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Preface



The Bible tells the story of the human race, beginning in a garden and ending in a city. In between it is full of ancient history, good advice, deep spirituality, morality tales, poetry, theology and even a few jokes. Its stories are not laid out chronologically, and it is the work of so many different authors, in different genres and from different times, that although it seems like a book it would be more apt to call it a small library. By turns it is outrageous and deeply comforting, and while some of it is strangely incomprehensible, other parts read as if it were written only yesterday.


The Bible is, of course, principally a religious book. But because of its central place in two millennia of Western culture, its language and imagery find echoes in art, music and literature wherever we look.


Samuel Taylor Coleridge, in his Table Talk, said that ‘intense study of the Bible will keep any writer from being vulgar in point of style’.1 Countless writers, artists and musicians down the centuries steeped themselves in the rhythms and imagery of the Bible until – almost unconsciously – it spilled over into their own language. And equally the ideas and insights of their work were read back into the pages of Scripture.


The Bible is much more, then, than a book for religious readers. It has been one of the main building blocks of our culture, and to leave it unread is to lose thousands of inferences and allusions, and to lose layers of meaning in everything else we read. But people no longer grow up with a background knowledge of the Bible that earlier generations could presume upon, and the complexity of its structure and the unfamiliarity of its contents mean that the Bible does not give up its secrets easily. Not only that, but like any great work it has many layers of meaning that are open to interpretation. What the Bible meant in Chaucer’s time was not at all the same as what it meant for Fra Angelico, Handel or John Steinbeck.


The inspiration for this book came from hundreds of conversations with students at the University of Cambridge who, in the course of reading various Arts subjects, have knocked on my door to ask what the significance of this or that biblical or theological allusion might be: who is the King of Glory in the Messiah, why do the characters in Hamlet suffer such anxieties over death and hell, why does Jesus’ mother often wear a crown, and who were the cheesemakers?


My aim here has been to sketch out the main themes and characters of the Bible, roughly in order, and to show some examples of how they have been interpreted in different centuries. This is merely a brief glimpse into subject matter that would need a whole library of books to begin to cover it well. Nevertheless, I hope that these chapters will open a window on the Bible, which is by turns exciting, shocking, inspiring, strange and comical, sometimes incomprehensible, but overall completely rewarding. And I hope that it might give a few leads to students of the future who are trying to figure out the origin and significance of phrases like ‘Measure for Measure’, ‘East of Eden’, ‘Annunciation’, or ‘Nunc Dimittis’.


To all the students who knocked on my door with their questions I offer thanks for many happy hours of conversation, and for inspiring me to write some of it down. I owe an even greater debt of thanks to Katherine Venn for commissioning and editing it, and to Ruth Roff, Wendy Grisham and all at Hodder who have helped bring it to birth. My thanks also to the many friends and colleagues who have generously given me advice and comments on various drafts, and especially to Luke Aylward, Jeremy Begbie, Sarah Dylan Breuer, Irving Finkel, Paul Fromont, Paula Gooder, Paul Judson, Robin Kirkpatrick, Rosalind Love, Henry Martin, Susan Sellers, Janet Soskice, Stephen Sykes, Jeremy Thurlow, Danielle Tumminio and Judy Weiss. Any errors are, of course, my own.


As always, I owe thanks to my son Ben for his help and patience as I have worked on this project. And I dedicate the book to the memory of my stepmother Pauline, who shared my love of the Bible and would have loved to see this book finished.
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In the Beginning


On Christmas Eve 1968 Apollo 8, the first manned mission to the moon, entered lunar orbit. For the first time the earth was viewed from space, and the crew observed that it was the only planet that appeared to have any colour. Later that evening the voices of Commander Frank Borman, Command Module Pilot Jim Lovell and Lunar Module Pilot William Anders were heard on a live broadcast. ‘The vast loneliness is awe-inspiring,’ Lovell said, ‘and it makes you realise just what you have back there on earth.’ Then, capturing the traditional associations between creation, religion and Christmas, and expressing something of their own sense of wonder, the three astronauts ended their broadcast by reading from the first page of the King James Version of the Bible:


In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.


And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the light from the darkness. And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And the evening and the morning were the first day.


And God said, Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it divide the waters from the waters. And God made the firmament, and divided the waters which were under the firmament from the waters which were above the firmament: and it was so. And God called the firmament Heaven. And the evening and the morning were the second day.


And God said, Let the waters under the heaven be gathered together unto one place, and let the dry land appear: and it was so. And God called the dry land Earth; and the gathering together of the waters called he Seas: and God saw that it was good.


(Gen. 1:1–10 KJV)


The King James Bible, published in 1611, was translated into English by a whole committee of people, although much of it was drawn from the earlier work of William Tyndale (c. 1494–1536), who was the first person to translate the New Testament into English directly from the Greek and Hebrew. But the Bible itself is an amalgamation of a large number of texts of very ancient origin. Many of its stories are thought to date back to more than a thousand years BC, passed on in the oral traditions of various neighbouring tribes until they were eventually written down. It is thought that some more material was added in the seventh century BC by writers known as the Deuteronomists. Then in the sixth century BC Jerusalem was overthrown and many of the Jews were taken into exile in Babylon. Far from their homeland, they sought to preserve their own national and religious identity, and so it was that they began to amalgamate and edit the various different traditions into one narrative, a task that continued when they eventually returned home.1 The opening pages of Genesis, then, are thousands of years old. You might think that three men on the cutting edge of scientific development in the 1960s would find this ancient cosmology somewhat out of date. Why, in an age where science is king, would they include Genesis in their commentary as they emerged from their lunar orbit?


The answer to that question lies in understanding what kind of writing Genesis is. If one reads it with the assumption that it is a kind of primitive version of science that has long been disproved, then at best it will seem quaint. But Genesis is neither history (in the modern sense) nor primitive science: it is narrative literature written in poetic prose. Knowing what kind of literature you are reading completely affects what you expect it to tell you. The eminent physicist John Polkinghorne wrote:


Mistaking poetry for prose can lead to false conclusions. When Robert Burns tells us his love ‘is like a red, red rose’, we know that we are not meant to think that his girlfriend has green leaves and prickles. Reading Genesis 1 as if it were a divinely dictated scientific text, intended to save us the trouble of actually doing science, is to make a similar kind of error.2


What kind of book is Genesis, then? It is listed in the Bible’s contents page as the first of five books of ‘the Law’ – not law in the modern sense, but written to give shape and order to the whole understanding of life. These law books include some history, some biography, some theology and some legal and contractual material. And right at the beginning of Genesis there are eleven chapters of aetiology – a retrospective account of origins in terms of human purpose. That is to say, they are addressing the big questions about the human condition. What does it mean to be human? Why do we expect life to get better and not worse? Why do we fail ourselves and each other, and how is failure redeemed? What is our responsibility and relationship towards each other and towards the world in which we live? Why do we carry a kind of Utopian ideal in our head, even though we find ourselves consistently unable to achieve it? This discrepancy between the mythical possibility of a perfect universe and the imperfect reality of our world is what the ancient storytellers, and later the compilers, editors and translators of Genesis, were trying to frame with their account. In an aetiology, the question ‘Where do we come from?’ is not merely a question of a scientific description of how atoms and molecules behave, but a question of purpose – not so much how we got here, but why.


The King James Version of the Bible is hard to beat for the beauty of its seventeenth-century language. But while ‘in the beginning’ has commonly been taken to mean that God created something out of nothing, the Hebrew word could equally suggest that creation was concerned with bringing order out of a pre-existing chaos of matter – an idea that is echoed in another creation poem that appears in Isaiah 40:12–26. The creation myth, then, is a lot more fluid than it first appears and, far from being an alternative, anti-scientific cosmology, it is an ancient religious account of why there is both order and purpose to the human race.


Interestingly enough, the idea that Genesis should be taken as science is a relatively recent view. Long before the development of modern science, philosophers and theologians were treating the creation myths as metaphorical. There are examples of this even within the Bible itself. John’s Gospel, written in the first or early second century AD, echoes the language of Genesis, and he expects his readers to make that connection and understand the gospel of Jesus Christ as a new beginning:


In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.


And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness.


(Gen. 1:1–4)


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.


(John 1:1–5)


John takes the opening words, ‘In the beginning …’ to signal that the gospel marks a new beginning, a new ordering of creation under God. Similarly, he echoes from Genesis the first words of God, ‘Let there be light’, and shapes his Gospel around the contrast between darkness and light as a metaphor for the absence or presence of God – the new era of redemption through Christ being like a second genesis.


In the early centuries of Christianity, Genesis continued to be a foundational theme for writers. One example is St Augustine, one of the most influential writers in Western theology. His Confessions, written in about AD 398, has become a classic text in literature as well as theology, and it includes an account of how he converted to Christianity from a sect known as the Manichees who, rather than believing in the supremacy of a good God, believed that equal powers of good and evil were in a constant battle. Augustine was anxious to be absolutely clear that he had renounced their beliefs, and since his conversion believed in God as supreme and as the source of everything. In Books XII and XIII of Confessions he takes an allegorical view of Genesis, which was a popular practice of the time (in fact, it was considered heretical by some of Augustine’s contemporaries to take a literal view of a six-day creation). He wrote another work entitled The Literal Meaning of Genesis (De Genesi ad Litteram), an in-depth, phrase-by-phrase analysis of the text that drew out the theological meaning of Genesis. But there was not a shred of young-earth creationism in it – in fact, quite the opposite. One of his stated intentions was to counter the simplistic interpretation of Genesis as science that – even in the fourth century – was so obviously mistaken as to bring Christianity into disrepute and make the Bible look like nothing more than a book of children’s stories.


It’s shameful and dangerous for an unbeliever to hear a Christian talking nonsense about the Holy Scripture, and to assume that its meaning is being explained. We should make every effort to prevent the embarrassing situation where Christians are shown to be ignorant, and laughed to scorn – not that it matters if an ignorant person is ridiculed, but it’s shameful if people outside the Church come to think that these were the opinions of the sacred writers.3


The language and themes of the creation stories have continued to echo through literature in every century since. One of the most famous literary meditations on Genesis is Paradise Lost. John Milton’s aim was to retell the story of creation and the fall. His project, though, was not simply to elaborate imaginatively on the Genesis story, but to draw out political as well as theological interpretations. The work encompasses several different genres, but is usually described as an epic poem. The difficulty with calling it an epic, however, is that it is not really clear who the hero is, for while this is usually assumed to be Adam, you could just as easily read it taking Satan in the hero’s role. Nonetheless, the main thrust of the poem is not really the destiny or identity of the hero, but the theme of freedom – in both the theological and the political sense – and even the form of the poem embodies this, for Milton seems quite deliberately to have illustrated the idea of freedom by writing in blank verse. Epic poems were always written in rhyming verse, but in a ‘Note on the Verse’ in the 1668 edition of Paradise Lost, Milton explained his choice of unrhyming blank verse as a recovery of ‘ancient liberty’ from the ‘troublesome and modern bondage of Riming’.


Theologian Stephen Sykes has pointed out that to retell the biblical narrative in epic form limits its theological possibilities, because the epic form is focused on the hero, while theology has to be multidirectional. But the limitations of any literary form are also precisely what lend that form its power, and Milton both echoes and expands the language of Genesis in his magisterial and poetic description of creation:


[I]n his hand
He took the golden compasses, prepared
In God’s eternal store, to circumscribe
This universe, and all created things …


This God the Heav’n created, thus the earth,
Matter unformed and void. Darkness profound
Covered th’abyss; but on the wat’ry calm
His brooding wings the Spirit of God outspread …4


A couple of centuries later, Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844–89) adopted the image of ‘brooding wings’ for the Holy Spirit, but for Hopkins there was a different purpose. ‘The world is charged with the grandeur of God,’ he wrote, and went on to show that God’s creative energy was not isolated in an act of creation in the distant past, but was a continuing, nurturing power in the present age. Hopkins, though, was writing late in the nineteenth century when Christian thinking had cut itself loose from the idea that every movement of the earth was literally controlled by God. Like other poets and theologians of his age, he struggled to make sense of his belief that God was involved in the world, while also acknowledging that the earth had its own untamed chaos. The age-old question of why bad things happen to good people troubled Hopkins deeply, but he resolved it to some degree by understanding the presence of the Holy Spirit in creation not so much as an imposition of the power of God, but as a constant weaving and reweaving of creativity and human hope in a turbulent world. ‘Nature is never spent,’ wrote Hopkins, despite generations of death and destruction and despair:


Because the Holy Ghost over the bent


World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.5


The rhythmic patterns of the language of Genesis 1 make it a natural hunting ground for poets, but not necessarily because they admire the sentiments. T.S. Eliot, for instance, adopts a series of phrases from the creation stories in Choruses from ‘The Rock’ (VII), using his characteristic technique of percussive, almost rap-like repetition, to create a contemporary meditation on human purpose. But others have used the phraseology to subvert rather than reinforce Christian tradition, such as D.H. Lawrence who, in various poems, such as ‘Let there be Light’ and ‘God is Born’, reversed the sense of the biblical language to indicate that God was as much the product of evolution as everything else.


In the poetry of Genesis, Adam and Eve are presented as the first human couple, but read carefully and you will find not just one, but two accounts of their creation. Genesis begins with a list of all the things that were created, almost as if the writer is making a painting of the scene. It starts with the background – the heavens and the earth – and then the earth is added, and the sea, then trees and plants, the sun, moon and stars, all kinds of birds and fish and animals, and last of all the human race, a man and a woman both made at the same time. This first telling of the story places the human race as the kings-of-the-earth, the crowning glory of the whole enterprise, and the ones who become responsible for looking after it (quite the opposite, incidentally, of the Australian Aboriginal tradition where the people belong to the earth).


The creation of Adam and Eve is then retold in the second chapter, but this time the sequence is reversed. Instead of building up the background layer by layer, Genesis 2 starts with God creating a man – just one man. Adam is the Hebrew word for ‘man’ – the generic name for a human being – and it is similar, in Hebrew, to the word for ‘earth’, reflecting the idea that we are made of the very stuff of the earth. Scientists tell us that we are made of carbon – stardust; centuries earlier, it seems that by poetic and human instinct there was the knowledge that we and our universe are made of the same substance. God put Adam into a garden he had made earlier – the garden of Eden.


Paradise is a Persian word that literally means ‘a walled garden’, and the name Eden means the ‘garden of delights’. It is no mistake that the title of the fantastic triptych by Heironymus Bosch (Madrid) is ‘the garden of earthly delights’ – a phrase that has since been used over and over again about beautiful and unusual gardens. An interview with author and cook Nigel Slater appeared in the Daily Telegraph under the title ‘A Garden of Earthly Delights’, which entertainingly quoted Slater as saying that the very first thing he planted in his own garden was an apple tree.


God, we are told in Genesis, introduced Adam one by one to all the creatures in the garden of Eden, but Adam found none of them to be a suitable companion for him. What he needed was someone who was both the same and yet different, someone who seemed to share the very essence of himself. This is where the spare-rib story comes from:


So the LORD6 God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and then closed up the place with flesh. Then the LORD God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man.


The man said,


‘This is now bone of my bones


and flesh of my flesh;


she shall be called “woman”,


for she was taken out of man.’


(Gen. 2:21–3)


There are some exquisite Byzantine and medieval illuminations of Eve being drawn out of Adam’s side, giving the appearance of two bodies with one pair of legs – for instance, Creation of Eve (Ecole Anglaise thirteenth century), Musée Marmotten, France. The Hebrew word translated as ‘rib’ is tsela‘, which can mean ‘side’, ‘chamber’, ‘rib’ or ‘beam’. Feminist theologians have pointed out that the traditional reading of ‘rib’ has been used to sublimate women, and the better translation would be ‘side’, supporting the idea that woman is man’s equal and not his subordinate. This did not stop feminists using the phrase with irony, though. In the 1960s and 1970s in the UK, newsagents contained shelves of women’s magazines which offered little more than recipes, knitting patterns, romantic stories and advice on domestic management. The backlash against this insistence upon women as domestic goddesses came in the form of a feminist magazine first published in the UK in 1972. Its title was Spare Rib.7


[image: image]


If the first creation account detailed the whole universe as being built layer upon layer, then the second version was an account of why people need each other. It is often said that people in love have an uncanny sense of recognition – the feeling that despite being completely different and in many ways unknown, you have known that person for ever. This seems to be Adam’s reaction when he sets eyes on the woman for the first time, poetically expressed as ‘bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh’. The imagery of a perfect partnership in a perfectly ordered garden of Eden is borrowed by Peter Redgrove in his poem ‘Intimate Supper’, which begins with all the elements of the creation story reinvented in a modern apartment – the light is electric, the firmament is his ceiling, the moving breath of the Spirit is his new hoover and the flowing water is his bath. The man, in beautiful surroundings in the cool of the evening, is at peace with himself and his God. But the poem ends poignantly, suggesting that even in the modern-day Eden of a perfectly ordered life people still do not want to be alone. The need for a mate described in a Bronze Age tale and recast by the Babylonian Jewish scholars seven centuries before Christ is a deep-seated human need that has lasted through centuries of cultural and religious change and adaptation:


But the good sight faded
For there was no help, no help meet for him at all,
And he set his table with two stars pointed on wax
And until the time came that he had appointed


Walked in his garden in the cool of the evening, waited.8


It is three decades since the astronauts on Apollo 8 quoted from the Bible to describe the dramatic beauty of the earth from space. Since then some pretty vociferous arguments have ensued as to the seeming clash between religious and scientific accounts of our origins. But the beauty of the Genesis account is precisely that it is an example of the human instinct to step beyond the cold facts and tell ourselves stories not only about how we are here, but why. That, I believe, is why it continues to be a rich source of inspiration for artists and poets, and one reason why, as they emerged from the dark side of the moon, Borman, Lovell and Anders chose the poetry of Genesis to express their celebration of wonder and their affirmation that the earth was good.
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And all was for an apple


The British Museum was founded in 1753 when Sir Hans Sloane left his large collection of books, manuscripts, natural history specimens and antiquities to the nation. Among his collection was a manuscript containing this medieval carol:


Adam lay ybounden
Bounden in a bond:
Four thousand winter
Thought he not too long


And all was for an apple,
An apple that he took,
As Clerkes finden
Written in their book.


The words were used by Benjamin Britten in his intense and energetic ‘Deo Gracias’ (in A Ceremony of Carols), while a gentler and more lyrical version by Boris Ord is often featured in the Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols broadcast from King’s College, Cambridge, on Christmas Eve. The words probably date from the fifteenth century, as the language places it as later than Chaucer but earlier than Shakespeare. ‘And all was for an apple …’ This one phrase summons up the central image of the Bible’s account of where sin and suffering came from, and how a perfect universe became a lost paradise:


The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the LORD God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will certainly die.’


(Gen. 2:15–17)


Later, though, the snake in the grass whispered in Eve’s ear, convincing her that God had been trying to trick her:


Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, ‘Did God really say, “You must not eat from any tree in the garden”?’


The woman said to the serpent, ‘We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, “You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.”’


‘You will not certainly die,’ the serpent said to the woman. ‘For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.’


When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.


(Gen. 3:1–7)


Snakes are fascinating creatures. In the ancient world they were feared because of their capacity to kill by crushing or with deadly venom, but they were also revered because of their ability to shed their old skins and – apparently – be reborn. In equal measure they were worshipped as symbols of life and fertility and feared as agents of deception, evil and destruction.


In the Jewish and Christian traditions, the serpent that appears in Genesis is pure evil, a deceiver who subtly twists God’s words to trick Eve into falling into her own destruction. Elsewhere in the Bible, the serpent is seen as sinister, associated with the primal chaos of the sea and the underworld. Revelation 12:9 refers to ‘that ancient snake’ which the Christian tradition has usually taken to be the devil or Satan, the enemy of God. But in the Ancient Near East, including Egypt and Canaan, and also in the Greco-Roman mythology that was prevalent in the cultures in which Christianity was born, the serpent was a symbol of fertility. It is not surprising, therefore, that the interpretation of the Genesis stories seems to include contradictions – so that while fertility and the need for a soulmate are recognised as good, sex is also regarded as sinful and forbidden.


The association between temptation and seduction in the creation stories appears frequently in Western medieval art, one example being a sculpture on the front of Notre Dame in Paris, in which a long serpent with a woman’s face is wound round a tree. Another glamorous serpent-woman clutching golden apples is seen in conversation with Adam and Eve on a painted roof boss in Norwich Cathedral.


Seeing and perceiving is another prominent theme in the fall. The snake promised Eve that eating the fruit would open her eyes so that she would be like God. The eyes were also the portal of temptation, for she ‘saw’ that the fruit was good and ‘pleasing to the eye’, and finally it says that, indeed, their eyes were opened – but rather than being like God, they saw themselves and each other differently. Their perfect trust and intimacy were disrupted, and their unspoilt paradise infected with secrets and lies, shame and cover-ups.


We often use the word ‘temptation’ to describe harmless and trivial treats like eating chocolate. But while the piece of fruit that Adam and Eve ate was equally harmless in itself, the temptation lay in what it represented. The fruit was ‘good to eat, and pleasing to the eye’, but the sin lay in ignoring God’s express wishes. The perfect harmony of Eden was broken, which led to alienation between Adam and Eve, and between them and God.


It has fairly consistently been agreed in the Christian tradition that pride – wanting to be godlike – was the underlying root of the problem. But both the fruit in the garden and the kind of surface temptation it represented have varied quite a lot. Genesis does not say what kind of fruit Adam and Eve ate, and paintings from different regions vary in their interpretation. The Mediterranean tradition tended towards figs, not only because they were a common fruit, but because Adam and Eve made their first clothes from fig leaves. In England the apple may simply have been the obvious choice because it was the most common local fruit, but it may have caught on because the same Latin word, malum, can mean either apple or evil.


As far as the temptation itself is concerned, it seems quite firmly lodged in the popular imagination that the temptation was sex. But in most writing and painting about the subject, this does not bear out. Augustine often associated sin with sex, and was renowned for his own struggles with sexual temptation. But as the main early theologian who articulated the idea of original sin – the idea that after the fall every human being was born sinful, not innocent – it is interesting to notice that to illustrate his point Augustine used a different allusion altogether. In his Confessions (Book II) he describes another story of fruit trees – not apples in this case, but pears – in which he joined a group of boys who went scrumping fruit in a nearby garden. Like Eve’s temptation, you could say, ‘It was only a piece of fruit!’ But following the pattern of Genesis, Augustine looks under the surface of a relatively insignificant action to see what the deeper motive was, and then knocks down every excuse for this piece of childish mischief. He will not excuse himself by saying that he was young, or that he did not know any better, that others led him on, or that it was a relatively harmless act. He is clear that the sin is not defined by the act itself, but by a desire simply to rebel against accepted values, to break the rules just for the hell of it. By all accounts Augustine led a pretty colourful life, and had he wanted to he could easily have chosen a more sensational example of sin, or a more obviously destructive one. Perhaps he chose a relatively innocent anecdote to avoid creating a book that people would read salaciously. But I think it is more likely that he wanted to emphasise that even if the temptation itself seems pretty harmless, the real issue is not apples or pears, chocolate or stolen kisses, but the state of the human heart. Reflecting on his act of theft, Augustine says that he did not steal the pears to eat them, but just for the sheer, perverse pleasure of doing something that was forbidden.


Dante, an Italian poet of the Middle Ages and author of the Divine Comedy, chose more specific examples of temptation. Dante hated bankers, and described usury as one of the principal routes into sin – not merely because of the money itself, but for a more subtle reason. Dante believed that anything that served to mediate between a person and God and made you experience life at one remove was a source of alienation – a separation of oneself from God and from other people, as well as an internal separation within one’s own soul. Just as Adam’s and Eve’s instinctive response to their own sin was the need to take one step back from their intimacy by covering themselves with fig leaves, so Dante understood that sin is anything that ends in losing the ability to approach both God and other people in a direct way, without a degree of protection or separation. This, he believed, was precisely what bankers did as they acted on behalf of their clients, separating people from, rather than reconciling them to, reality. It was therefore the way the banking system removed one’s direct contact with one’s world that led Dante to believe that usury was a primary sin.


It is usually assumed that Dante calls on the classics as his main source, but interestingly he is far more dependent on the Bible, not only for direct quotes, but for underlying ideas. In the Commedia he created a work that was not strictly high art, but not popular media either – it was a middle style that moved between different modes of expression. And this is precisely how the Bible tells its stories, moving backwards and forwards between primitive and sophisticated forms, and covering a wide range of genres, again conforming to Dante’s ideal of an unmediated accessibility to God.
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Chaucer was writing a generation later, and in England, and here the temptation that led to pride was nearly always taken to be gluttony. The themes of Genesis are woven all through the Canterbury Tales (written between 1387 and 1400), but rather than an epic retelling such as Milton’s, Chaucer mixes the elements of the biblical narrative rather more obliquely into his tales, so that you have to stay alert to pick up the clues.


The Canterbury Tales are a series of stories within a story. A group of pilgrims travel to Canterbury, and to pass the time each of them tells a tale. In between the pilgrims comment on the tales, and on each other’s attempts at entertainment and moralisation. Chaucer is thought to have drawn from Boccacio’s work, and to have elaborated on various existing tales, and perhaps also some carefully veiled references to controversial events in his own time. The result is a complex mix of stories that reveal human nature, often with a high element of comedy, but also projecting a strong moral theme. Chaucer constantly threads central biblical themes through his stories, which would have been obvious to his readers whose culture was steeped in biblical imagery. For the modern reader, though, it is easy to miss the significance of those references.
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