous to the Thai economy, which fell into an even 
deeper recession. Farmers and poor workers bore the brunt of  the eco-
nomic downturn, but even corporations felt the impact of  the IMF’s 
policies as the giant conglomerates that had formed the backbone of  the 
Thai economy were dissolved. 

The domestic companies that had enjoyed unprecedented pros-
perity during Thailand’s stability in the 1990’s mobilized to oppose the 
mandates of  the IMF by vilifying the ruling Democratic Party and de-
picting it as an ally of  the IMF and foreign investors. Slowly, a diverse 
coalition of  politicians, workers, intellectuals, and elites began to emerge. 
All that was missing was a charismatic leader to bind these disparate 
groups together. Enter Thaksin Shinawatra, a powerful media mogul 
who had emerged relatively unscathed from the financial meltdown. He 
pulled together the loose coalitions that had already begun to form to 
create the Thai Rak Thai Party (TRT; “Thais love Thais”). An adept 
strategist, Thaksin was the first politician to truly utilize the 1997 con-
stitution to its full potential. Because the new constitution established 
a government that was so heavily dependent on popular will, Thaksin 
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launched a massive campaign to garner the support of  the rural and 
working poor. Thanks in large part to Thaksin’s political finesse; the 
TRT Party won the 2001 election by a landslide, only three seats short 
of  an absolute parliamentary majority.2

Thaksin Shinawatra and the 2006 Coup

The military claimed flaws in the civilian government as justi-
fication for the 2006 of  Thaksin Shinawatra’s popularly elected gov-
ernment. And first and foremost amongst these flaws was Thaksin’s 
alleged corruption. His opponents claimed that his government ap-
pointments were nepotistic and tinted with patronage. Even more 
damning were accusations that Thaksin pushed legislation through 
parliament in order to save his media company, Shin Corporation, mil-
lions in taxes. (This would later become the focus of  a 2006 ethics trial.) 
  The second major criticism of  Thaksin surrounded his author-
itarian style of  governing. In the vernacular of  Thai politics, he was 
oft accused of  acting “Presidential”-- implying that he was striving 
to become the head of  state instead of  just the head of  the govern-
ment, thereby insulting the status of  the king.3 Much of  this criticism 
was provoked by Thaksin’s “War on Drugs” which Terwiel claims was 
carried out in a ruthless and even reckless manner. For example, in 2003, 
Thaksin announced that any policeman who killed or arrested an in-
dividual carrying or dealing drugs would be given a financial reward. 
Between February and August of  that month, over 50,000 presumed 
drug dealers were arrested and 2,000 killed.4 Not only did this exhibit a 
blatant disregard for rule of  law and the right to a fair trial, the major-
ity of  the police action was concentrated in the volatile Southern part 
of  Thailand which was already plagued with inter-religious conflict. 
The effectiveness of  the policy did not extend much beyond low level 
drug dealers and customers-- thereby sparing the high-level officials and 
drug-runners who ultimately sourced the drugs. 

The third major criticism leveled at the Thaksin regime dealt with 
the treatment of  his critics. He frequently used the power of  his media 
company (the largest in Thailand) or his connections with prominent 
media figures to convey positive messaging about his policies and to 
attack those who criticized him (including political figures, journalists, 
and NGO’s).5 All of  these characteristics of  his regime drew criticism 
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from human rights activists and the international community, and yet 
Thaksin’s popular support from the masses remained as persistently 
strong as ever.6

By 2005, however, Thaksin’s opposition had begun to find its 
voice. Thaksin’s former business and political ally, Sondhi Limthongkul, 
formed the People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) party which later 
grew into the Yellow-Shirt social movement. The PAD consisted of  
a diverse coalition of  Southerners negatively impacted by Thaksin’s 
extreme policies in the South, members of  the middle and upper classes 
(especially those from Bangkok), intellectuals, political elites, and con-
servative politicians (particularly from the opposition Democratic 
Party)-- united primarily by frustration with Thaksin and his policies. 
The PAD failed to mount a coherent opposition in time for the 2005 
elections, however, and Thaksin’s TRT party won an absolute major-
ity in parliament.7 A lesser movement would have withered away after 
such a defeat, but the PAD only grew stronger. When Thaksin sold his 
Shin Corporation to a Singaporean based company, the Yellow-Shirts 
led mass protests to decry both the appearance of  corruption, and 
Thaksin’s violation of  the nationalist message that he had used to win 
an election.

In response to mounting criticism and protests, Thaksin dissolved 
parliament on April 2, 2006 and called for a new election. The PAD 
responded by calling for a boycott of  this election –thus stealing from 
Thaksin the popular mandate he had hoped the election would provide 
him. The election ended in a stalemate that was sent to Thailand’s judi-
cial court. The court determined that the election was flawed and that 
a recast of  votes should be held in October. But it was not to be. On 
September 18, 2006, Thaksin temporarily left the country to make a 
speech at the United Nations in New York. By the morning of  the 19th, 
the military had taken over the government in a bloodless coup, dis-
solved the 1997 constitution and declared a state of  emergency. Now it 
was the Yellow-Shirts who had control of  the narrative of  Thai politics, 
and thus the 2006 coup quickly became the “good coup.”8

They asserted that by placing his allies and friends in high offices, 
Thaksin had eroded the mechanisms of  democracy embedded within 
Thailand’s bureaucratic structure and had undermined the bureau-
cratic system of  checks and balances created by the 1997 constitution. 
Furthermore, they argued that despite the fact that Thaksin was elected 
largely because of  the 1997 constitution, he initiated a number of  poli-
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cies that overrode or undermined the constitution’s provisions.9 As 
Ferguson points out, this depiction of  the military as the “savior of  de-
mocracy” is a relatively common justification for a military coup.10 What 
was unusual about the Thai case, however, is that the military carried out 
its actions with such popular support.

Review of  Contemporary Literature on Thailand’s Coup Culture

Class-based Theoretical Perspectives

The fact that much of  the pro-coup sentiment in 2006 originated 
from Thailand’s middle and upper classes has flummoxed some academ-
ics. At first glance, this appears to violate Lipset’s (1959) and Moore’s 
(1966) theories that, respectively, “The more well-to-do a nation, the 
greater the chances that it will sustain democracy,” and, “No bourgeoi-
sie, no democracy.”11 Jager has grappled with this apparent paradox and 
has developed a series of  three hypotheses about the structural factors 
in Thailand’s society that have led its middle and upper classes to move 
against the government.12 

The first of  Jager’s theories is the “Information Gap Hypothesis.” 
The premise of  this concept is that members of  the middle and upper 
classes generally have greater access to information than do lower classes 
and thus tend to make different political decisions. According to this hy-
pothesis, Thaksin enjoyed the vast support of  the masses because they 
were generally ill-informed and had more limited access to news sources 
than did the middle and upper classes. Jager argues that this theory cor-
responds with the principles of  democratic consolidation theory; i.e. the 
more money and leisure time that an individual has, the greater the like-
lihood that their opinions about government will evolve and even turn 
negative.13 Furthermore, it seems to cohere with the findings of  Zaller’s 
study which found that less-informed voters tend to cast their votes 
“haphazardly” or with little attention to policy positions.14 However, 
while this “information gap” might explain some of  the discrepancy 
between the positions of  the middle and lower classes of  Thailand, it 
does not sufficiently explain the 2006 coup since there is little evidence 
that Thailand’s middle class is substantially more informed than its 
urban and rural lower classes.15 
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The second theory that Jager uses to explain Thailand’s mili-
tary coup from the perspective of  a class conflict is the “Materialist 
Hypothesis” – the narrative favored by the Red-Shirt protesters who 
led the movement in opposition to the coup. According to this theory, 
the middle and upper classes mobilize opposition to a government that 
threatens their economically privileged position in society; in other 
words, members of  the middle class support democracy only as long 
it supports them and their interests. Pro-Thaksin media and academics 
claim that the middle and upper classes feared Thaksin’s policies were an 
attempt to target their wealth and redistribute it to the poor.16 This para-
noia was only inflamed by the fact that the base of  Thaksin’s support 
came from the urban and rural poor. Indeed, his election platform largely 
consisted of  policies benefitting the poor such as subsidized health care, 
debt relief, and large-scale investment in rural development.17 

Farrelly offers a variation on this hypothesis, arguing that a coup 
has the capacity to shift society’s economic centers of  power, thereby 
potentially stimulating a self-serving desire amongst the middle and 
upper classes to bring down dominate economic players (especially if  
these very players are in political positions of  power).18 This motiva-
tion is supplemented by a Thai cultural antipathy towards politicians 
who succeed in accumulating pid bokati (unusual) amounts of  money 
during their term in office. According to Farrelly, both Thaksin’s wealth 
and his highly successful media company were magnets for this type of  
criticism.19 Even still, this approach fits the Thai scenario imperfectly. 
Though Thaksin’ electoral platform was undoubtedly aimed at the poor, 
many of  his his policies while in office directly benefitted Thailand’s 
wealthy. In fact, one of  the Yellow-Shirt movement’s primary criticisms 
of  Thaksin was that he was “pro-business.” It therefore seems prob-
lematic to characterize the middle and upper classes’ dissatisfaction with 
Thaksin purely in materialistic terms.20

The third theory that has been put forth as evidence for the ex-
istence of  a pervasive coup culture in Thailand concerns the balance 
of  power created by those at the top of  Thai society: military leaders, 
the monarchy, and political and social elites. Thailand’s modern political 
history could be characterized as a tight network of  political and social 
alliances all revolving around the monarchy, which, in the person of  
King Bhumibol Adulyadej, has managed to remain a pivotal piece of  
Thai politics for over half  a century. This relates directly to Jager’s “Elite 
Hypothesis” which argues that Thaksin became a target after he began 
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slowly undermining the elite networks that made up the informal back-
bone of  Thai politics.21 Connors’ theory of  “Royal Liberalism” – the 
idea that elites’ heavy reliance on the monarchy is rooted in fear of  the 
tyranny of  the majority-- is also embedded in this class-oriented school 
of  thought.22 Sakdhina – the ancient Thai conception of  hierarchy in 
which every individual has his place in society – is ingrained deeply 
into every aspect of  Thai society and politics. There is little debate in 
Thailand that the king is always at the crest of  this hierarchy, and that 
recognizing and abiding by this “natural” order leads to political stabil-
ity.23 Connors argues that Thaksin’s 2000 campaign and subsequent elec-
tion were a watershed for Thai politics because he intentionally ignored 
this conception of  the hierarchy of  the monarchy and its puppets (i.e.: 
the military). Instead, he generously dealt promises to the suppressed 
lower classes and new businessmen and entrepreneurs.24 

This upheaval of  traditional hierarchical arrangements deeply 
disturbed Thailand’s elites and prompted even those who were gener-
ally in favor of  democracy to fear potential instability and unrest. Was 
this motivation enough to provoke the military to overthrow the civilian 
government? Farrelly contends that is was, stating that an “elites know 
best” attitude has in the past been used as ample justification for calling 
for a structural rearrangement of  society. From the viewpoint of  the 
king and many other leaders of  Thailand, stability must always take pre-
cedence over democracy.25 A more specific fear that Thaksin inspired in 
elites was the threat of  erosion of  the king’s power. Over the course of  
his reign, Bhumibol succeeded in making the monarchy a focal point of  
stable power in a society where power is anything but constant. Elites 
duly responded by fusing their fates to Bhumibol’s and dedicating them-
selves to feeding the public nothing but a constant stream of  positive 
propaganda about the monarchy. It is therefore no surprise that the elite 
community and the monarchy itself  interpreted Thaksin’s disregard for 
hierarchy, and specifically the hierarchy of  the king, as a direct threat 
to their position in society. This threat to the status of  the royal elite 
hegemony, Handley argues, was enough to drive the crown and its elite 
allies to push the military towards a coup.26 It was perhaps this behind-
the-scenes maneuvering that prompted the anti-Thaksin movement to 
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proclaim itself  pro-monarchy and for the military junta that carried 
out the coup to call itself  “The Council for Democratic Reform under 
Constitutional Monarchy.”27 

Hegemony-based Theoretical Perspectives

Thailand’s political formations are complex and are rooted in 
decades’ worth of  history and alliances. Particularly notable in this 
timeline is the period between 1991 and 2001, which saw the creation 
of  a tentative balance between conservative and liberal political forces. 
According to Connors, the elite compromise was formed on the fol-
lowing three pillars: a gradual implementation of  liberal reform, an ac-
knowledgement of  the special privileges and powers of  the monarchy, 
and a due respect for the rights (and privileges) of  the military in the 
political and corporate spheres.28 Thaksin toppled this carefully designed 
balance with his platform of  aggressive societal reforms paired with 
an authoritarian style of  governing.29 Both the king and political elites 
read this as an attempt to erode the entrenched authoritarian and mo-
narchical powers that had ruled Thai politics for decades.30 Thaksin’s 
relationship with the political voice of  the king, Prem Tinsulanonda, is 
a key illustration of  his unwillingness to maneuver Thailand’s political 
trapeze. Prem, a former general in the Thai military has become one of  
the most important elites in the critical bridge between the monarchy 
and the military.

In 2001, Thaksin was tried for corruption. During the trial, Prem 
testified on Thaksin’s behalf  and is widely believed to have worked 
behind the scenes to get him acquitted. The unwritten rules of  tradi-
tional Thai politics dictate that Thaksin should have paid due respect 
to Prem’s unofficial role in Thailand’s political structure by agreeing 
to confirm Prem’s military and government appointments. Instead, 
Thaksin did the opposite, freezing Prem and the throne out of  the deci-
sion making process.31 According to McCargo, Thaksin’s determination 
to replace the king’s political network with one of  his own creation was 
a fatal mistake. Political networks like Bhumibol’s form the backbone of  
Thai politics; in their absence, Thailand’s political elites are left insecure 
and aggressive in their insecurity.32 

The other key player in Thailand’s hierarchical balance is its mili-
tary. A recent Gallup Poll conducted in the summer of  2006 (two months 
before the coup) revealed a widespread dissatisfaction with the state of  
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the justice system, the election system, and overall corruption in Thai 
politics. Significantly, these negative impressions did not reach the mili-
tary, which received an 86% approval rating-- far higher than any other 
Thai institution.33 This is despite the fact that Thailand’s military has 
intervened repeatedly to overthrow popularly elected civilian regimes. 
These results are easier to understand, however, when one takes into 
account, as Farrelly does, the fact that coups have simply become a part 
of  Thai politics and culture; thus the military simply does not engender 
the resentment that it tends to face in other coup-prone countries.34

Analysis: Coup Culture and Polarization

What can then be concluded about the general patterns of  
Thailand’s military coups? The literature on this subject appears to in-
terpret the Thai coup d’état from theoretical perspectives that revolve 
primarily around class and political hegemony. These explanations and 
their derivatives frame the 2006 coup in the wider pattern of  civilian to 
military transition that has persisted in Thailand for almost a century. 
However, contemporary academic literature has made one subtle yet 
dangerous assumption: that is, that the causes of  one coup in Thailand 
must logically be directly connected to the sixteen others that have oc-
curred throughout its history. A close examination reveals that, while 
the frequency and success of  coups in places like Thailand may create a 
temptation to establish overarching conclusions about what constitutes 
a “coup culture,” scholars must be cognizant of  the fact that culture is 
prone to evolve over time and that a tendency for military overthrow 
does not necessarily represent a cultural continuity. 

The Thai case demonstrates something entirely different for the 
political study of  coups: frequency of  a political event can obfuscate the 
shifts in the culture that provide entirely different explanations for said 
political event. In the Thai case, one can observe three distinct flavors of  
coup culture. The first coincides best with what Huntington described 
as the guardian coup: that is, the maneuverings of  civil and military 
elites resulting in the movement of  power from one to the other.35 This 
process ultimately had little involvement in terms of  both input and 
output from the general public and can be thought of  in terms of  civil-
ian elite versus military elite. [For the sake of  clarity, this shall henceforth 
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be referred to as the Type 1 coup]. The vast majority of  the seventeen 
power changes in Thailand’s political history have pitted these two elites 
factions against one another.

  The second variety of  Thai coup culture was demonstrated first 
in 1973, when the masses rose up and demanded an end to military 
authoritarianism. This was indicative of  unprecedented political par-
ticipation and popular involvement and it established a new dichotomy 
of  the people versus the military elite [Type 2 coup]. The reprieve was 
temporary, however, and in 1976 the military seized power once more. 
A disenchanted populace retreated and again Type 1 coups took prece-
dence. The Type 2 coup could be seen again, however, in 1991, when 
the people rose up in protests after the military overthrew a civilian 
regime. The narrative echoed that of  1973: populism versus military 
authoritarianism, democracy versus elite plots. The 1973 and 1991 
coups were substantially different from the Type 1 coup. Even though 
in both cases it was a small group of  civilian leaders overthrowing the 
military power, these civilian leaders had the support of  huge portions 
of  Thailand’s population. Unprecedented levels of  widespread partici-
pation and engagement identified these two coups as something entirely 
different from modus operandi of  Thai politics. Unlike the 1973 coup, 
however, the impact of  the 1991 coup was relatively enduring. The years 
following the coup saw new and unparalleled popular power, resulting 
in The People’s Constitution and culminating in the election of  Thaksin 
Shinawatra as Thailand’s first popularly elected Prime Minister. 

Six years after this 2001 election, the third shift in Thailand’s politi-
cal culture occurred. This time, the dichotomy became the people versus 
the people. While it was of  course a military coup d’état that overthrew 
the government (which was in the hands of  a civilian elite), this was the 
first time that there was widespread mobilization in Thailand from both 
detractors and supporters of  the coup. Moreover, the military’s involve-
ment was largely a result of  this mobilization; the military’s interests 
were only tangentially related to the main arguments that the protesters 
put forth in support of  overthrowing the government.

Why did this new dichotomy of  the people versus the people so 
abruptly replace the old dichotomies that had persisted for decades? 
What precipitated this dramatic shift in Thailand’s coup culture? In 
order to answer these inquiries we must turn to the polarization that 
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resulted from the 1997 constitution, Thaksin’s symbolic public image, 
and deeper cultural conflicts about the nature of  power and authority 
(see Table 1). 

Table 1
The Different Types of  Coups and Their Instances in Thai Politics

Type Description Years

Type 1 Civilian elite versus 
military elite

1933; 1939; 
1947; 1948; 
1949; 1951; 
1951; 1957; 
1958; 1971; 
1976; 1977; 
1981; 1985

Type 2 The people versus the 
military elite

1973; 1991

Type 3 The people versus the 
people

2006

Note: Dates taken from Farrelly, N. (2011). “Counting Thailand’s Coups.” 
New Mandala.

The 1997 Constitution

The momentum of  change that began with the protests in 1991 
culminated in the creation of  a new constitution in 1997-- the People’s 
Constitution. It was constructed with input from retired political leaders 
and some of  Thailand’s leading political scholars. It was lauded both 
domestically and internationally as a watershed for Thailand’s political 
system and was widely believed to be the fulcrum of  stability that had 
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eluded Thailand for so long. Ironically, the opposite proved true; two 
facets of  the constitution, its structure and its political ramifications, 
contributed substantially to the nation’s new political polarization. The 
constitution established the House of  Representatives as the govern-
ment’s main electoral body with several key features that set it apart 
from previous electoral bodies. Members of  the House were now re-
quired to belong to a political party, and changing one’s party member-
ship meant losing one’s seat.36 The intent behind this new provision 
was to lend stability to Thailand’s volatile party system. The unintended 
impact was that in the span of  about two years, strong, exclusive parties 
replaced the loose coalitions that had previously dominated Thailand’s 
government bodies. 

The Senate, on the other hand, was designed to be an elite, apoliti-
cal check on abuses of  the system, rather than a repository of  democ-
racy. Because the Senate was seen as apolitical and therefore superior to 
the House, it was tasked with a number of  appointment responsibilities. 
While the absence of  parties in the Senate was strategically designed to 
remove politics from this decision-making process, in reality parties were 
absent only in name and political spending on policy issues skyrocketed. 
The constitution’s redesign of  these two institutions is representative of  
many of  the document’s other provisions in that, while well-intentioned, 
they were thrust upon a political system that had no history or context 
of  high-functioning or coexisting political parties. 

The constitution at least nominally succeeded in removing poli-
tics from some government institutions, but the subsequent void was 
quickly filled by money and cronyism. In other words, corruption simply 
assumed a different face. Furthermore, while parties in and of  them-
selves are not necessarily harbingers of  polarization, they can easily feed 
the specter of  divided politics if  they are abruptly thrust upon a political 
system that had naught but a history of  loose coalitions and alliances 
to work from. Such was the case in Thailand. In the space of  a year 
after the implementation of  the constitution, two parties emerged as 
dominant voices in the battle for Thai hearts and minds: the Thai Rak 
Thai and the Democratic Parties. Smaller parties and candidates were 
subsumed into these two behemoths, and the population of  the country 
quickly began to follow suit. The two parties left no room for moderate 
or compromising positions, and people and politicians alike were forced 
to choose which pole they would align themselves with.
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Thaksin Shinawatra’s Gamble

Although it is beyond the power of  any one man to single-hand-
edly polarize a nation, Thaksin Shinawatra’s time in office undoubtedly 
played a role in deepening the fault lines in Thai society. Today, despite 
the fact that Thaksin has been out of  power and out of  Thailand for 
over seven years, he remains as highly divisive a figure as ever. In a 
society where politics generally occur behind the scenes and where for 
decades the only universally known political figure was the king, Thaksin 
managed to accomplish a remarkable feat in a relatively short period of  
time. For, he did what his peers could not or would not do: he achieved 
the full political potential of  the 1997 constitution. Thaksin saw that the 
constitution placed political power squarely in the hands of  the masses. 
And thus while other politicians continued to walk the same tightrope 
between military and civilian elite power, Thaksin took a different ap-
proach entirely: he appealed to the people. Some would say that in his 
haste to appeal to the masses, he trampled Thailand’s pre-existing power 
structures, thus ensuring his ultimate downfall. Regardless of  the verac-
ity of  this theory, Thaksin undoubtedly revolutionized the Thai election. 

He spent copious amounts of  his own personal fortune to cam-
paign for his new party. He made promises that were unabashedly de-
signed to appeal to Thailand’s poor. In this, he made a tactical decision 
to appeal to numbers rather than to power. The end result was that the 
masses found a political voice that they never knew they had – a voice 
that they used to put forth full-throated support for Thaksin and the 
TRT. The flipside of  this was that the vehemence of  his supporters was 
matched by the vehemence of  his opposition. This enmity came from a 
number of  directions: be it from those who were fearful and resentful 
of  Thaksin’s disdain for traditional power hegemonies, or from those 
who simply found that his political positions were averse to their own 
political interests. Thaksin did not need Thailand’s traditional power 
holders or its upper classes to get elected under the new constitution and 
thus he did not even do lip service to their interests. In the short term, 
this won him an election with an unprecedented landslide. 

His detractors, however, did not vanish, but rather festered below 
the surface, building upon the resentment and distrust that Thaksin had 
garnered among society’s elites. While these were but a minority, they 
soon learned to play the new political game established by the consti-
tution. They framed Thaksin’s disdain for traditional Thai politics as 
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disdain for the king, and his “War on Drugs” as a war on the people 
of  the South. And with that, the elite opposition succeeded in drawing 
enough people to its cause to lend legitimacy to its concerns. In the 
end, it was Thaksin’s gross underestimation of  the power of  traditional 
authority that led to his downfall. Thaksin saw the growing divide in 
Thailand’s culture and gambled that exploiting this polarization would 
bring him and his party to power. What he ultimately proved was that 
while polarization can indeed lift a politician to power, it is at best a 
dangerous gamble and at and at worst the factor that can transform an 
unstable political culture into a coup culture. 

Cultural Polarization

So far this study has examined the factors over the past two 
decades that have established the dramatic political and societal polar-
ization found in modern Thailand. However, beneath these relatively 
recent events, cultural and geographic divides have produced their own 
flavor of  divisiveness. Over the past decade, this has been manifested 
in the Red-Shirt (pro-Thaksin) and Yellow-Shirt (anti-Thaksin) social 
movements. Much literature has been produced regarding the split in red 
and yellow ideologies; however, for the most part this has been limited 
to surface differences between the two groups. Red-Shirts are populist, 
relatively progressive, and are geographically concentrated in Thailand’s 
northern regions. Yellow-Shirts are pro-monarchy, pro-military, conser-
vative, and geographically concentrated in Bangkok and the southern 
regions of  Thailand. The predominant explanation put forth for the 
geographical ideological divide is that Thaksin’s policies were strategi-
cally designed to support the agricultural and growing factory industry 
in the north, while his controversial “War on Drugs” had a devastating 
impact on the embattled south. In short, the South had just as many 
reasons to hate Thaksin as the North had to love him. 

However, the North / South ideological polarization runs deeper 
than Thaksin’s divisive policies: it is rooted in entirely divergent under-
standings of  power and authority. In his comprehensive study of  south-
ern Thai culture, Pongpaiboon describes a southern tradition of  power 
that is entirely at odds with the more westernized North.37 In the South, 
hierarchies are embedded into every facet of  the culture: older siblings 
over younger siblings, husbands over wives, and – significantly – politi-
cal leaders over their inferiors. There is an expectation that when one is 
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at the top of  this political hierarchy, one’s authority is complete. When 
there was still an independent monarchy in the South, Pongpaiboon 
writes that “a king was an assumed god, lord of  life, and chief  above all 
heads.”38 While perhaps once these attitudes were pervasive all through-
out Thailand, the North has long since embraced Western political 
and economic thought. As time has gone on, the ideological founda-
tions of  the two regions have steadily diverged, leading to some of  the 
polarization that is found today. The 1997 constitution and Thaksin’s 
controversial persona proved to be the very inflammatory factors that 
turned this simmering cultural division into an all-out conflict.  In light 
of  Thailand’s brewing political turmoil, this inherent cultural strain 
between North and South and Red and Yellow proved to be the perfect 
foundation upon which to establish a new and profound polarization.

Conclusions

In a nation like Thailand, where political stability is the exception 
rather than the norm, conceptualizing the idea of  a coup culture can be 
extraordinarily helpful in evaluating and predicting trends. On the other 
hand, Thailand is an ideal example of  why depicting a constant coup 
culture can be fundamentally misleading. The concept of  coup culture 
is useful as long as it is understood that it can evolve and take different 
forms, depending on who the primary actors are. In this study, I demon-
strated that the prevailing interpretation of  Thailand’s history of  coup 
culture as a constant military-civil struggle insufficiently explains the 
way in which Thailand’s politics have evolved over time. The prevailing 
literature on the subject tends to explain the 2006 coup as an ongoing 
civil versus military conflict that has its origins either in class-based or 
hegemony based foundations. While these approaches are accurate to 
an extent, I argued that they are inadequate explanations for Thailand’s 
modern political structure; the structural factors that led to the coups 
before 1991 are demonstrably different from those that led to the coup 
in 2006. Instead of  interpreting Thailand’s history on a continual plane 
of  military versus civilian interests, I contend that the 2006 coup was 
the result of  extreme polarization in both Thailand’s political and civil 
spheres. 

To illustrate this point, I broke down the ways in which coups in 
Thailand have changed over time by describing three different types of  
coups (delineated based upon who their main actors were). The third of  
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these types of  coups, the people versus the people—was found to best 
describe the 2006 coup. Split attitudes about traditional authority and 
power structures between Thailand’s north and south and its upper and 
lower classes established underlying faults in Thai society. As a result, 
short term factors such as the implementation of  the new 1997 consti-
tution and the election of  Thaksin Shinawatra were transformed into 
all-out conflict. 

Beyond simply enlarging conceptual understandings of  the coup, 
the Thai case exemplifies the dangers that polarization poses for demo-
cratic stability. This danger becomes all the more potent when the temp-
tation arises to use growing polarization for political gain, as Thaksin 
did in 2001. What does the future hold for Thailand? In the time period 
between 2006 and the writing of  this paper, the instability of  Thailand’s 
political institutions has, if  anything increased as waves of  first red 
and then yellow protesters rocked the nation. The results of  this study 
would appear to indicate that any hope for a permanent and constitu-
tional foundation of  stability in Thailand is contingent on the leaders of  
the country foregoing the coup culture that has persisted as a fallback 
option for decades. Moreover, the events of  2006 and the years that fol-
lowed have demonstrated definitively that while exploiting polarization 
may be politically advantageous in the short term, it is only by healing 
the rifts in a country’s culture and dialogue that a nation’s government 
can stabilize and therefore facilitate growth
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Gian Lorenzo Bernini, one of  the greatest artists of  the sev-
enteenth century, sculpted his David during a time of  ecclesial 
dissonance and upheaval. This paper argues that Bernini’s 
David confronts some of  the deepest concerns of  the Catholic 
Counter-Reformation and offers a commentary on the role of  
the artist in asserting the authority of  the Catholic Church. 
Breaking with the tradition of  portraying David as static and 
calm, Bernini’s intense work highlights the renewed emphasis 
on emotion characteristic of  the Counter-Reformation; such 
dynamism causes the viewer to engage with the art on a deeper 
level. Through both the raw power and sophisticated iconogra-
phy of  the sculpture, Bernini subtly defends the ultimate au-
thority of  the Catholic Church and important role of  the artist 
in upholding that authority.

______ 
 

Power in Stone: Ecclesial Authority and Artistic 
Endeavor in Bernini’s David 

Kirsten Kappelmann

When Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the church 
door in Wittenberg, the entire European world changed. The Protestant 
Reformation and its aftermath brought about an upheaval in all areas 
of  life, including the artistic world. Such upheaval demanded a re-
sponse, and one reaction is found in the work of  Gian Lorenzo Bernini, 
one of  the greatest painters, sculptors, and architects of  the Counter-
Reformation. Working in Rome during the seventeenth century, Bernini 
proved himself  an extremely successful artist in his own day, and 
his artistic creations continue to astound viewers in the twenty-first 
century. But Bernini’s masterpieces of  architecture and sculpture are 
not merely demonstrations of  technical brilliance; rather, these works, 
when considered in their cultural, intellectual, and theological context, 
reveal the deepest concerns and most urgent questions of  the Catholic 
Reformation. In this paper, I will examine Bernini’s David as an example 
of  just such a masterpiece, arguing that the sculpture asserts the contin-
ued authority, vibrancy, and relevancy of  the Catholic Church through 
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its dynamism and theatricality, providing subtle commentary on the role 
of  the artist in such a project.1 To accomplish this, I will first locate the 
David within its cultural context, discussing Bernini as an exemplar of  
the Baroque artistic movement. Next, I will provide an analysis of  the 
David itself, discussing its textual sources and iconographical elements. 
Finally, I will relate these two explorations to each other, demonstrating 
that Bernini’s execution of  the David reveals an underlying concern to 
affirm the authority of  the Catholic Church in the face of  Northern 
Protestantism and explores the role of  the artist in such a context. 

In the wake of  the Protestant Reformation, the artistic world saw 
a drastic split between Northern and Southern understandings of  the 
purposes and scope of  the artistic endeavor and the role of  the artist. 
The artists of  Germany, France, and the Netherlands, who gravitated 
mainly toward painting as an artistic medium, began to paint primarily 
secular works in accord with the Protestant mistrust of  showy, demon-
strative religious art; in response to this, Catholics took an even deeper 
interest in the role of  the artist in the Church.2 Whereas in the North 
painters were restricted to a limited number of  artistic genres, such as 
portrait or landscape painting, the South saw a renewed interest in a 
wide variety of  subject matter, ranging from classical themes to interpre-
tations of  explicitly religious texts.3 As a result, Southern Catholics saw 
art not as a thing to be divorced from the church, but rather as a medium 
to strengthen her and assert her continued authority. As Michael Mullett 
observes, much of  the Baroque architecture in seventeenth century Italy 
was designed to restore the glory of  Rome as the seat of  the papacy.4 
The same can be said of  painting and sculpture.

It is in this turbulent world that Bernini made his great contribu-
tions to the development of  art. Consistent with the emphasis of  his 
times, much of  Bernini’s architectural and sculptural creation in Rome 
was designed to lay out “a pedagogy about Rome and its papal and 
Petrine significance.”5 Many of  Bernini’s commissions came from high 
officials in the church, and during the course of  his life he served five 
popes, all of  whom respected his artistic abilities tremendously.6 But lest 
these facts make Bernini appear to be little more than a tool of  propa-
ganda in the hands of  the Church leaders, it is important to consider 
Bernini’s own interest in the project of  asserting the authority of  the 
Church. Bernini himself  was a deeply religious man; he was on intimate 
terms with many leading theologians of  the day, including Padre Oliva, 
the general of  the Jesuit order.7 His devotion extended also to his per-
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sonal life; Rudolf  Wittkower claims that Bernini regularly practiced the 
spiritual exercises of  St. Ignatius and named Thomas á Kempis’s The 
Imitation of  Christ as his favorite book.8 Understanding Bernini as having 
his sympathies aligned with those of  his patrons provides the modern-
day viewer of  his work with a better understanding of  what he was 
trying to accomplish through his art.

With this background, it is now possible to examine Bernini’s 
David, reading it as a text of  theology and history that has the potential 
to shed light on the deepest concerns of  Catholics in the seventeenth 
century. Let us begin with an initial examination of  the Biblical text 
from which Bernini derived the figure. 1 Samuel 17 tells the story of  
David and Goliath, in which the young shepherd boy David, through 
the power of  the LORD, defeats the giant Goliath, the leading warrior 
of  the Philistine army, with nothing more than a slingshot and a stone. 
Bernini chooses to capture the moment at which David has just placed 
the stone into the sling and is preparing to hurl it at Goliath. The text 
describes this instant in the following words:

And it came to pass, when the Philistine arose, and 
came, and drew nigh to meet David, that David 
hastened, and ran toward the army to meet the 
Philistine. And David put his hand in his bag, and 
took thence a stone, and slang it, and smote the 
Philistine in his forehead, that the stone sunk into his 
forehead; and he fell upon his face to the earth. So 
David prevailed over the Philistine with a sling and 
with a stone, and smote the Philistine, and slew him; 
but there was no sword in the hand of  David. 9

Several preliminary observations merit attention at this point in 
the discussion. First, the story takes place within the context of  a battle, 
a battle that is explicitly assigned to the LORD in the text. Second, it is 
a scene of  intense action and movement, forcing the reader to engage 
emotionally with the characters and circumstances surrounding the 
event. Finally, this passage represents a distinct moment of  action in 
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the narrative of  the Biblical story. There is no doubt in the mind of  the 
person viewing Bernini’s work at which point of  the story the figure of  
David is frozen. 

But why is this the case? What exactly is Bernini’s purpose in rep-
resenting David at this climactic moment? To move towards answering 
this question, it will prove helpful to consider the thought of  theolo-
gians and commentators contemporary with Bernini. Because Bernini 
was a devout Catholic and was profoundly influenced by Jesuit thought, 
it is safe to assume he would have been familiar with the work of  these 
theologians. One commentator who wrote extensively in the early seven-
teenth century was Cornelius Lapide (1566-1637), a Jesuit scholar whose 
work demonstrates a profound concern with the relationship between 
Scripture and science, philosophy, and rationality.10 His work includes 
commentaries on every book of  the Bible except Job and the Psalms.11 
Consistent with the interests of  the Counter-Reformation, his writings 
display strong Catholic orthodoxy, even though they do not smack of  
strong animosity towards Protestants.12 In his commentary on 1 Samuel, 
Lapide discusses the story of  David and Goliath in detail. Several points 
he brings out in his interpretation will aid in gaining a better understand-
ing of  Bernini’s portrayal of  the event. 

The first verse to consider is verse 36: “Thy servant slew both the 
lion and the bear: and this uncircumcised Philistine shall be as one of  
them, seeing he hath defied the armies of  the living God.” In his discus-
sion of  this verse, Lapide cites sermon 197 of  St. Augustine, who argues 
that this verse is an allegory for the person of  Christ saving His people 
and overcoming the power of  the devil.13 Significant in this comment, 
however, is Augustine’s use of  the phrase “his sole church” (unica eius 
ecclesia). By choosing to quote Augustine’s analysis of  Christ and the 
Church in relationship to the servant David, Lapide affirms the unified 
Church as being under the protection of  Christ. Thus, in Bernini’s rep-
resentation of  David, the artist portrays the future king of  Israel not as 
a young, powerless shepherd boy, but as strong warrior defending the 
Church of  Christ.

In the verses which describe the actual events immediately sur-
rounding the moment portrayed in the David, Lapide devotes a great 
deal of  discussion to the surprising method by which Goliath is defeated 
and the role the power of  God plays in the victory.14 In his commen-
tary on verse 49, Lapide says the giant was despising David because he 
seemed to be unarmed (praesertim quia Davidem quasi inermem despiciebat), 
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emphasizing the near absurdity of  the situation and the seeming pow-
erlessness of  the shepherd.15 Yet, Lapide counters this appearance of  
impotence by commenting on the way in which David, strengthened by 
God, hurls the stone with so much force that it breaks the helmet of  the 
giant (tam valide David roboratus a Deo lapidem vibravit). Thus, Lapide em-
phasizes that David defeated Goliath, against all apparent odds, through 
the power of  God using the tool with which he was equipped.

The commentary of  Cornelius Lapide provides a good framework 
for acquiring an understanding of  the seventeenth century Catholic in-
terpretation of  the 1 Samuel 17 encounter. But before moving on to a 
more detailed examination of  the Bernini’s sculpture itself, briefly men-
tioning the Catholic seventeenth century view of  David as a promi-
nent figure throughout the Bible will prove helpful. Robert Bellarmine, 
a leading theologian of  the time who deeply influenced Bernini, was 
another scholar and commentator who devoted himself  to defending 
Catholic theology against Protestant Reformers in a systematic way.16 
Bellarmine frequently cites David as the author of  the Psalms, making 
it clear that the representation of  David as the warrior who defeated 
Goliath was not the only picture Catholics had of  the shepherd king.17 
David is not only a warrior, but also a poet and an artist. Furthermore, 
Bellarmine puts a great deal of  emphasis on David as a wealthy king, 
but a king who recognizes that the blessings of  his riches are ultimately 
owed to God. Because David, as well as good kings such as Hezekiah 
and Josiah, were both wealthy and “close friends of  God . . . therefore, 
the goods of  this world, wealth, honors, and pleasures, are not com-
pletely forbidden to Christians.”18 Bellarmine also cites the words of  
David in 1 Chronicles 29:11-12:19

Yours, O Lord, is magnificence, and power, and 
glory, and victory; and to you is praise; for all that is in 
heaven, and in earth is yours; yours is the kingdom, O 
Lord, and you are above all princes. Yours are riches, 
and yours is glory; you have dominion over all.

Two points must be considered in relationship to these two 
quotes. First, David’s words praise God as the ruler of  His kingdom and 
the One above all earthly powers. Such words in the ears of  the Catholic 
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theologians of  the seventeenth century could easily be interpreted as 
endorsing the civic role of  the Church above earthly princes, contrary 
to the typical Protestant ideal of  two kingdoms, of  the church indepen-
dent and separated from the state.20 Second, the use of  Biblical texts 
to support the idea that wealth, used correctly, is appropriate for the 
Christian provided a warrant for the lifestyle of  the Church authorities 
in the Counter-Reformation period, not least of  all their penchant for 
acquiring fine works of  art such as Bernini provided.

Now that the textual basis for the David has been established, let 
us examine more carefully the work itself. When a person enters the 
first stanza of  the Villa Borghese and comes face to face with the David, 
the first impression is one of  high emotional tension. The marble of  
the sculpture is alive with the illusion of  movement; David’s muscles 
seem to ripple beneath his skin, his rumpled hair almost looks as if  it 
is blowing in the wind, and the slingshot looks as if  it will snap at any 
moment. This portrayal of  David would have been considered revolu-
tionary, even shocking, at the time of  its creation. Earlier representations 
of  David, such as those of  Donatello, Verrocchio, and Michelangelo, all 
depict the Biblical hero in a static pose.  Donatello presents David as 
a boy victor, reminiscent more of  a Mercury-like figure than the shep-
herd boy described in 1 Samuel 17, whereas Michelangelo’s David is the 
epitome of  young adolescent power and beauty. This portrayal is fitting 
given the role of  Michelangelo’s statue as a declaration of  the civic pride 
of  Florence.21 Bernini, on the other hand, depicts a figure fully grown, 
menacing, engaging the viewer head-on in a whirl of  action.22 Bernini 
would no doubt have been aware of  these earlier representations of  
David, so what prompted him to pursue such a drastic break with the 
traditional representation of  the Biblical hero? To answer this question, 
let us turn to an examination of  other works of  art that directly influ-
enced the David. 

In contrast to the Renaissance, Counter-Reformation artists began 
to take more of  an interest in objects in motion and the ancient prece-
dent for such work. Hellenistic sculptures such as the Borghese Warrior, 
a first century B.C. statue, and Myron’s Discobolos profoundly influenced 
Bernini’s understanding of  how to represent the human body in motion 
and gave him a model upon which to lay the foundation of  his own 
work.23 Indeed, the distinctive contrapposto position of  the Borghese 
Warrior, in the twist of  the torso and the positioning of  the legs, mirrors 
almost exactly the stance of  the David. Such a comparison demonstrates 
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the degree to which Bernini engaged with classical models, once again 
in contrast to the limitations set on artistic expression by Northern 
Protestants. These works, then, serve as a source for the idea of  move-
ment, but what about the notion of  representing a single moment in of  
a narrative, together with all its emotional and psychological implica-
tions? For this we must turn to the fantastically frescoed ceiling of  the 
Palazzo Farnese in Rome, completed by Annibale Carracci in 1600. One 
of  the figures Carracci includes is that of  Polyphemus in the act of  
hurling a massive stone. Interestingly, the roles in Carracci’s painting are 
reversed when compared with Bernini’s David; he paints a giant hurling a 
stone at a youth, while Bernini sculpts a young man sizing up the giant.24 
But the influence is clear. Carracci depicts a single moment of  time in 
the course of  the narrative, a moment charged with almost palpable rage 
and frustration. With such a precedent, Bernini turned to classical ideals 
of  movement, balance, and proportion to sculpt his David, creating a 
representation unlike any seen before, a representation that engaged the 
viewer in action in a way that the regal, aloof  forms of  Donatello and 
Michelangelo’s sculptures could never do. When the viewer encounters 
Bernini’s David, he is inescapably drawn into the action of  a moment in 
a way that forces him to contemplate his own role in the story.

Clearly Bernini, with the creation of  his David, produced a revo-
lutionary work of  art. Not everything about the sculpture, however, is 
unexpected. By the seventeenth century, the use of  intellectual iconog-
raphy in art had decreased significantly, although it was by no means 
yet obsolete. The David provides a good example of  this trend, in that, 
although there are a few iconographical elements in the work, this is not 
the emphasis of  the sculpture. Two fairly prominent elements, however, 
merit discussion. First, behind David is the cast-off  armor lent to him 
by Saul as described in 1 Samuel 17:38-39. Not only does this aspect of  
the sculpture provide additional accuracy in relation to the narrative of  
the Biblical story, but it also symbolizes the paradox that recurs through-
out Scripture: the humble overcomes the proud, the weak defeats the 
strong, the unarmed subdues the armed.25 The abandoned armor also 
brings to mind Paul’s injunction in Ephesians 6:10-18 to “Put on the full 
armor of  God.” Here, David is clothed not in the physical armor given 
to him by Saul, but in the spiritual protection granted by the grace of  
God. Thus, the iconography of  the armor allows the viewer to engage 
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in a rich textual analysis as well as to be uplifted by the message of  hope 
found in the protection of  God. As God was with David, so can the 
viewer have faith that God is with him as well.

Another iconographical element that merits attention is the lyre 
on the ground at David’s feet. Its presence alludes to 1 Samuel 16:23, 
which relates how David played the harp for Saul to calm him when he 
was afflicted by an evil spirit. In addition, the lyre carries classical con-
notations; as the symbol of  Apollo, the lyre represents art, music, and 
poetry personified.26 Thus, the occurrence of  the lyre presents David 
not only as a warrior, but as an artist, one who serves the kingdom 
of  God not only through strength, but through beauty as well. Such 
an interpretation makes sense especially when considered in light of  
the man who commissioned the sculpture, Cardinal Borghese, who 
himself  was a poet and artist. In addition, Pope Urban VIII, who was 
still Cardinal Maffeo Barberini at the time of  the sculpting of  the David, 
was closely associated with David and was even called an alter David due 
to his paraphrases of  the Psalms.27 Thus, the lyre carries not only clas-
sical and theological meaning, but also political and ecclesiastical sym-
bolism. The iconography of  the lyre connects David, the king chosen 
by God, with the Church authorities selected based on their claim to 
apostolic succession and the favor of  God. Thus, its presence subtly 
bolsters the Catholic Church’s claim to spiritual authority in the face of  
the Protestant Reformation.

One further remark in relation to the above discussion is in order. 
Bernini, as a trained artist, would have been intimately familiar with the 
handbooks of  iconography of  his day, especially the newly published 
Iconologia of  Cesare Ripa, which quickly became the most widely-used 
manual of  iconography in the Baroque period.28 Although the David 
does not precisely fit the characteristics of  any of  the iconographic rep-
resentations in the handbook, his similarity to several is striking. Ripa 
presents the figure of  Courage as a strong, heroic man, nude except for 
a light cloak.29 Clearly, the figure of  David adheres to these set icono-
graphic features. In addition, David shares attributes with the represen-
tation of  Choleric Temperament, a figure who is portrayed as a mus-
cular, half-naked man with rumpled hair and an angry countenance.30 
Although this comparison should not lead the viewer to think of  David 
as in a rage – his carefully controlled, focused expression makes such an 
interpretation implausible – it does bring to light the degree to which 
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emotion plays a role in the viewer’s reaction to the sculpture. The figure 
himself  is at the climax of  a moment of  emotional tension, which the 
viewer, for his part, cannot escape.

Throughout this discussion, it has become clear that through 
its dominion of  the surrounding space and its illusion of  powerful 
movement, the David subtly asserts the authority and command of  
the Catholic Church. Such an agenda is consistent with the underlying 
concern of  the Counter-Reformation. This is the project, but does the 
David as a text of  art have anything to say about how this end can be 
accomplished? I argue that it does: Bernini’s sculpture of  David not only 
asserts the authority of  the Church, but indicates that the artist must 
play an essential role in the Church’s defense and ultimate triumph. 

First, let us briefly return to the presence of  the lyre at David’s 
feet. It reminds the viewer that David was not just a warrior, not just a 
king, but also an artist. Far from being merely an element of  iconogra-
phy to identify David, the fact that the lyre is present in the middle of  a 
battle scene indicates that, somehow, artistic creation itself  has a role in 
the struggle. During the Counter-Reformation, interest in the arts and 
poetry began to be seen not only as a means to worship God, but as 
a heroic endeavor; Charles Scribner notes that “association of  literary 
creation with spiritual heroism was habitual.”31 Because he was viewed 
as a patron of  religious cultural endeavors, David was seen as one who 
served God not only through military prowess and power, but through 
art, music, and poetry.32 Thus, the presence of  the lyre in the battle scene 
suggests that the artist can himself  be a warrior for the kingdom of  
God, fighting not with a sword or a spear, but with the tools of  his trade.

Further supporting this argument is a fact that is not apparent to 
a casual observer of  the sculpture: David is a self-portrait. Surprising 
though this might seem, Bernini’s decision to give David his own face 
was approved and even encouraged by his advisors, and it is reported 
that Cardinal Maffeo Barberini, soon to become Pope Urban VIII, spent 
a considerable amount of  time holding the mirror for Bernini as the 
artist carved the head of  the statue.33 This decision is not merely ego-
stroking on Bernini’s part; rather, it serves as commentary on the way he 
sees his own work in the larger context of  the project of  the Catholic 
Reformation. Given his piety and devotion, Bernini no doubt deeply 
desired to strengthen the Church he loved, and how better to do so than 
by using the craft and talent given to him? By putting his own face, the 
face of  an established artist, on the statue of  David, Bernini reaffirms 
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the message of  the lyre: the artist is a warrior for the Church, and it 
is through art that the Church can be strengthened and her authority 
regained.

Finally, to tie up the final thread of  this argument, we must 
examine a final piece of  evidence that can easily escape the notice of  
the viewer because it is such an integral part of  the Biblical narrative. In 
1 Samuel 17:45, David declares, “Thou comest to me with a sword, and 
with a spear, and with a shield: but I come to thee in the name of  the 
Lord of  hosts, the God of  the armies of  Israel, whom thou hast defied.” 
David has no military weapons, but he does have the power of  God on 
his side – and one other thing: a stone. What else can a stone be used 
for, besides being hurled into the forehead of  a giant? The answer looms 
in front of  the viewer of  the David: stone is a medium of  art, the very 
medium with which Bernini chooses to proclaim his message of  the 
Church’s authority. It is with a stone that David defeated the Philistine 
giant; it is with stone that the artist, Bernini himself, can bolster the au-
thority of  the Church Triumphant. Combined with the iconography of  
the lyre and nature of  David as Bernini’s self-portrait, Bernini’s message 
is clear: the artist has both the ability and the duty to serve the Church as 
a soldier of  Christ through his ability to create powerful art.

Bernini’s David stands as one of  the great masterpieces of  the 
seventeenth century. In a period of  ecclesiastical and theological up-
heaval, Bernini as a devout Catholic was concerned with how to assert 
the authority of  the Catholic Church in the face of  the Protestant 
Reformation, a project that is apparent in the David. Through the dyna-
mism, theatricality, and emotional appeal of  his work, Bernini sought to 
make his point in a way that demands the viewer’s attention. Bernini’s 
message in the sculpture is two-fold: the Church, although it might be 
battling with a giant, is given authority from God, and that authority 
can be reaffirmed through the creation of  the artist. Bernini, like David, 
proclaims through his masterpiece, “And all this assembly shall know 
that the Lord saveth not with sword and spear: for the battle is the 
Lord’s, and he will give you into our hands.”34 For Bernini, it is stone, 
not steel, with which he is called to strengthen and defend the Church.
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NOTES

1  See Figure 1.
2  Gombrich, The Story of  Art, 436.
3  Ibid., 414
4  Mullett, The Catholic Reformation, 199.
5  Ibid.
6  Wittkower, The High Baroque 1625-1675, 1.
7  Ibid.
8  Ibid., 1-2.
9  KJV, 1 Sam. 17: 48-50.
10  Gibert, “The Catholic Counterpart and Response 
to the Protestant Orthodoxy,” 765.
11  Taheny, “Lapide, Cornelius A.,” 332.
12  Ibid., 767.
13  Lapide, Commentarii in Sacram Scripturam, 337.
14  Ibid., 338.
15  1 Sam. 17:49: “And David put his hand in his bag, and took thence 
a stone, and slang it, and smote the Philistine in his forehead, that the 
stone sunk into his forehead; and he fell upon his face to the earth.”
16  Friske, “Bellarmine, Robert (Roberto), St,” 226.
17  For a multitude of  examples, see Bellarmine, Spiritual Writings.
18  Ibid., 244.
19  Ibid., 254-55.
20  Gonzalez, The Story of  Christianity, 36.
21  Scribner III, Gianlorenzo Bernini, 66.
22  Wittkower, The High Baroque, 7.
23  Scribner III, Gianlorenzo Bernini, 66.
24  Ibid.
25  Preimesberger, “Themes from Art Theory in the Early 
Works of  Bernini,” 10. See James 4:6 and Proverbs 3:34 for 
two examples of  this paradox throughout Scripture.
26  Hall, Dictionary of  Subjects and Symbols in Art, 197.
27  Poseq, “On Physiognomic Communication in Bernini,” 172.
28  Ibid., 161.
29  Ripa, Baroque and Rococo Pictorial Imagery, 66.
30  Ibid., 107.
31  Scribner III, Gianlorenzo Bernini, 66.
32  Preimesberger, “Themes from Art Theory,” 12.
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33  Poseq, “On Physiognomic Communication in Bernini,” 168.
34  KJV, 1 Sam. 17:47.
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During the medieval era there emerged a genre of  devotional 
texts that were intended to work as mirrors. These works, 
known as specula (Lat., “mirrors”), artistically presented 
Biblical, historical, or mythical stories in an effort both to offer 
the characters of  these stories as examples to the reader and 
to show the reader to himself  as someone whose life could ben-
efit from imitation of  these examples. This paper concerns a 
speculum which gained much popularity during the fourteenth 
century: the Speculum Humanae Salvationis (Lat., “The 
Mirror of  Human Salvation”). In particular, this paper ar-
gues that the eighth chapter of  this work presents four different 
images of  “seeing” Christ, images which serve to draw readers 
into contemplation of  their Lord. 

______

Of  Faces, Dreams, Rods, and Visions:
The Contemplation of  Christ in Chapter Eight of  the 

Speculum Humanae Salvationis

Evangeline Kozitza

Medieval theologian Thomas à Kempis (1380-1471) opens his 
masterful work, The Imitation of  Christ, with the following words: “He 
who follows Me, walks not in darkness, says the Lord (John 8:12). By 
these words of  Christ we are advised to imitate His life and habits, if  
we wish to be truly enlightened and free from all blindness of  heart. Let 
our chief  effort, therefore, be to study the life of  Jesus Christ.”1 The 
Imitation of  Christ is probably the most famous book in the history of  
Christian tradition to speak on this biblical theme: the theme of  imita-
tion through contemplation of  an example, whether that example be 
a saint or our Lord himself. Thomas à Kempis was not, however, the 
first theologian to notice this theme in the Scriptures; rather, imitation 
through contemplation was something that grew out of  the ancient 
period and blossomed in a very interesting way in the Middle Ages, 
through a literary genre called the speculum (Lat., “mirror”). Early Church 
Father John Chrysostom (ca. 347-407) wrote the following words which 
explain the logic of  the speculum genre:



 Evangeline Kozitza

The Pulse

57

[There is a mirror that] not only shews our own de-
formity, but transforms it too, if  we be willing, into 
surpassing beauty. This mirror is the memory of  
good men, and the history of  their blessed lives; the 
reading of  the Scriptures; the laws given by God. If  
thou be willing once only to look upon the portrai-
tures of  those holy men, thou wilt both see the foul-
ness of  thine own mind, and having seen this, wilt 
need nothing else to be set free from that deformity. 
Because the mirror is useful for this purpose also, and 
makes the change easy. 2

Certainly, both Chrysostom and the speculum writers of  the Middle 
Ages received the image of  a “mirror” from the passage in James’s 
epistle which says, “But be ye doers of  the word, and not hearers only, 
deceiving your own selves. For if  any be a hearer of  the word, and not 
a doer, he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass: For he 
beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth what 
manner of  man he was.”3 The speculum genre took the idea of  a “mirror” 
to create texts that work like mirrors. Authors of  these devotional works 
presented biblical, historical, or mythical stories in an effort both to set 
the characters of  these stories as examples before the reader and to 
show the reader to himself  as someone whose life could benefit from 
imitation of  these examples.

This paper concerns a speculum which gained much popularity 
during the medieval era, one written in Latin in the beginning of  the 
fourteenth century, with both German and Italian influences: Speculum 
Humanae Salvationis (Lat., “The Mirror of  Human Salvation”). The 
eighth chapter of  this speculum (hereafter referred to as SHS) will be the 
special focus here; particularly, I will argue that this chapter presents 
four different images of  “seeing” Christ, images which serve to draw 
the reader into contemplation of  the freedom which Christ brings and 
the fruits of  a virtuous life of  following Him. I will demonstrate this 
thesis first by considering the purpose of  the author as he lays it out in 
the prologue and first chapter of  SHS and then by a close reading of  the 
text of  chapter eight.

The author of  SHS proclaims his purpose from the very first lines 
of  his prologue:
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Qui ad justitiam erudiunt multos, Fulgebunt quasi 
stellae in perpetuas aeternitates. Hinc est quos ad 
eruditionem multorum decrevi librum compilare, In 
quo legentes possunt eruditionem accipere et dare, 
Speculum Prologue, 1-4. 

They who instruct many unto righteousness shall 
shine as the stars in perpetual eternity. For this reason 
I have decided to compile a book with a view to the 
instruction of  many, in which readers are able to 
receive and to give instruction.4

In these first four lines, our author quotes Daniel 12:3, and on 
the basis of  this verse desires to provide instruction (eruditionem) for 
readers. The beginning lines of  chapter one of  SHS breaks down the 
proposed content of  this eruditionem:

Incipit Speculum Humanae Salvationis, In quo patet 
casus hominis et modus reparationis. In hoc speculo 
potest homo considerare, Quam ob causam Creator 
omnium decrevit hominem creare; Potest etiam 
homo videre, quomodo per diaboli fraudem sit dam-
natus, Et quomodo per misericordiam Dei sit refor-
matus, Speculum 1.1-6.

Here begins the Mirror of  Human Salvation, in which 
the fall of  man and the way of  restoration lies open. 
In this mirror man is able to consider to what cause 
the Creator of  all things decreed to create man. Man 
is also able to see in what way he has been damned 
through the fraud of  the devil, and in what way he 
has been reformed through the mercy of  God.

According to the author of  SHS, two things lie open (patet) to 
the reader of  the speculum: the fall of  man and the way of  restoration. 
Salvation history is the mirror into which the reader looks. And what 
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does he see when he looks? First, he sees for what cause (Quam ob 
causam) God created man. Secondly, he sees man’s position in salvation 
history, which is expressed by our author in the passive tense: man has 
been deceived by the devil, and reformed (recreated, made new, born 
again) by the grace of  God. The object of  looking into the text mirror is 
the transformation of  the reader. One scholar puts it this way: 

The ‘mirror’, according to the formulation used at 
the beginning of  the first chapter [of  the SHS], is not 
so much a means of  seeing one’s own imperfections 
or the provision of  a model of  behaviour. It is to be 
understood rather in terms of  personal transforma-
tion in the tradition established by Augustine, which 
was given its clearest formulation by Alcuin, when he 
compared the reading of  the scriptures to gazing into 
a mirror in order to obtain a true understanding of  
man’s fundamental nature.5

This personal transformation happens through careful study of  
the life of  Jesus Christ (which should be our “chief  effort,” according 
to Thomas à Kempis), as it is prophesied and fulfilled in the Scriptures. 
Chapter eight of  SHS, with its images of  “seeing” Christ, and therefore 
of  contemplating him, is an extension of  the author’s purpose as he lays 
it out in his prologue and first chapter.

Like every chapter in SHS, the eighth chapter takes as its theme 
an antitype of  Christ and three types that prefigure it, structured in four 
columns of  text (two per page) with corresponding pictures above each 
column (see Figures 1 and 2). The antitype in our chapter (found in 
the first column) is the Nativity of  Christ. The three types foreshadow-
ing Christ’s birth are the dream of  Pharaoh’s butler, represented in the 
second column; the budding of  Aaron’s rod in the third column; and the 
messianic prophecy of  the Sibyl to Augustus in the fourth.6 It must be 
understood that, although these types were standard in Biblical exegesis 
at the time, they were carefully selected by the author from among many 
other types for Christ’s birth. The author chose and artistically presented 
these three types to serve his purpose, which, as we have seen, is to in-
struct his readers in their own salvation history through contemplation 
of  Christ. 
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Chapter eight is chiastic in structure. This chiasmus shows two dif-
ferent characteristics of  the Nativity of  Christ: in columns one and four 
the Nativity is presented as a kingly liberation of  captives; in columns 
two and three it is a budding plant that brings life. This chiastic structure 
may be seen visually in the pictures. In the first and fourth images, the 
character(s) presented in the text are set below Mary and the Christ child 
as if  to indicate their lower status before a King. The second and third 
pictures both feature a type of  flourishing foliage. It is the argument 
of  this paper that each column exhibits a different image of  “seeing” 
Christ, which gives the reader an example to contemplate and imitate. 
Remembering the motif  of  the mirror and “looking” in general as part 
of  the speculum genre, it is interesting to note that the chiasmus structure 
functions as a kind of  mirror in itself, since the two halves serve as a 
quasi-mirror image of  one another.

We begin our close investigation of  the text with column one. The 
presentation of  the antitype in this column is rather surprising, since 
the reader expects a version of  the Nativity story as it is expressed in 
Luke 2. Instead, we receive a desperate prayer spoken by the patres sancti 
for the Messiah to come as deliverer from diabolic captivity (line 9). As 
one scholar puts it, “the antitype is conceived as the coming of  Christ 
bringing redemption to mankind, superimposing Easter on Christmas.”7 
For the purposes of  this essay, I will focus on lines 7-12 of  this column:

Ostende nobis faciem tuam et salui erimus Ostende 
filium tuum quiam exspectamus et quaerimus. Ut dis-
rumperet celos et descenderet Ut nos de captivitate 
dyabole liberaret. Domine inclina celos tuos et de-
scende Ad liberandum nos dexteram tue maiestatis 
extende, Speculum 8.1.7-12.

Show to us your face and we will be safe, show your 
Son whom we expect and look for, that he might 
shatter the heavens and descend, that he might free 
us from diabolic captivity. Lord, incline your heavens 
and descend; with a view to freeing us, extend the 
right hand of  your majesty.
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This section of  the patres sancti’s plea is the first image of  “seeing” 
in this chapter, and several observations may be made here. The six 
lines may be looked at in three groups of  two lines each.  T h e 
first couplet (lines 7-8) is a double petition (Ostende . . . ostende), empha-
sizing the notion of  God being revealed, made manifest. The objects of  
those imperatives (faciem tuam and filium tuum) are poetically parallel 
in their aural expression, which leads to the interpretation that the two 
are meant to go together in the reader’s thought. God the Son reveals, 
or even represents, the face of  God the Father. The reader is also told 
what the actions of  the patres sancti have been: expecting and looking 
for (exspectamus et quaerimus) the face of  God in the Son of  God. These 
two lines paint a very interesting picture with the image of  faces (our 

first image of  “seeing”). On the one hand we have the faces of  
the patres sancti looking up into heaven, waiting for their deliverance; 
on the other we have the face of  God as it is expressed by his Son, God 
made flesh, who will look down on the misery of  his people and have 
mercy on them. The tone is one of  urgent anticipation, giving readers 
an “on the edge of  their seats” moment as the patres sancti wait, beg, 
and look.

The next two lines (9-10) are both ut clauses indicating purpose, 
with three verbs describing what the Son might do: disrumperet, de-
scenderet, and liberaret. The idea expressed by the verb disrumperet 
(“to shatter,” “to break in pieces”) is most often used Biblically in the 
context of  war and the “breaking in pieces” of  one’s enemies (e.g., Job 
34:24, Psa. 2:9, Psa. 72:4, Is. 30:14. Jer. 51:20-23, etc.), but the idea of  
Christ “shattering” heaven and descending is also Biblical.8 While our 
author certainly borrows this image from the Scriptural source, as with 
the types discussed above, he chose it for a particular reason. I suggest 
that this image be thought of  in light of  the preceding two lines and the 
image of  a speculum (“mirror”), an image integral to this work and genre 
as a whole. What I have in mind is to liken the shattering of  heaven to 
the breaking of  a mirror. Consider: if  the patres sancti are looking up 
into heaven and seeing only their own faces there, as in a mirror (figura-
tively speaking, as if  they “look to” themselves as gods and “expect” to 
save themselves), they will not be saved. Indeed, farther down in column 
one we read, Nullus anglis nullus homo suffic[i]am nos liberare [“No 
angel and no man is sufficient to free us,” Speculum 8.1.19]. But if  the 
Son breaks that mirror, if  he penetrates the sinful perceptions of  the 
people, then they become free: Libera nos tu pie domine qui dignatus 
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es nos curare [“Free us, holy Lord, you who are worthy to care for us,” 
Speculum 8.1.20]. This interpretation helps us again to see the image of  
faces: these two lines direct us to the correct face to look to. 

The final two lines of  the six I have chosen to study in this column 
continue the thought expressed in the previous two lines: Domine 
inclina celos tuos et descende / Ad liberandum nos dexteram tue maies-
tatis extende [“Lord, incline your heavens and descend; with a view to 
freeing us, extend the right hand of  your majesty,” Speculum 8.1.11-12]. 
These lines, again, echo Scripture (Psa. 17:10, Psa. 143:5 of  the Vulgate). 
The word inclina is most often used in the Scriptures in a slightly differ-
ent context, as in “incline your ear to me,” i.e., to remember or to save 
me (e.g., Psa. 44:11, Psa. 70:2 in the Vulgate). The Psalmist offers an 
artistic version of  that expression when he writes, “incline your heavens 
and descend,” something our speculum author might have picked up on 
here. “Incline your ears” is a similar expression to “Show your face”: one 
appeals to the ears, the other to the eyes. The patres sancti are asking 
God to hear them, as well as to see them. Once again, we see the image 
of  God’s face.

We cannot leave the image of  faces without commenting on an 
important Biblical story surrounding the face of  God: Jacob’s wrestling 
with God, the blessing and new name he receives from God, and his 
naming of  the place Peniel (Hebrew, “face of  God”), “for I have seen 
God face to face, and my life is preserved.”9 This story is important 
because it is a turning point in the life of  Jacob, and therefore in the 
history of  Israel. It is Jacob’s encounter with God, in which he finally 
begins to understand that he cannot save himself  (look to his own face), 
but rather must look to the face of  God for help. God gives him this 
understanding in a literal manner – a manner that he does not grant 
any other human being until the birth of  his Son. The image of  faces, 
particularly God’s face, allows the reader of  SHS to contemplate Jacob’s 
story, but ultimately to contemplate Christ, God’s face revealed to the 
whole world.

The second column begins the series of  three types prefiguring 
the antitype in column one. The type in this column is first presented ac-
cording to its “literal” meaning (line 10), and then according to its “mys-
tical” meaning (line 11). The story is that of  the dream of  Pharaoh’s 
butler, in which the butler sees a vine with three branches bringing forth 
grapes.10 In his dream, the butler took the grapes and pressed them into 
a cup to give to Pharaoh. Joseph tells him that the three branches rep-
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resent three days, after which time the butler would be freed and re-
stored to his place in Pharaoh’s palace. Joseph’s interpretation is what 
our author terms the “literal” meaning of  the dream; our author then 
gives the “mystical” sense, which is what I will focus on in this paper. 
In the mystical sense, “this vine is Christ” (uitis id est Christus, Speculum 
8.2.14), and its three branches “are the three-person Holy Trinity” (tres 
propagines sunt tres persone sancte trinitatis, Speculum 8.2.18). It is this 
triune God who “freed us from the diabolical prison of  captivity” (liber-
averunt nos de carcere diabolice captivitatis, Speculum 8.2.19).

The inclusion of  this Biblical story among the three types chosen 
by the author of  SHS brings us to the second of  our images of  “seeing” 
in chapter eight of  this text. Here we have the image of  dreaming. In 
the Bible, dreams are an important means of  divine revelation. Dreams 
in the Scriptures are also spoken of  in visual terms (i.e., characters “see” 
dreams).  In our text as well, the sompnium (Medieval Latin rendering 
of  somnium, “dream”) is seen (videbatur) by Pharaoh’s butler (line 2).

A brief  background of  medieval dream theory will help us to 
discern our author’s mindset more clearly. In order to do this, we must 
go back to the late fourth century A.D., to a Roman by the name of  
Macrobius. This man wrote a commentary on the “Dream of  Scipio,” 
a fictional tale told by Cicero at the end of  his Republic, and developed 
a theory on dreams which became influential upon medieval Christian 
writers:

Macrobius’s fivefold classification of  dreams helped 
establish terms of  reference for a medieval sense of  
genre: the visum, or apparition, in which the dreamer 
thinks himself  awake while imagining specters and 
the insomnium, or nightmare related to evident 
physical or mental stress, required little or no in-
terpretation. But the enigmatic somnium “conceals 
with strange shapes, and veils with ambiguity the true 
meaning of  the information offered, and requires an 
interpretation for its understanding.” More declara-
tively, the prophetic visio is a dream which “comes 
true,” and the oraculum is a dream in which a parent 
or other revered figure reveals the future and gives 
advice.11
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The classification we are here concerned with, of  course, is the 
third one, the somnium. According to Macrobius’s theory, this is the 
mysterious one, the one requiring interpretation, and our author would 
have viewed it as such. That is why it is natural for him to offer a mystical 
interpretation of  the butler’s dream (that it prefigures Christ’s Nativity). 

But how does this image of  dreaming draw the reader into con-
templation of  Christ? The author of  the SHS wishes the reader to see 
that he is the butler in this story. The reader is the one in prison, the one 
in “diabolic captivity.” But then the reader is given a dream, and in this 
dream, he sees the vine that is Christ, his liberation. He sees the three 
branches of  the Holy Trinity; he sees the fruits of  Christ’s resurrection 
after three days in the tomb. After seeing this dream and interpreting it, 
the captive is made free. Our author offers the reader a spiritual lesson 
through the image of  dreaming as he did with the image of  faces: just 
as when one looks to the right face, one is saved, so when one studies 
the Word of  God, Jesus Christ, and receives an accurate interpretation, 
one may be made free. 

We now move to the third column of  chapter eight, in which the 
second type of  Christ’s Nativity chosen by our author is revealed. Our 
author calls this type the modus of  Christ’s Nativity: Audiamus etiam 
nativitatis Christi modum [“Let us also hear the mode of  the Nativity of  
Christ,” Speculum 8.3.16]. He goes on to explain:

Modus signatus est in virga Aaron amydala Quae 
floruit et fructificavit virtute divina. Sic ergo illa uirgo 
mirabiliter contra naturam germinavit Ita Maria supra 
ordines nature mulier generavit. Virga Aaron pertulit 
fructum sine plantacione Maria generavit filium sine 
virili commixtione. Vir florens Aaron dignum sac-
erdocio intravit Maria periens magnum sacerdotem 
portavit, Speculum 8.3.17-24.

The mode is signified in the almond rod of  Aaron, 
which has bloomed and born fruit with divine virtue. 
As therefore that rod miraculously budded contrary 
to nature, so the woman Mary gave birth above the 
orders by nature. The rod of  Aaron brought forth 
fruit without planting, Mary gave birth to a son 
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without manly mixing. The man Aaron, blooming, 
entered worthy to the priesthood. Mary, disappear-
ing, carried a great priest.

The type of  Aaron’s rod comes from Numbers 17:8: “And it came 
to pass, that on the morrow 

Moses went into the tabernacle of  witness; and, behold, the rod 
of  Aaron for the house of  Levi was budded, and brought forth buds, 
and bloomed blossoms, and yielded almonds.” Our author is not origi-
nal in connecting the miraculous fecundity of  Aaron’s rod with Mary’s 
miraculous conception of  Christ, which had been done by St. Anthony 
of  Padua (1195-1231) in his In Nativitate Beatae Mariae Virginis.12 

What is the image of  “seeing” in this column of  chapter eight? 
Here I would like to suggest a comparison between the rod of  Aaron 
and the rods Jacob stripped and put before the eyes of  his sheep in 
order to stir up their fertility.13 As John Alford notes,  “Wherever the 
New Testament contains the word imitari, as in Paul’s exhortation ‘Be ye 
imitators of  me,’ the commentaries often refer us to Genesis 30.34-43, 
the story of  Jacob’s genetic experiments with the sheep and the goats of  
his father-in-law, Laban.”14 As discussed in the beginning of  this essay, 
the speculum genre was a series of  texts promoting the Christian theme 
of  imitation. Alford connects Jacob’s story with the speculum genre, 
writing that “The moral interpretation of  Jacob’s experiment, like the 
speculum metaphor, underscores the belief  that one can transform the 
self  through sustained contemplation of  a model.”15 I want to suggest 
that our author places the rod of  Aaron, signifying the miraculous birth 
of  Christ, before his readers’ eyes in a way similar to that in which Jacob 
put the rods before his sheep: both cause the ones looking to “give 
birth” in some way. For the readers of  the SHS, this giving birth is in the 
fruits of  virtue after contemplating Christ.  

Other medieval theologians thought about the instruction of  
Christians (the eruditionem of  the prologue of  SHS) in connection with 
Jacob’s rods. Rabanus Maurus writes, “What does it mean to place green 
rods of  almond and plane before the eyes of  the flock except to offer as 
example to the people the lives and lessons of  the ancient patriarchs as 
they appear in the Scriptures?”16 This is exactly the goal of  the speculum 
writers, as we have discussed. Peter Riga’s Aurora also comments on 
the Jacob story in an imperative to pastors: Ut maiora metas in Christo 
premia, sacris Scripture uerbis instrue, pastor, oues. Sensus moralis 
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debet candore notari; cortice signari littera sola potest. In uirgis splendet 
sublato cortice candor cum de scripturis mystica uerba trahis [“So that 
you may reap a greater reward in Christ, pastor, instruct the sheep in 
sacred Scripture. The moral sense ought to be noted by the whiteness; 
the letter is able to be designated only by the bark. In the rod, the white-
ness shines with the bark having been taken off, when you draw out the 
mystical words concerning the Scriptures”].17 

In the same way in which Rabanus Maurus and Peter Riga speak, 
part of  our author’s eruditionem of  his readers is setting before them 
the rod of  Aaron, the example of  Christ (as well as that of  his blessed 
mother Mary). In seeing this rod, we contemplate the mystery of  Christ 
in his being given birth sine virili commixtione – in the same way, we 
contemplate how God may bring forth fruit in us by his own mysterious 
divine power.

Thus far we have seen the image of  faces, the image of  dreaming, 
and the image of  the rods in the first three columns of  chapter eight; 
now we will look at column four and the image of  a prophetic vision. 
Here we may recall the fivefold classification of  Macrobius: as we saw 
above, the prophetic visio is a dream which “comes true.” Such was 
the mythical vision of  the sibyl. The story of  Augustus inquiring of  
the Tiburtine sibyl whether there was any other king greater than he 
was a popular image in medieval Christian commentary. Two medieval 
sources likely informed our author: the Mirabilia urbis Romae (dating 
from the 1140s) and the Legenda Aurea of  Jacobus de Voragine (com-
piled ca. 1260). As the story went, Octavian was so popular that the 
people wanted to make him into a god. He went to the sibyl to decide 
whether this should be so, or if  such a claim would subject him to the 
envy and wrath of  some other god. Column four of  SHS chapter eight 
gives her response in the following way:

Eadem die quando Christus in Iudea nascebatur 
Sibilla Rome circulum aureum iuxta solem contem-
plabatur. In circulo illo virgo pulcherrima residebat 
Quae puerum speciosissimum . . . gerebat Quod illa 
Cesari Octaviano narravit, Speculum 8.4.14-18.
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On the same day when Christ was born in Judea, a 
gold circle like the sun was contemplated by the sibyl 
in Rome. In that circle the most beautiful virgin was 
residing, who was carrying the most handsome boy 
. . . which that woman narrated to Caesar Octavian.

It is interesting to compare this text with that of  the two sources 
listed above; the text we have in column four of  chapter eight in SHS 
is actually a simpler version of  the ones given in these other texts. The 
Legenda Aurea adds a dictum by the sibyl to Augustus: “Hic puer major 
te est, ipsum adora. This child is greater lord than thou art, worship 
him.”18 The Mirabilia urbis Romae has a slightly different spin on the 
story altogether: in this narration, it is Octavian who sees and hears the 
vision, while the sibyl is speaking to him: 

And anon, whiles Octavian diligently hearkened to 
the Sibyl, the heaven was opened, and a great bright-
ness lighted upon him; and he saw in heaven a virgin, 
passing fair, standing upon an altar, and holding a 
man-child in her arms, whereof  he marvelled ex-
ceedingly; and he heard a voice from heaven saying, 
This is the Virgin that shall conceive the Saviour of  
the World. And again he heard another voice from 
heaven, saying, This is the altar of  the Son of  God.19

With the option of  this version available to our author, why did 
he choose to tell the story a different way, to have the sibyl see the vision 
and narrate it to Octavian? I suggest a closer look at the word contem-
plabatur, “was contemplated,” which describes how the sibyl saw and 
thought about the vision she received. We have used this term, “con-
templation,” several times in this paper already, but the term itself  has 
not yet been discussed. In the Middle Ages, contemplation was often 
thought to be the highest form of  earthly understanding, and was used 
by theologians to describe the highest applying of  the mind to under-
standing Christ. 

In Bonaventure’s Journey of  the Mind to God, he outlines six steps 
the mind may take on earth to achieve union with God. In the prologue 
to this work, Bonaventure relates that the inspiration for the work came 
from St. Francis’s vision on Mount Alverno of  the six-winged seraph in 
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the form of  a cross: “As I reflected on this marvel, it immediately seemed 
to me that this vision might suggest the rising of  Saint Francis into con-
templation and point out the way by which that state of  contemplation 
may be reached.”20  Bonaventure goes on to interpret the six wings of  
the seraph as six steps of  contemplation. The last step is the contempla-
tion of  the good: “Behold, therefore, and observe that the highest good 
is unqualifiedly that than which no greater can be thought.”21 

This beholding of  the “highest good” exactly describes the vision 
that the sibyl receives in answer to Augustus’s question, “Can a greater 
than me be thought?” I believe that our author presented this vision as 
being given to the sibyl, instead of  to Augustus, because the ability to see 
this truth, to understand it in the highest possible way, to contemplate it, 
was an ability that the sibyl, being a prophetess, might have had a greater 
share of  than would Augustus. Instead of  seeing this vision himself, 
he needed it narrated to him. Similarly, we, as readers of  SHS, need the 
vision narrated to us as part of  our eruditionem, training us to be spiri-
tually mature enough to contemplate it for ourselves. 

In this paper we have explored four images of  “seeing” Christ in 
chapter eight of  the Speculum Humanae Salvationis, four images that point 
us to the goal of  contemplating Him. In column one, we are directed by 
our author to the patres sancti, who teach us that we must look to the 
face of  God alone for salvation. Column two leads us to the realization 
that Christ is the mystical interpretation of  all of  our deepest dreams. 
In column three we are presented with the rod of  Aaron, through the 
contemplation of  which we bear the fruit of  virtue. Finally, column four 
teaches us that we need to be prepared by eruditionem to contemplate 
the vision of  Christ. Just as Octavian did, in our lives we implicitly ask 
the question, “Can a greater than me be thought?” Chapter eight of  the 
SHS gives us the answer: Indeed, “Hic puer major te est, ipsum adora. 
This child is greater lord than thou art, worship him.”22
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APPENDIX

Image One: Speculum Humanae Salvationis Chapter 8, Columns 1-2.
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Image Two: Speculum Humanae Salvationis Chapter 8, Columns 3-4.
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NOTES

1  Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of  Christ, 5.
2  Translation in Alford, “The Scriptural Self,” 10.
3  James 1:22-24. This and all subsequent translations are from the KJV.
4  All Latin translations in this paper are my 
own unless otherwise noted.
5  Palmer, “‘Turning many to righteousness,’” 348.
6  Gen. 40:9-13; Num. 17:8.
7  Palmer, “‘Turning many to righteousness,’” 361.
8  Ps. 64:1.
9  Gen. 32:30.
10  Gen. 40:9-13.
11  Jeffrey, Dictionary of  Biblical Tradition, 214.
12  Ibid., 2.
13  Gen. 30.
14  Alford, “The Scriptural Self,” 11. 
15  Ibid., 13.
16  Translation in Jeffrey, Dictionary of  Biblical Tradition, 390.
17  Riga, Aurora, 65. [Translation my own.]
18  Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda Aurea, 27.
19  Nichols, Mirabilia urbis Romae, 37.
20  Bonaventure, Journey of  the Mind to God, 1.
21  Ibid., 33.
22  Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda Aurea, 27.
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This paper discusses The Incredulity of  Saint Thomas, a 
painting by Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio. The painting 
depicts the scene from John 20 in which Thomas touches the 
pierced side of  Christ in order to believe that Jesus has actually 
risen. The imagery in the painting visually compels the viewer 
to examine the relationship between faith and sight. With 
the works of  biblical scholars and art historians, this paper 
expounds on the narrative of  Thomas and its instructional 
implication for the Christian faith. 

______

When Thomas Doubted: The Intellectual Tradition of  
Caravaggio’s The Incredulity of  Saint Thomas

Rachel Smith

In John 20:24-25 the evangelist writes, “But Thomas, one of  the 
twelve, called Didymus, was not with them when Jesus came. The other 
disciples therefore said unto him, ‘We have seen the Lord.’ But he said 
unto them, ‘Except I shall see in his hands the print of  the nails, and 
put my finger into the print of  the nails, and thrust my hand into his 
side, I will not believe.’” More commonly called the scene of  “Doubting 
Thomas,” this scenario is often used as the depiction of  how one ought 
to believe, namely, by faith not by sight. In fact, that is one of  the recur-
ring themes throughout John’s gospel.1 Thomas’ story appears in many 
texts besides the Bible, as I will examine below, and in artwork as well, 
such as Caravaggio’s The Incredulity of  Saint Thomas (Figure 1 below). In 
this paper I will discuss first the distinguishing features of  art in the 
Counter-Reformation, then the visual elements of  Caravaggio’s painting 
and what they imply, and finally, how church fathers and biblical com-
mentators understand the story of  Thomas through various textual in-
terpretations. I will reveal how Caravaggio’s artistic style leads the viewer 
to a more credible and tangible knowledge of  faith as “the substance of  
things hoped for, the evidence of  things not seen.”2 
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Art in the Counter-Reformation

Every era of  monumental social transformation touches many 
other areas of  life, such as culture, faith, reasoning, and art. During the 
Counter-Reformation in particular (1560-1648), art began to develop 
certain unique characteristics. According to Michael A. Mullet, several 
of  the features of  this era, at least in terms of  painting, included vio-
lence, brutality, realism, graphic imagery, and (specifically in Spain, but 
also elsewhere) sensual imagery.3 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, 
who painted during this time period, contributed significantly to some 
of  its definitive characteristics.

Caravaggio is most notable for his highly realistic portrayals of  
people in his artwork, but he also utilizes the other artistic developments 
of  the Counter-Reformation. Many of  his paintings, such as David and 
Goliath or The Sacrifice of  Isaac depict brutal scenes. Both of  these bibli-
cal paintings instill in the viewer an almost uncomfortable feeling of  
horror, not only because of  the violence, but also because of  the realism 
of  the violence. Sensuality was also a prevalent feature in Caravaggio’s 
artwork. For instance, The Flagellation of  Christ and Amor Vincit Omnia, 
are both very sensual paintings. 4 As is apparent, many of  these scenes 
are biblical; for the artist of  the Counter-Reformation, there was no 
distinction between the religious and the sensual. Although this may 
perhaps seem to some a disgrace to the biblical tradition, it was none-
theless a distinguishing feature of  this era of  artwork. Of  course, it 
should be noted that not all of  Caravaggio’s paintings were entertaining 
or reserved without graphic or sensual portrayals, such as The Cardsharps 
or The Calling of  Saint Matthew, but for the most part, the paintings were 
of  the latter sort.

Such styles were typical of  this time period because, as Mullet 
writes, with a quote by Émile Mâle, “the utilitarian instructional purpose 
of  this art-work . . . ‘intended to assist the instructors in the tempering 
of  souls, and the images of  torture scenes were used as a preparation for 
martyrdom’ . . . it becomes evident that it was a goal of  instruction that 
set the tone of  much of  what we think of  as being typical of  Catholic 
baroque.”5 Since Caravaggio was a significant contributor to this era of  
art, it can be inferred that he also painted for instructional purposes. 
This premise will govern the central theme of  this paper and will serve 
as a reminder that the painting of  Thomas doubting teaches the viewers 
a lesson of  faith, and is not simply a pretty painting by an Italian artist. 
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The Imagery of  Doubting Thomas

Four characters are present in Caravaggio’s painting: Christ on the 
left, Thomas in the center, and two disciples standing behind.6 Derived 
from the passage in John 20 quoted above, this scene occurs just after 
Christ rises from the dead. He appears to all his disciples, but specifi-
cally to Thomas, so that Thomas may touch his wounds and believe. The 
painting is visually compelling because of  its graphic nature. Thomas’ 
finger literally enters the wound of  Christ, and the face of  the doubt-
ing follower is one of  shock and sudden realization. Art historian John 
Varriano writes that the “[scene] emphasize[s] skepticism over surprise 
as central features of  the apostle[’s] cognitive expression.”7 Wrinkles 
cover Thomas’ forehead, indicating his sudden recognition of  Christ as 
Lord, a recognition stemming from his doubt that Christ had actually 
risen. 

A thought-provoking feature, though not initially noticeable, is 
Christ’s hand guiding Thomas’ to the wound. This conveys the idea 
that even with sight, Thomas cannot believe unaided; he must still be 
guided to belief  even with the evidence before him. Walter Friedlaender 
says that this is based on an old tradition and that Caravaggio “used 
these pictorial devices ingeniously to concentrate the intensity of  the 
scene and to convince the spectator of  the reality of  the event,” namely, 
that Thomas believed with the help of  Christ.8 Given the style of  the 
Counter-Reformation, this notion enriches the instructional quality of  
artwork.

Caravaggio’s graphic portrayal reflects two major ideas. The first 
is the reality of  Christ’s sacrifice. His death was physical and tangible, 
a brutal injustice that brought salvation to humankind. The second 
idea is that Thomas’ finger entering the wound is reminiscent of  the 
soldier who pierced Christ’s side. The sin of  humanity caused Christ’s 
afflictions, and thus by alluding to the spear wound, Caravaggio further 
reveals the weakness of  Thomas’ faith. Peter Chrysologus affirms this 
idea in a commentary on Thomas. Chrysologus asks, “Why does the 
hand of  a dutiful follower strive to reopen the side that the lance of  
an unholy soldier pierced? Why does the harsh curiosity of  a servant 
repeat the tortures imposed by the rage of  persecutors?”9 These ques-
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tions imply that Thomas is a parallel of  the soldier, and in the moment 
he touches Christ’s wounds, he reflects both the sinful nature and unbe-
lief  of  the soldier.

“My Lord and My God”

Cornelius À Lapide, who lived from 1567-1673, wrote a com-
mentary on John’s gospel, which expounds on the story of  Thomas. In 
discussing Thomas’ doubt, Lapide writes: 

This unbelief  of  S. Thomas’ arose partly from his 
not believing Christ to be God. For had he believed 
this, he would easily have understood that Christ 
could have raised His Body to life again…10

The issue that arises, according to Lapide, is the dual nature of  
Christ. Thomas was finally able to see that Jesus was divine, both fully 
man and fully God. By experiencing the miracle and validity of  the res-
urrection through touch, Thomas finally recognized one of  the most 
essential truths of  faith. 

This idea of  Christ as Word is a recurring motif  throughout the 
Gospel of  John, which begins with an introduction of  this central theme, 
stating that in the beginning the “Word was God.” The Word was made 
flesh, and so the act of  Thomas touching Christ’s flesh—literally feeling 
his divine nature—demonstrates that Christ is truly the Incarnate Word. 
In a more modern commentary on the Gospel of  John, Robert Brown 
elaborates on the same idea of  the synthesis of  the divine and human 
Christ illustrated in this scene. He states:

When finally he does believe, Thomas gives voice to 
his faith in the ultimate confession, ‘My Lord and my 
God.’ The Jesus who has appeared to Thomas is a 
Jesus who has been lifted up in crucifixion, resurrec-
tion, and ascension to his Father and has received 
from the Father the glory that he had with Him 
before the world existed; and now Thomas has the 
faith to acknowledge this… It is a response of  praise 
to the God who has revealed himself  in Jesus. Thus, 
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Thomas’ ‘My Lord and my God’ is closely parallel to 
‘The Word was God’ in the opening line of  the hymn 
that has been prefixed to the Fourth Gospel.11 

Thomas must touch Jesus’ wounds to be convinced that he has 
risen from the dead. Thus, Thomas’ “My Lord and My God” bears 
witness to the reconciliation of  Christ as both God and man, the Word 
made flesh. 

Both John, in his gospel, and Caravaggio, in his painting, portray 
Thomas as an example of  how one should not believe. John encourages 
his readers to understand that Jesus was the Word incarnate, God made 
flesh, fully divine. Caravaggio seems to emphasize that one ought not to 
come to the truth of  John’s gospel through sight, but that belief  comes 
through faith without sight or touch. His imagery reminds the viewer 
of  Thomas’ doubt, and the understanding of  a faith that comes most 
purely without sight.  

“Noli Me Tangere”

John 20:17 includes an enigmatic phrase that appears to con-
flict with the story of  Thomas. John writes, “Jesus saith unto [Mary 
Magdalene], ‘Touch me not; for I am not yet ascended to my Father: 
but go to my brethren, and say unto them, I ascend unto my Father, 
and your Father; and to my God, and your God.’” If  in this instance 
Jesus says to Mary, “touch me not,” why is it that a mere seven verses 
prior, Jesus actually encourages Thomas to touch him? St. Augustine 
first discusses this contradiction by comparing Mary to the Church of  
the Gentiles,12 but later suggests another explanation: “Jesus wanted it 
believed in him on these terms, that is, that he be touched spiritually 
on these terms, that he and the Father are one thing.”13 Jesus knew that 
Mary’s need lay not in the physical touch of  Christ, but in the spiritual 
recognition of  his resurrection. 

Another reason that may help to explain why Mary in particular 
could not touch Christ rests in Matthew 28:9 where Jesus allowed other 
women to touch his resurrected body.14 Mary, therefore, must have had 
some unique need to only see him, but not embrace him. Based on 
the textual circumstances, my opinion is that Jesus stopped her from 
touching him because it was not necessary for her belief. Like Thomas, 
Mary’s sight made her believe, but there is no indication that her faith 
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was contingent on her touching Jesus’ body. Thomas, in contrast, would 
not believe unless he touched the wounds. Augustine does, however, 
present another option to this analysis. He comments:

Mary could believe in such a way that she supposed 
him unequal with the Father, and this surely is pro-
scribed when it is said to her, ‘Do not touch me,’ that 
is, ‘Do not believe in me in such a way as you still 
perceive things…’15

Thus, Mary’s faith, much like Thomas’, was centered on her in-
ability to reconcile Christ’s two natures. For her, Jesus was still human, 
and so her faith depended on the physical. Christ did not allow her to 
touch him because he wanted her to realize that faith is spiritual, and for 
her, not touching him was the best way to understand such a message. 

Christ meets us where we are, so to speak. As Hilary of  Potiers 
suggests, “The Lord stoops to the level even of  our feeble understand-
ing. He works a miracle of  his invisible power in order to satisfy the 
doubts of  unbelieving minds.”16 For Mary and Thomas, their individual 
realization of  what faith entails culminated in two different ways of  rec-
ognizing the resurrection. Caravaggio’s painting expresses the physical 
touch well, because the imagery emphasizes that Thomas’ skepticism is 
conquered not when he sees Christ, but when he touches him. For the 
viewer, this is a very poignant way of  expressing that God is willing to 
meet the needs of  a person’s faith, whether through touch or not. At the 
same time, however, the painting expresses to the viewer the fact that 
faith should be outside of  the physical perception of  Christ and that it 
rests in the spiritual.

Sight as the Common Sense

After Thomas touched Christ’s wounds, Jesus said to him, 
“Because you have seen me, you have believed. Blessed are they who 
have not seen and have believed.” Yet, in Caravaggio’s painting Thomas 
does not appear to be looking at the wound or even Christ, but else-
where, which confuses the notion of  faith through sight. St. Augustine 
provides commentary on the relationship between the senses and belief, 
which helps explain Thomas’ ambiguous gaze:
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 Jesus says to [Thomas], ‘Because you have 
seen me, you have believed.’ He does not say, ‘You 
have touched me,’ but, ‘You have seen me,’ because 
in a certain way the sight is the generic sense. For it 
is commonly named also by the other four senses, as 
when we say: hear, and see how well it sounds; sniff, 
and see how well it smells; taste, and see how well 
it savors; touch, and see how well it gives warmth. 
Everywhere “see” was uttered, although there is 
no denying that sight properly pertains to the eyes. 
Consequently, here too the Lord himself  says, ‘Put in 
your fingers here and see my hands.’ What else does 
he say than, ‘Touch and see’? And yet he did not have 
eyes in his fingers! Therefore, whether by looking or 
also by touching, ‘Because you have seen me,’ he says, 
‘you have believed.’ 17

Augustine describes Thomas’ reliance on sight and touch as 
confirmation of  Christ’s resurrection. Caravaggio seems to de-empha-
size Thomas’ sight, underscoring only the physical touch as Thomas’ 
point of  recognition. Why would Caravaggio divert Thomas’ eyes if  
the story’s moral stems from sight preceding belief? In order to answer 
this question properly, it is necessary to define what sight entails. In the 
Bible, Thomas explicitly states that unless he touches he will not believe, 
but Augustine defines all the senses as forms of  sight. According to his 
commentary, the sight is the generic sense, and therefore touch is sight. 
For instance, after a person sees food, fabric, instruments, or flowers, 
he tastes, feels, hears, or smells them. Thus, sight precedes the other 
senses. In the case of  Caravaggio’s painting, Thomas’ eyes do not look 
at the wound because the artist wants to stress that to see, for Thomas, 
is to touch the wounds of  Christ. Augustine would likely agree with the 
fastidious attention Caravaggio gives to touch rather than sight. For the 
viewer, the painting shows that faith is beyond the physical and is instead 
spiritual.
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The Disciples See 

It is necessary for us to consider the faith of  the other disciples 
in the biblical narrative to discern why the story of  Thomas’ doubt is 
central to the understanding of  faith without sight. Earlier in John 20, 
the evangelist records:

Then [Mary] runneth, and cometh to Simon Peter, 
and to the other disciple, whom Jesus loved, and 
saith unto them, ‘They have taken away the Lord 
out of  the sepulchre, and we know not where they 
have laid him.’ Peter therefore went forth, and that 
other disciple, and came to the sepulchre. So they ran 
both together…And he stooping down, and looking 
in, saw the linen clothes lying; yet went he not in. 
Then cometh Simon Peter following him, and went 
into the sepulchre, and seeth the linen clothes lie …
Then went in also that other disciple…and he saw, 
and believed. For as yet they knew not the scripture, 
that he must rise again from the dead. Then the dis-
ciples went away again unto their own home…Mary 
Magdalene came and told the disciples that she had 
seen the Lord.18

Based on this passage, the disciples’ faith rested primarily on word 
of  mouth and not sight. Of  course, Peter and the other disciple saw the 
grave and believed, but their fellow disciples believed simply through 
their testimony and the testimony of  Mary Magdalene.19 In a homily on 
this passage, John Chrysostom writes about the faith of  the disciples in 
relation to the faith of  Thomas saying,

This is indeed a proof  of  faith, namely, to accept what 
we have not seen… ‘Yet,’ you will object, ‘the dis-
ciples did not see Him and they believed.’ However, 
they were not looking for any such evidence, but im-
mediately accepted the doctrine of  the Resurrection 
from the linen cloths, and before they had beheld His 
body they showed that their faith in Him was without 
reservation.20
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Chrysostom thus argues that tangibility was not a necessity for 
belief. They saw Christ in the sense that they saw the empty grave, but 
unlike Mary or Thomas, they did not need to see Christ’s physical body 
to recognize that he was alive. The gospel writer contrasts Thomas’ 
doubt with the disciples’ belief, saying, “And when he had so said, he 
shewed unto them his hands and his side. Then were the disciples glad, 
when they saw the Lord.”21 For Thomas, seeing (and touching) Christ 
was the basis of  his faith, but for the disciples seeing Christ brought 
them gladness because it confirmed the faith they already had. 

Conclusion

Having analyzed Caravaggio’s painting in light of  the biblical 
story and supplemental texts by Cornelius Lapide, St. Augustine, and 
John Chrysostom, it is clear that the artist’s purpose for The Incredulity 
of  Saint Thomas transcended mere aesthetics. This painting embod-
ies the instructional nature of  Counter-Reformation art by illustrat-
ing the distinction between faith by sight and faith in what is unseen. 
Thomas needed sight and touch to dispel his doubt concerning Christ’s 
resurrection and divinity, but the disciples believed without sight. The 
Incredulity of  Saint Thomas is a lesson in belief, demonstrating the rela-
tionship between the tangible and intangible realities of  Christian faith. 
Gregory of  Nyssa beautifully affirms this idea stating, “The Divine 
mercy ordained that a doubting disciple should, by feeling in his Master 
the wounds of  the flesh, heal in us the wounds of  unbelief. The unbelief  
of  Thomas is more profitable to our faith, than the belief  of  the other 
disciples; for, the touch by which he is brought to believe, [confirms] 
our minds in belief, beyond all question.”22 In his grace, Christ himself  
guides us to faith.
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NOTES

1  Two examples include John 4:48 and John 6:30. This 
and all subsequent translations are from the KJV.
2  Hebrews 11:1, emphasis my own.
3  Mullet, The Catholic Reformation, 202-203.
4  The former depicts Christ as partially nude and leaning 
towards the audience in an evocative manner, and the latter 
is Cupid fully nude in an overtly erotic position.
5  Mullet, The Catholic Reformation, 203.
6  There is not any evidence as to which disciples these 
are, but their specificity is irrelevant for this paper 
since the focus is on Saint Thomas and Christ.
7  Varriano, Caravaggio: The Art of  Realism, 107.
8  Friedlaender, Caravaggio Studies, 162. 
9  Oden and Elowsky, eds., Ancient Christian Commentary 
on Scripture: New Testament IVb, 367.
10  Lapide, The Great Commentary, 278.
11  Brown, The Gospel According to John (xiii-xxi), 1046-1047.
12  For more on this idea, see Augustine, Tractates, 59.
13  Ibid.
14  “And as [the women] went to tell his disciples, behold, 
Jesus met them, saying, All hail. And they came and 
held him by the feet, and worshipped him.”
15  Augustine, Tractates, 59.
16  Oden, Ancient Christian Commentary, 369.
17  Augustine, Tractates, 61.
18  John 20:2-10, 18.
19  Although the text does not explicitly say that the other 
disciples believed, it is implied within the context.
20  Chrysostom, Commentary on Saint John the Apostle 
and Evangelist: Homilies 48-88, 460.
21  John 20:20, emphasis my own.
22  Thomas Aquinas, Catena Aurea: Commentary 
on the Four Gospels, 608-609.
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