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“ E X Q U I S I T E  A N D  P R E C I O U S  V E S S E L S ” :  

DOCTRINA I N  B O O K  I  O F  

A U G U S T I N E ’ S  CONFESSIONS1

A b s t r a c t

In this essay I argue that Book I of the Confessions demonstrates 
Augustine’s valuation of the liberal arts according to the register of “use.” 
The classical doctrina in which Augustine was schooled is understood in the 
Confessions to be marked by pride (doctrina superbiae) and signified by the 
veils that cloak the entrances of the academies; this doctrina's “use” is self- 
aggrandizement. By contrast, Augustine finds the teaching of humility signi
fied in the humility of a child; the doctrina humilitatis finds its “use” in the 
praise of God. Still, in recounting his own childhood, Augustine seems eager 
to present himself familiar with the classical tradition and a cultural savoir 
faire. I argue, however, that when considered under the auspices of “use” 
Augustine’s quotations of Virgil, references to Cicero and Plato, and allu
sions to Terence and Seneca do not entail he himself falls prey to doctrina 
superbiae, but rather this display of familiarity with the classical canon 
underscores my argument that Augustine values the liberal arts according to 
their “use.” Augustine takes no umbrage with classical learning per se, but 
models appropriate “use” with intricate Latin rhetorical flourishes while 
weaving the story of his life into Virgil’s Aeneid. In modeling appropriate 
“use” of the liberal arts Augustine demonstrates how they can be used as 
“exquisite and precious vessels” intended for the praise of God or, con
versely, can be filled with the “wine of error.”

The reader o f contem porary  autobiographies is left rather per
p lexed reading B ook O ne o f  the Confessions. There is no m ention o f 
A ugustine’s childhood years at hom e; instead he im mediately launches 
in to  an account o f  h is tim e at school. Indeed, h is schooling is the 
dom inant m otif  o f  the first book  o f the Confessions. Th is article w ill 
dem onstrate that in  recalling h is early education, A ugustine delineates 
two antithetical accounts o f doctrina, each w ith its ow n gu iding p rin 
ciples, signs and goals. The classical doctrina in w hich Augustine was 
reared is m arked by pride (superbia), and its goal is w orld ly  success. 
Th is doctrina, I w ill argue, is sign ified by the veils that c loak the 
entrances o f the academ ies. A ugustine contrasts th is doctrina w ith  the 
teaching o f hum ility  (doctrina humilitatis); its goal is rest in G od and

1 I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  th a n k  P r o f .  L e w i s  A y r e s  f o r  h is  he lp f u l  c o m m e n t s  o n  a n  e a r l ie r 
d r a f t  o f  th is  a r t ic le .
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is sign ified by the hum ility  o f a child. The Confessions do no t use 
these term s o f  b inary  opposition {doctrina humilitatis and doctrina 
superbiae). N evertheless, m y argum ent is that such term inology is a 
helpful heuristic device to elucidate A ugustine ’s account o f education. 
Further, the term s are textually  tethered in the sense that education, 
pride and hum ility are dom inant m otifs o f  the Confessions. Th is article 
w ill p roceed in tw o steps. First, I w ill expand on these tw o antithetical 
accounts o f doctrina running through B ook One o f the Confessions', 
and second, I w ill consider how  A ugustine understands classical learn
ing to function positively  in the doctrina humilitatis?

I am build ing on existing scholarship o f A ugustine’s relation to 
the Uberai arts and applying this scholarsh ip to  an in terpretation o f 
Book One o f the Confessions. That the contrast betw een superbia and 
humilitas is a dom inant m otif  in the Confessions is well established in 
authoritative com m entaries such as Jam es O ’D onnell’s three-vo lume 
com m entary,3 Pierre Courcelle ’s m agisteria l Recherches sur les Con
fessions de Saint Augustin,4 and A im e Solignac’s in troduction to the 
Confessions in the Bibliotèque Augustinienne.5 It is not necessary for 
us to revisit their analyses o f the dom inance o f the them es o f pride and 
hum ility in  the Confessions. Sim ilarly, I am  relying especially on the 
scholarsh ip  o f H enri-Irénée M arrou,6 O liv ier du R oy7 and, m ore 
recently, M ark Vessey and K arla Pollm ann’s edited book o f conference 
papers8 for understanding A ugustine’s valuation of the liberal arts.9

2 Superbia i s  a  d o m in a n t  m o t i f  in  th e  Confessions, a s  i t  i s  in  m a n y  o f  A u g u s t i n e ’s 
w r i t in g s .  M a u r ic e  T e s ta r d  h a s  o f f e r e d  a  d e t a i le d  t ex t u a l  a n a ly s is  o f  t h e  Confessions 
i n  t e r m s  o f  superbia: “ L e  ‘ s u p e r b i a ’ d a n s  l e s  C o n f e s s i o n s  d e  s a in t  A u g u st i n , ”  in  
Homo Spiritalis, e d .  C o r n e l iu s  M a y e r  (W ü r z b u r g :  A u g u s t i n u s ,  1 9 8 7 ) , p p . 1 3 6 - 6 9 .  A 
s e a r c h  i n  t h e  Library o f Latin Texts r e v e a l s  4 4  u s e s  o f  t h e  te r m  superbus a n d  i t s 
l e x i c a l  f a m i l i e s ;  t h is  i s  c o n t r a s te d  w i t h  th e  3 4  u se s  o f  v a r io u s  l e x i c a l  f o r m s  o f  humi
lis a n d  humilitas.

3 J a m e s  O ’D o n n e l l ,  Augustine: Confessions, 3  v o l s .  ( O x fo r d :  C la r e n d o n ,  1 9 9 2 ) .

4 P ie r r e  C o u r c e l le ,  Recherches sur les Confessions de Saint Augustin (P a r is :  d e 
B o c c a r d ,  1 9 5 0 ) .

5 A i m é  S o l i g n a e ,  Bibliothèque Augustinienne: Œuvres de saint Augustin, v o i  1 4 : 
Les Confessions: V H I - X Ï I I  (P a r is :  D e s c l é e  d e  B r o u w e r ,  1 9 6 2 ) .

6 H e n r i - I r é n é e  M a r r o u , Saint Augustin et la fin  de la culture antique (P a r is :  D e 
B o c c a r d ,  1 9 3 8 ) .

7 O l iv i e r  D u  R o y ,  L'intelligence de la fo i en la Trinité selon saint Augustin (P a r is : 
I n s t i t u t  d ’É tu d e s  A u g u s t i n ie n n e s ,  1 9 6 6 ) .

8 K a r la  P o l lm a n n  a n d  M a r k  V e s s e y ,  e d . Augustine and the disciplines: from  Cas- 
siciacum to Confessions ( O x fo r d :  O x f o r d  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  2 0 0 5 ) .

9 W o l f g a n g  H ü b n e r ,  “ D i s c i p l i n a , ”  AugLex (B a s e l /S t u t t g a r t :  S c h w a b e ,  1 9 8 6 - ) ; 
C o r n e l iu s  M a y e r ,  “ D o c t r i n a ,”  AugLex; M a x im i l ia n  F u s s l  a n d  D a v id  P in g r e e ,  “ D i s 

c i p l in a e  l i b e r a l e s , ”  AugLex a l l  p r o v id e  a  g r e a t  o v e r v i e w  a n d  f o u n d a t io n  f o r  the  a r g u 

m e n t  I  a m  b u i ld in g .
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W hat I am  proposing as a “n ew ” reading, then, is that in the contrast 
betw een superbia and humilitas in Book One of the Confessions we 
are presented w ith two contrasting accounts o f  education. By looking 
at the way in w hich Augustine links pride and hum ility  w ith doctrina 
(and I  w ill argue that A ugustine’s use o f the term  “ signs” (signa) w ar
rants precisely such a linkage), w e can shed new  light on his account 
o f the “use” o f the liberal arts. Thus, m y conclusions regard ing A ugus
tine ’s valuation o f the liberal arts according to the register o f “use” do 
not d iffer from  those o f Isabelle Bochet and Pierre-M arie H om bert10 
and other standard accounts, but rather lend textual support from  
Confessions One to their argum ents that praise (laus) and confession 
(confessio) are the appropriate “u se ” o f the Uberai arts.

T h e  H u m i l i t y  o f  F a i t h

Throughout the first book o f the Confessions there is a sustained 
binary opposition betw een pride and hum ility  that illum inates the d is
course on education. Th is serves to set the stage for A ugustine’s ow n 
journey in the purgation o f pride, w hich does not find its denouem ent 
until B ook Nine. In  constructing the foundation for his account o f edu
cation, A ugustine counsels hum ility  as a sine qua non for education. 
Pride ham pers the efforts o f education. This explains the emphasis that 
we w ill see on infancy in  Book One. The opening lines o f the Confes
sions initiate a contrast betw een G od and the proud; these lines open 
w ith an encom ium  to God, w hose greatness is contrasted w ith the fee
b leness o f hum anity : “ Y ou are great, Lord and h igh ly  to be praised .” 11 
The greatness o f  G od is set in opposition to the smallness o f the hum an 
person. Tw ice in the first paragraph Augustine repeats the phrase “ a 
piece o f your creation” (portio creaturae tuae): “ M an, a little piece o f 
your creation desires to praise you .” 12 The m ortality  and sin o f the 
hum an person are the reason why G od resists the proud (superbis).13

10 I s a b e l le  B o c h e t ,  “ L e  ‘j u s t e  u s a g e ’ d e  la  c u l t u r e, ”  Bibliothèque Augustinienne
11 ( 1 9 9 7 ) ,  5 2 8 - 5 4 6 ;  P ie r r e - M a r ie  H o m b e r t ,  Gloria Gratiae, Se glorifier en Dieu, 
principe et fin  de la théologie augustinienne de la grâce (P a r is :  I n s t i t u t  d ’E t u d e s  
A u g u s t i n ie n n e s ,  1 9 9 6 ) .

11 C onf 1 .1 .1  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 ) .  A u r e l iu s  A u g u s t i n e ,  Confessions, t r a n s . H e n r y  C h a d 

w i c k  ( O x fo r d :  O x f o r d  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 2 ) .  I n  t his  a r t ic le  I  w i l l  q u o t e  C h a d w i c k ’s  
t r a n s la t io n  o f  t h e  Confessions, a n d  f o r  t h e  L a t in  t e x t  I  r e ly  o n  Corpus Christianorum, 
Series Latina, 2 7  ( T u m h o l t i :  T y p o g r a p h i  B r e p o ls  E d i t o r e s  P o n t i f ic i i ,  1 9 8 1 ) .

12 Conf 1 .1 .1  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 ) .

13 Conf 1 .1 .1  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 ) .
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“ Nevertheless, to praise you is the desire o f m an .”14 The proud disdain 
the created order o f  affection, which is the praise o f G od (tu excitas ut 
laudare te delectet), and find no rest (requies) because their a im  is self- 
praise rather than the praise o f G od .15 Thus, already in  the opening 
paragraph A ugustine has set up the le itm otif o f the first book by sug
gesting a contrast betw een the proud, typified by their m ortality and 
sin, and God, who resists them. Hum ility, w e w ill discover, is the req
u isite disposition to receive education.

Augustine prays, “Grant me, Lord, to know and understand” (Da 
mihi, domine, scire et intellegere)}6 Knowing and understanding is placed 
w ithin the m indset o f a humble calling on and praising o f God, which, as 
Augustine reiterates later on, presupposes faith. The curriculum  that 
Augustine will m old for his doctrina, the “knowing and understanding,” 
necessitates the groundwork o f the humilitas o f  belief in the incarnation. 
Thus, at the outset o f the Confessions, before giving his account o f educa
tion, Augustine links “knowing and understanding” with the humility o f 
faith and prayer and, ultimately, the humility o f the incarnation:

I n  s e e k in g  h i m  t h e y  f i n d  h im ,  a n d  in  f i n d in g  t h e y  w i l l  p r a is e  h im .  
L o r d , I  w o u ld  s e e k  y o u ,  c a l l i n g  u p o n  y o u  -  a n d  c a l li n g  u p o n  y o u  is 
a n  a c t  o f  b e l i e v in g  in  y o u .  Y o u  h a v e  b e e n  p r e a c h e d  t o  u s .  M y  fa i t h , 
L o r d , c a l l s  u p o n  y o u .  I t  i s  y o u r  g i f t  t o  m e .  Y o u  b re a th e d  i t  in t o  m e  b y 
t h e  h u m a n i t y  o f  y o u r  S o n.17

Jam es O ’D onnell exp lains that in  this opening paragraph o f the 
Confessions there is a progression  from  preach ing (praedicare) to 
believing in (credere) and ending in calling upon (inuocare) God. This 
schem a is m irrored  by another m ovem ent: seeking (requirere and 
quaerere) finds its fu lfi llm en t in find ing  (inuenire) and praising 
(laudare).1* In  the first paragraphs o f the Confessions, A ugustine has 
prepared the foundation for an exposition o f  the doctrina humilitatis.

14 Conf. 1 .1 .1  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 ) .  T h e  te r m  “ n e v e r t h e l e s s ”  (et tamen) i s  a  l i t e r a r y  
d e v i s e  th a t  A u g u s t i n e  f r e q u e n t l y  e m p l o y s .  O ’D o n n e l l p o in t s  o u t  th a t  i t  o c c u r s  5 9 
t i m e s  in  t h e  Confessions a n d  1 2  t i m e s  in  t h e  f i r s t  b o o k  a lo n e ,  t o  e x p r e s s  a r e a l i t y  in  
t h e  m id s t  o f  a n  a p p a r e n t  c o n t r a d ic t io n  a n d  p a r a d o x . J a m e s  O ’D o n n e l l ,  Augustine: 
Confessions, v o i  1 ( O x fo r d :  C la r e n d o n ,  1 9 9 2 ) ,  p .  1 2 .

15 “ [ 0 ] u r  h e a r t  i s  r e s t le s s  u n t i l  i t  r e s t s  in  y o u ”  i s  n o t  o n ly  t h e  m o s t  w e l l  k n o w n 
l i n e  o f  th e  Confessions, b u t  i s  a l s o  a  r e c u r r in g  m o t i f .  A l r e a d y  in  t h e  f i r s t  b o o k  A u g u s 

t i n e  a s k s ,  “ W h o  w i l l  e n a b le  m e  t o  f i n d  r e s t  in  y o u ?”  Conf 1 .5 .5  ( C C S L  2 7 .3 ) .  W e 
d i s c o v e r  th a t  th e  inquietum o f  t h e  h u m a n  h e a r t  i s  o n ly  r e s o l v e d  b y  a  h u m b l e  s ub m is 

s i o n  t o  t h e  ordo o f  G o d .  C f .  G e o r g e  L a w l e s s ,  “ I n te r io r  P e a c e  in  t h e ‘C o n f e s s i o n s , ” 
Revue des Etudes Augustiniennes 2 6  ( 1 9 8 0 ) ,  5 4 .

16 Conf. 1 .1 .1  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 ) .

17 Conf 1 .1 .1  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 ) .

18 O ’D o n n e l l ,  Confessions Commentary, p .  1 7 .
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The desire to know  and understand is fu lfilled as gift; the doctrina that 
A ugustine w ill develop is a search pred icated on the humilitas o f  faith 
that finds its requies in  praise.

A ugustine adm its that know ledge o f h is in fancy is based on 
trust, for it is a period in his life o f w hich he has no m em ory: “ For I 
do not rem em ber” {non enim ego memini)}9 The dialectic o f m em ory 
and trust runs paralle l to that o f  learning and faith; the frailty  o f m em 
ory necessitates trust.20 The perennial A ugustin ian them e o f fa ith  tak 
ing the p lace o f know ledge is articu lated in  a un ique way in A ugus
tin e ’s infancy narrative. A ugustine has no reco llection that as a baby 
he sm iled in  h is sleep, but he believes it from  w hat he is to ld  and 
acknow ledges that our experience indicates that this is w hat infants 
do.21 This ep istem ological triad o f m em ory, trust, and experience is 
reiterated in the next paragraph, w here A ugustine claim s ignorance on 
the orig in o f the soul: “ W as I anyw here, or any sort o f  person? I have 
no one able to tell m e that -  neither m y father nor m y m other nor the 
experience o f  others nor m y ow n m em ory.”22

A ugustine ’s reflection on his infancy underscores the humilitas 
o f faith and trust that are pream bles necessary  to proceed to  the know 
ing {scire) and understanding {intellegere) o f  doctrina w ith  w hich he 
in itiated his discussion. A ugustine praises {laudem) G od fo r his begin
nings that he h im self  does not rem em ber {quae non memini) but m ust 
rather take on the experience o f  o thers and on the testim ony o f  w eak 
w om en.23 B ut A ugustine also bem oans the sin o f  his infancy, which, 
despite not rem em bering it from  his own youth, he can w itness in any 
tiny ch ild .24 A nd so, for a th ird  tim e he repeats the ep istem olog ical 
triad that necessitates humilitas: “ This period o f m y life, Lord, I do 
not rem em ber hav ing lived, but I have believed w hat others have told

19 Conf. 1 .6 .7  ( C C S L  2 7 .4 ) .

20 I t  h a s  b e e n  p o in t e d  o u t  b y  P ie r r e  C o u r c e l le  th a t a  l e i t m o t i f  o f  A u g u s t i n e ’s  n a r ra 

t i v e  i s  th a t  h e  d o e s  n o t  r e m e m b e r  h is  in f a n c y :  “ A u gu s t in  p r e n d  s o i n  d e  s o u l ig n e r  q u ’i l 
n e  s e  r a p p e l le  n i  s a  v i e  a n té r ie u r e  à  s a  v e n u e  su r  te r r e , n i  s a  v ie  d a n s  l e  s e i n  d e  s a  m è r e , 
n i  l e  la i t  q u ’i l  b u t  n o u v e a u - n é ,  n i  s e s  p r e m ie r s  sou r i r e s , n i  s e s  p r e m ie r s  p le u r s . S u r  to u s 
c e s  p o in t s ,  i l  e s t  r é d u i t  à  r e c o n s t i t u e r  s a  v i e  p a r c o n je c tu r e , e n  c o n t r ô la n t  l e s  r a c o n ta r s 
d e s  t é m o in s  d e  s o n  e n f a n c e  p a r  l ’o b s e r v a t io n  d i r e c te  d e s  b é b é s . ”  P ie r r e  C o u r c e l le , 
Recherches sur les Confessions de Saint Augustin (P a r is :  D e  B o c c a r d ,  1 9 5 0 ) ,  p p . 3 2 - 3 3 .

21 Conf 1 .6 .8  ( C C S L  2 7 .4 ) .  (hoc enim de me mihi indicatum est et credidi.)
22 Conf 1 .6 .9  ( C C S L  2 7 .5 ) .

23 C onf 1 .6 .1 0  ( C C S L  2 7 .5 ) .  auctoritatibus etiam muliercularum multa de se 
credere. T h e  d im in u t i v e  muliercula s e r v e s  t o  u n d e r s c o r e  t h e  humilitas r e q u is i t e  t o  
a c c e p t  t h e  d iv i n e  doctrina.

24 quis me commemorat? an quilibet tantillus nunc paruulus, in quo uideo quod 
non memini de me? Conf 1 .7 .1 1  ( C C S L  2 7 .6 ) .
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m e and have assum ed how  I behaved from  observing other in fants.” 25 
Thus, prior to g iv ing an exp lic it account o f education A ugustine has, 
in the in fancy narrative, la id  the necessary  groundw ork. Doctrina 
com es by w ay o f m em ory, be lie f and experience, w hich A ugustine 
acknow ledges requires m uch faith (multum fida).26

The Confessions are often noted fo r their rather austere outlook 
on babies and critic ized  for their m enacing descriptions o f in fan ts ’ 
contorted w ill and depravity. W ho can forget A ugustine’s description 
o f  a baby “pale w ith  jealousy and b itterness” glaring at h is brother 
w ho is sharing his m o ther’s m ilk?27 O ’D onnell rem arks,

F o r  [ A u g u s t in e ]  a n  in fa n t  i s  a  s m a l l  a d u lt ,  la c k in g v a r io u s  p o w e r s  b u t 
e x p e r ie n c in g  th e  w o r ld  j u s t  a s  a n  a d u l t  w o u ld .  H e  ca n n o t  s p e a k  o r 
m a k e  h i s  indignatio e f f ic a c io u s ,  b u t  h e  i s  c a p a b le  o f  a l l  t h e  e m o t io n s 
a n d  th e  v e l l e i t i e s  th a t  a r is e  f r o m  th e m . S u c h  a  v i ew  o f  t h e  in fa n t  i s 
e m in e n t ly  c o m p a t ib le  w i t h  a  d o c t r in e  o f  in fa n t  b a p tis m , b u t  i s  p h i l o 

s o p h ic a l l y  p r o b le m a t ic.28

C ertain ly  A ugustine ’s theology o f  orig inal sin and baptism  
appears in the first book o f the Confessions.29 How ever, i f  w e consider 
his descrip tion o f  an in fant in  the con text o f doctrina, a d ifferent 
emphasis com es to  the fore. H is portrayal o f an infant as “ alm ost an 
Epicurean,”30 who “knew nothing m ore than how  to suck and to be 
quietened by bodily delights,” 31 is intended, I w ould argue, to high light

25 Conf. 1 .7 .1 2  ( C C S L  2 7 .7 ) .

26 Conf 1 .7 .1 2  ( C C S L  2 7 .7 ) .

27 Conf 1 .7 .1 1  ( C C S L  2 7 .6 ) .

28 O ’D o n n e l l ,  Confessions Commentary, p .  4 4 .

29 A u g u s t i n e ’s  d o c t r in e  o f  o r ig in a l  s in  e v o l v e s  s u bs ta n t ia l ly  f r o m  h is  p r e s e n ta t io n 
in  3 9 7 .  A th a n a s e  S a g e  h a s  t r a c e d  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f A u g u s t i n e ’s  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f 
o r ig in a l  s in  in  th r e e  s t a g e s .  F ir s t ,  h i s  e a r ly  w o r k u p  t i l l  t h e  Confessions, t h e n  in  th e 
w o r k s  d a t in g  f r o m  3 9 7 - 4 1 1 ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  c o m m e n t a rie s  o n  G e n e s i s ,  a n d  f in a l l y , 
A u g u s t i n e ’s  w r i t i n g s  a g a in s t  t h e  P e la g ia n s  la te r  in l i f e .  A l t h o u g h  a  v e r y  h e lp f u l  s u r v e y , 
S a g e ’s  w o r k  d o e s  n o t  in t e r a c t  w i t h  t h e  Confessions in  m u c h  d e t a i l  e x c e p t  t o  n o t e  th a t 
A u g u s t i n e ’s  d e s c r i p t io n  o f  in f a n t  b e h a v io r  r e p r e s e nt s  “ la  m a n i fe s t a t io n  d ’u n  p é c h é 
p r o p r e m e n t  d i t . ”  A t h a n a s e  S a g e ,  “ P é c h é  o r ig in e l :  N ais s a n c e  d ’u n  d o g m e , ”  Revue des 
Etudes Augustiniennes 1 3  ( 1 9 6 7 ) ,  2 2 4 .  C f .  P . R ig b y ,  Original Sin in Augustine’s ‘Con
fessions’ (O t ta w a :  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  O t t a w a  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 7 ) .  A  su p er b  a r t ic le  b y  M a r g a r e t  R .  
M i l e s  c o n s id e r s  A u g u s t i n e ’s  in f a n c y  n a r r a t iv e  a s  f or e s h a d o w i n g  la te r  c o n c u p is c e n c e ; 
t h e  g r a s p in g  a v a r ic e  th a t  i s  n e v e r  s a t i s f ie d  a n d  t he  d e s i r e  f o r  c o n t r o l  e x p r e s s e d  th r o u g h 
s e x ,  p o w e r ,  a n d  p o s s e s s i o n s .  A u g u s t i n e ’s  a n x ie t y  a nd  inquietum c a n n o t  b e  r e s o l v e d 
w h i le  h e  i s  p o s s e s s e d  b y  d is o r d e r e d  d e s i r e s ;  o n ly  in  t h e  or do o f  G o d  d o e s  h e  f in d 
“ r e s t . ”  M a r g a r e t  R . M i l e s ,  “ I n f a n c y ,  P a r e n t in g , a n d  N o u r is h m e n t  in  A u g u s t i n e ’s  Con
fession s” The Journal o f the American Academy o f Religion  5 0  ( 1 9 8 2 ) ,  3 4 9 - 3 6 4 .

30 O ’D o n n e l l ,  Confessions Commentary, p .  3 6 .

31 Conf 1 .6 .7  ( C C S L  2 7 .4 ) .
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less the degenerate nature o f the child than the necessary role o f paid- 
eia. Augustine is less beholden to  a certain theological agenda regard
ing original sin than he is consciously try ing to situate his account o f 
infancy w ithin dom inant Latin  philosophical them es of  developm ent 
and m aturation. The infancy narrative begins w ith stating that hé does 
“not know  w hence I cam e to be in  this m ortal life or, as I m ay call it, 
this liv ing death .” 32 Som e com m entators see here a barely veiled refer
ence to Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, 3.869: “mortalem uitam 
mors cum immortalis a d e m i tSim ilarly, in his description o f  infant 
behavior Augustine follows Cicero, who had tried to understand hum an 
nature by analyzing an infant (De finibus 5.55). Lastly, Augustine notes 
the tendency o f  infants to strike their parents and caretakers in  an 
attem pt “ to do as m uch injury as possib le .”33 This is perhaps an allu
sion to Seneca’s De constantia sapientis 11.2, in w hich the Stoic ph i
losopher also notes that babies w ill h it their m other in anger. The pep
pering o f his in fancy narrative w ith  references and allusions to the 
classical canon is in  keeping w ith  A ugustine ’s understanding o f  the 
“use” o f the liberal arts in doctrina, which I w ill argue is a them e that 
runs through B ook O ne o f the Confessions. The em phasis thus lies not 
on the ch ild ’s depravity, but on h is imm aturity. The in fant is content 
w ith “ bodily de lights” because he is as yet unaware o f  the “ gifts you 
bestow  both inw ardly in  the m ind and outwardly in  body .” 34 The child 
still awaits education; his m ind is as yet unform ed.

U p to this po in t w e have seen the hum ility o f  faith that A ugus
tine understands to be necessary  fo r education; the acceptance in trust, 
as a gift, o f  w hat is taught is proper to in fants. Th is is not yet an 
account o f doctrina per se, but is a foundational pream ble thereto. In 
the next section o f the first ha lf  o f  this paper we see the m ovem ent 
from  infancy to  boyhood that is m arked by the ability  to use and in ter
pret signs. It is only in the ability  to  apply signs that A ugustine begins 
to speak o f doctrina.

Signa a s  Doctrina

The stress on im m aturity  and subsequent grow th in  doctrina is 
illustrated by recounting the in fan t’s desire to com m unicate through 
“ s ig n s” : “ So I threw  m y lim bs about and u tte red  sounds, signs

32 Conf 1 .6 .7  ( C C S L  2 7 .4 ) .

33 C onf 1 .7 .1 1  ( C C S L  2 7 .6 ) .

34 C onf 1.6.1 ( C C S L  2 7 .4 ) .
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resem bling m y w ishes, the sm all num ber o f  signs o f  w hich I was 
capable but such signs as lay in m y pow er to  use: fo r there was no 
rea l resem blance.” 35 Signa are inextricab ly  in terw oven w ith  A ugus
tin e ’s account o f  doctrina. The term  infans refers to a person  who 
cannot yet speak and by extension cannot yet rem em ber. It is peculiar 
to infantes that their signa are ineffective. N ot on ly does an in fant 
have recourse to  on ly  very few  signs, but those few signs also fail to 
com m unicate: “ [F]or there was no real resem blance.”36 Fo r this rea
son A ugustine does no t speak o f doctrina in  reference to  in fants. The 
p rocess o f  m atu ra tion in  doctrina is grow th  in  the know ledge o f 
signs, and so A ugustine w ill w rite that at the “ last stage o f m y in fant 
speech lessness I w as search ing ou t signs by w h ich I m ade m y 
thoughts know n to  o thers.” 37

W hen A ugustine “ em erged from  infancy to boyhood” he was 
“ no longer a baby incapable o f  speech but already a boy w ith pow er 
to talk. Th is I rem em ber.” 38 The link  betw een m em ory and speech is 
reiterated: it is the ability to speak that m arks the entrance into boy
hood, and as a lack o f  m em ory was proper to infants, so m em ory is 
w ith in  the purview  o f boyhood. Augustine recounts the learning pro 
cess by which he m atured in the know ledge o f signs. A lthough he had 
no “ form al teach ing ” {ordine doctrinae) in  the Latin  language, he 
“ gradually gathered the m eaning o f w o rds”39: “ I learned to articulate 
m y w ishes by training m y m outh to use these signs. In this w ay I com 
m unicated the signs o f m y w ishes to those around m e.”40 The initial 
presentation o f his ineffective attempts as an infant to comm unicate his 
w ishes by signs is jux taposed by the w ay he describes his successful 
attem pts as a boy. In  both cases, Augustine describes h im self as m ak
ing sounds and body m ovem ents to bend the w ill o f  those entrusted 
w ith his care.41 In  the first case he rem ained frustrated; unable to par
tic ipate in  hum an society he was left to  w eep in frustration by h im self 
-  he was not yet ready for doctrina. As a boy, how ever, he was able

35 Conf. 1 .6 .8  ( C C S L  2 7 .4 ) .  itaque iactabam membra et uoçes, signa similia 
uoluntatibus meis, pauca quae poteram, qualia poteram: non enim erant uere similia.

36 Conf. 1 .6 .8  ( C C S L  2 7 .4 ) .  non enim erant uere similia.
37 Conf. 1 .6 .1 0  ( C C S L  2 7 .5 ) .

38 Conf. 1 .8 .1 3  ( C C S L  2 7 .7 ) .

39 Conf. 1 .8 .1 3  ( C C S L  2 7 .7 ) .

40 Conf 1 .8 .1 3  ( C C S L  2 7 .7 ) .  crebro audita quarum rerum signa essent paulatim 
conligebam measque iam uoluntates edomito in eis signis ore per haec enuntiabam, 
sic cum his inter quos eram uoluntatum enuntiandarum signa communicaui.

41 iactabam membra et uoces; Conf. 1 .6 .8  ( C C S L  2 7 .4 ) .  cum gemitibus et uocibus 
uariis et uariis membrorum motibus; Conf 1 .8 .1 3  ( C C S L  2 7 .7 ) .
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to com m unicate by signs and “ entered m ore deeply into the storm y 
society o f hum an life .”42 A ugustine uses the precise term  doctrina only 
in reference to his boyhood education. Everything else up to this poin t 
was propedeutic. It is in  boyhood that one can use signs and, therefore, 
begin education.

W e now  see m ore clearly the relation o f signa to doctrina. M at
uration in  paideia is m arked by the ability  to  effectively  use and inter
pret signa. A t this po in t in  the Confessions, A ugustine contrasts the 
signa em ployed in  classical doctrina, w hich is characterized by super
bia, w ith  the doctrina o f  Christ, w hich is d istinguished by humilitas. 
O ur first po in t o f reference is A ugustine recalling the rite w hereby he 
was signed w ith  the cross w hen near death from  an illness:

When I was still a boy, I had heard about eternal life promised to us 
through the humility of our Lord God (humilitatem domini dei), com
ing down to our pride (ad superbiam nostram), and I was already 
signed with the sign of the cross (signabar iam signo crucis) and 
seasoned with salt from the time I came from my mother’s womb.43

The signum crucis attests to the hum ility  by w hich Christ stoops 
to conquer hum an pride.44 It also serves to further underscore the con
trast betw een the doctrina superbiae and the doctrina humilitatis, each 
know n by their ow n signa.45

The next instance o f signa occurs in  A ugustine’s d iscussion of 
the doctrina he received in literature. Behind the curtains that hung in 
front o f  the academ y, great pride was lurking.46 Indeed, these “ve ils ” 
hanging in front o f the doors o f the schools o f literature “ do not signify

42 Conf. 1 .8 .1 3  ( C C S L  2 7 .8 ) .

43 Conf 1 .1 1 .1 7  ( C C S L  2 7 .9 ) .

44 C h a p te r  6  o f  P ie r r e - M a r ie  H o m b e r t ’s  Gloria Gratiae i s  a  s t u d y  i n  t h e  p a r a d o x 
o f  C h r is t ’s  g l o r y  t h r o u g h  t h e  h u m i l i t y  o f  t h e  in c a r n a t io n  in  A u g u s t i n e ’s  t h o u g h t . 
S im i l a r l y ,  s e e  T . J . V a n  B a v e l ,  “ L ’H u m a n i t é  d u  C h r is t  c o m m e  lac paruulorum e t 
c o m m e  uia d a n s  l a  s p i r i t u a l i t é  d e  s a in t  A u g u s t i n , ”  Augustiniana 1 ( 1 9 5 7 ) ,  2 4 5 - 8 1 . 
A l s o ,  B r ia n  E .  D a le y ,  “ A  H u m b le  M e d ia t o r :  t h e  D i s t i n c t i v e  E le m e n t s  in  S t .  A u g u s 

t i n e ’s  C h r is t o l o g y , ”  Word and Spirit 9  ( 1 9 8 7 ) ,  1 0 0 -1 7 .  T h e  la t te r  e s s a y  i s  a n  e x c e l l e n t 
s u m m a r y  o f  A u g u s t i n e ’s  C h r is t o lo g y  a s  a  h u m b le  d e s ce n t .  L a s t l y ,  s e e  I . W .  A .  J a m ie 

s o n ,  “ A u g u s t i n e ’s  Confessiones: T h e  S t r u c tu r e  o f  H u m i l i t y , ”  Augustiniana 2 4  ( 1 9 7 4 ) , 
2 3 4 - 4 6 .  T h e  o v e r a r c h in g  t h e m e  o f  “ h u m i l i t a s ”  in  A u gu s t i n e ’s  t h o u g h t  i s  w e l l  a r t ic u 

la t e d  b y  C o r n e l iu s  M a y e r ,  “ H u m i l ia t i o ,  h u m i l i t a s , ”  AugLex.
45 M a u r ic e  T e s ta r d  r e m a r k s , “ O n  n o te r a  e n  o u t r e  l ’ar t d u  r h é te u r ,  q u i  n ’e s t  p o in t  

g r a tu i té , m a is  q u i  f a i t  v a lo i r ,  a v e c  l ’a l l ia n c e  d e  m o t s  ‘d e s c e n d e n t is  a d  s u p e r b ia m ’ , l e 
p a r a d o x e  d é c o n c e r t a n t  d e  l ’h u m i l i t é  d u  D ie u  in c a r n é q u i  s ’a b a is s e  à  la  r e n c o n t r e  d e 
l ’o r g u e i l  h u m a i n . ”  T e s ta r d ,  “ L e  ‘ superbia’ d a n s  l e s  C o n f e s s i o n s , ”  1 4 1 .

46 T h e  “ v e i l s ”  w e r e  p r o b a b ly  in t e n d e d  a s  d o o r  e n t r an c e s  th a t  w e r e  g u a r d e d  b y  a n 
u s h e r  w h o  w o u ld  e n s u r e  th a t  o n l y  t h o s e  w e r e  a d m i t t ed  w h o  h a d  p a id  th e i r  f e e s .
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(significant) the prestige o f élite teaching so m uch as the covering up 
o f error.”47 In  A ugustine’s account, the veils (uela) are the signa o f the 
pride that classical education fosters. A  stark contrast m arks the doct
rina o f Christ. A ugustine recalls the Gospel scene in which the children 
are brought to Jesus. Christ welcom es them  and blesses them . A ugus
tine writes, “ So you, our king, have taken the small physical size o f a 
child  as a [sign] o f hum ility  (humilitatis ergo signum) ”48 The child, 
who is usually  the subject o f education, here functions as the signum 
o f  the doctrina humilitatis. A nd so, the scene o f  Jesus calling the chil
dren to h im self serves as a m irror account o f  w hat occurred to A ugus
tine as a boy receiv ing the sign o f the cross (signum crucis) - “ the 
hum ility o f our Lord God, com ing dow n to  our pride.”49 The two doc
trinae, that o f pride and that o f  hum ility, are identified by their respec
tive signa o f the veil and the child. C hrist calls the latter to h im self and 
indeed cam e w ith  hum ility  to A ugustine as a ch ild  with  the signum 
crucis to conquer pride (superbiam nostram).

The doctrina humilitatis has a pedagogical m ethod that corre
sponds to that o f  the doctrina superbiae. A ugustine recounts his fear 
o f being caned at school for not learning h is lessons, since as a boy 
he preferred p lay ing over studying. Indeed, A ugustine had “ no love 
fo r reading books and hated being forced to study them ” 50: “ I learned 
no th ing  un less com pelled .” 51 These d iscip linary  experiences as a 
schoolboy m ake for a literary devise concerning the doctrina o f Christ, 
w hich likew ise does not com e easily. The hum an w ill is recalc itrant 
and stubborn and prefers the amor ludendi.51 A ugustine w rites, “ By 
your laws w e are d iscip lined, from  the canes o f schoolm asters to the 
ordeals o f m artyrs. Y our law s have the pow er to temper b itter experi
ences in  a constructive w ay .”53 Thus, A ugustine prays no t to  be 
crushed under the L o rd ’s d iscipline (disciplina tua), bu t that the d is
cipline g iven by G od (tu disciplinam dabas mihi) m ay rather be turned 
to good use.54 The disciplina o f  A ugustine’s c lassical education pro 
vides a literary analogue to the doctrina o f  C hrist and h is disciplina.

47 Conf. 1 .1 3 .2 2  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 2 ) .

48 Conf 1 .1 9 .3 0  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 7 ) .  humilitatis ergo signum in statura pueritiae, rex 
noster, probasti, cum aisti, *talium est regnum caelorum \  Conf 1 .1 9 .3 0  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 7 ) .

49 Conf 1 .1 1 .1 7  ( C C S L  2 7 .9 ) .

50 Conf 1 .1 2 .1 9  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 0 ) .

51 Conf 1 .1 2 .1 9  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 1 ) .

52 T h e  p h r a s e  delectabat ludere o c c u r s  in  Conf 1 .1 0 .1 5  ( C C S L  2 7 .9 )  a n d  amor 
ludendi in  Conf 1 .1 0 .1 6  ( C C S L  2 7 .9 )  a n d  Conf 1 .1 9 .3 0  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 6 ) .

53 Conf 1 .1 4 .2 3  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 3 ) .

54 Conf 1 .1 5 .2 4  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 3 ) .
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T h e  P o s i t i v e  “ U s e ”  o f  t h e  L i b e r a l  A r t s

Book O ne o f the Confessions presents us w ith a puzzle. A ugus
tine expresses his d isdain  for c lassical education. The doctrina super
biae is m arked by the signum o f  veils that h ide its error, and the goal 
o f c lassical education is w orldly success and hum an praise. Strangely, 
this w ithering critique is in terjec ted  w ith  quotations from  V irg il ’s 
Aeneid and filled w ith  ob lique references to C icero ’s orations, d ia
logues o f  P lato , the p layw right Terence, and Seneca’s ph ilosophy. 
W hat do w e m ake o f w hat seem s a rather blatant inconsistency? It is 
as i f  in his very  denunciation o f classical education, Augustine is eager 
to represent h im self as possessing savoir faire in the literary  tradition, 
a genuine he ir o f  c lassical doctrina, a m an o f the greatest eloquence 
and learn ing.55

A ugustine’s critique o f c lassical education in 397 is not directed 
at the study o f  the libéral arts per se, how èver, but at the ir ill use. 
W hen such education is sought after for self-praise in the service o f 
superbia, one is “ swept along by vanities.”56 Laudare and inuocare, 
on the other hand, are the proper telos o f  doctrina. Th is princip le is 
em bodied in A ugustine ’s prayer, “Turn to  your service w hatever m ay 
be o f  use in w hat I learnt in boyhood. M ay I dedicate to you m y pow er 
to speak and w rite and read and count.”57 The d ifficu lty w ith c lassical 
education lies, for A ugustine, in  the fact that the prevailing ratio for 
this doctrina is worldly success. A ugustine was sent to school to learn 
to speak eloquently , that he m ight flourish in the w orld {saeculo flor
erem), receiv ing hum an honors and gu ileful w ealth.58 N evertheless, 
the liberal arts taught in  the doctrina superbiae are treasures that can 
be w ell used: “ For later I was able to m ake good use o f  letters, w hat
ever m ight be the in tention o f  m y adult guardians in  w anting m e to 
learn them .” 59 A ugustine w rites,

55 C f .  An. quant. 3 3 .7 0 :  uir eloquentissimus ac doctissimus.
56 Conf. 1 .1 8 .2 8  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 5 ) .

57 Conf 1 .1 5 .2 4  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 3 ) .

58 Conf 1 .9 .1 4  ( C C S L  2 7 .8 ) .  honorem hominum et fa lsas diuitias famulantibus. 
A u g u s t i n e ’s  fa t h e r ,  P a t r ic iu s ,  p r o v e d  t o  b e  e s p e c ial l y  d e v o t e d  t o  A u g u s t i n e ’s  e d u c a 

t io n  a n d  e x c e e d i n g l y  g e n e r o u s  w i t h  h is  r e s o u r c e s  the r e t o .  H o w e v e r ,  h is  s u p p o r t  f o r 
h is  s o n ’s  e d u c a t i o n  w a s  m i s p la c e d :  “ A t  th a t  t i m e  e ve r y b o d y  w a s  f u l l  o f  p r a is e  f o r  m y 
f a t h e r  b e c a u s e  h e  s p e n t  m o n e y  o n  h is  s o n  b e y o n d  t h e m e a n s  o f  h i s  e s t a t e ,  w h e n  th a t 
w a s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  f i n a n c e  a n  e d u c a t i o n  e n t a i l i n g  a  lo n g  jo u r n e y .  M a n y  c i t i z e n s  o f  fa r 
g r e a te r  w e a l t h  d id  n o t h in g  o f  t h e  k in d  f o r  th e i r  c h i ld r e n .  B u t  t h i s  s a m e  f a th e r  d id  n o t 
c a r e  w h a t  c h a r a c te r  b e f o r e  y o u  I  w a s  d e v e l o p i n g ,  o r h o w  c h a s t e  I  w a s  s o  l o n g  a s  I 
p o s s e s s e d  a  c u l t u r e d  t o n g u e . ”  Conf H 3 . 5  ( C C S L  2 7 .2 0 ) .

59 Conf 1 .1 0 .1 6  ( C C S L  2 7 .9 ) .
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They gave no consideration to the use that I might make of the things 
they forced me to learn. The objective they had in view was merely 
to satisfy the appetite for wealth and for glory, though the appetite is 
insatiable, the wealth is in reality destitution of spirit, and the glory 
something to be ashamed of. But you ... used the error of all who 
pressed me to learn to turn out to my advantage .... So by making use 
of those who were failing to do anything morally right you did good 
to me.60

A ugustin e ’s p resen ta tio n  in B o ok  O ne o f  the Confessions 
regarding the value o f the liberales disciplinae is a literary  expression 
o f  them es that he articulates w ith theological clarity in  o ther concur
ren t works such as De doctrina Christiana, w here he g ives his well- 
know n justif ica tion fo r “p lundering the E gyp tians” to  describe the 
C hristian use o f c lassical learn ing.61 D espite the po lem ical rhetoric 
against the classical disciplinae in m uch o f the Confessions, O ’D onnell 
is correct w hen he w rites, “ [T]here is no reason to th ink that these 
ideas about the liberal disciplines were in  any essentia l w ay incom pat
ib le w ith  the prac tice and be lie f  o f  C hristian ity  in [A ugustine ’s] 
t im e.”62 A  close reading o f A ugustine’s critique o f the liberal arts in 
the first book o f  the Confessions affirm s th is judgm ent. D espite his 
demurral, A ugustine continued to hold  the liberales disciplinae in high 
repute and accorded them  great value. M y argum ent fo r A ugustine’s 
valuation o f  the liberal arts in  Book O ne fits in with the broader con
sensus in  scholarsh ip that A ugustine judges the arts accord ing to the 
reg ister o f “u se .” P ierre-M arie H om bert’s study o f  the teleology o f 
A ugustine’s theology has m ade clear that the recurring them e in  the 
A frican b ishop ’s oeuvre is the glory and praise o f G od.63 M y reading 
o f  B ook One supports H om bert’s overall thesis. The purpose o f G od ’s

60 Conf. 1 .1 2 .1 9  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 1 ) .

61 De doctrina Christiana 4 0 .6 0 .  A u g u s t i n e  w r i t e s  th a t  n o t  o n l y  h a v e  th e  P lato n -  
i s t s  “ s a id  t h in g s  w h i c h  a r e  in d e e d  t r u e  a n d  w e l l  a cc o m m o d a t e d  t o  o u r  f a i t h  . . .  b u t 
a l s o  t h e  l i b e r a l  d i s c i p l i n e s  [a r e ]  s u i t e d  t o  t h e  u se s  o f  t r u th , a n d  s o m e  m o s t  u s e f u l 
p r e c e p t s  c o n c e r n in g  m o r a ls .  E v e n  s o m e  tr u th s  c o n c e rn in g  t h e  w o r s h ip  o f  o n e  G o d  a re 
d is c o v e r e d  a m o n g  t h e m . T h e s e  a r e , a s  i t  w e r e ,  t h e i r g o ld  a n d  s i lv e r ,  w h ic h  t h e y  d id 
n o t  in s t i t u t e  t h e m s e l v e s  b u t  d u g  u p  f r o m  c e r ta in  m in e s  o f  d i v i n e  P r o v id e n c e . ”  A u g u s 

t in e ,  On Christian D octrine, t r a n s . D .  W . R o b e r t s o n  (U p p e r  S a d d le  R iv e r ,  N J :  Pr e n 

t i c e  H a l l ,  1 9 9 7 ) ,  p .  7 5 .  F o r  A u g u s t i n e ’s  v a lu a t io n  o f  t h e  l i b e r a l  a r ts  in  De doctrina 
Christiana s e e  t h e  e x c e l l e n t  o v e r v i e w  in  th e  c o m m e n t a r y  b y  I sa b e l le  B o c h e t  a n d  G o u l - 
v e n  M a d e c ,  La doctrine chrétienne, De doctrina Christiana ( B ib l io t h è q u e  A u g u s t i - 
n ie n n e  1 1 /2 ;  P a r is :  I n s t i t u t  d e s  É tu d e s  A u g u s t i n ie nn e s ,  1 9 9 7 ) ,  p p .  5 2 8 - 4 6 .

62 O ’D o n n e l l ,  Confessions Commentary, p .  2 7 1 .

63 H o m b e r t ,  Gloria Gratiae ( s e e  f n .  1 0 ) .
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glory and praise is the standard by w hich A ugustine values the “ u se ” 
o f the liberal arts in  the first book o f the Confessions.

To be sure, the exact value that Augustine accorded the liberal 
arts d id evolve w ith  tim e. Prior to  his baptism , during his retreat at 
Cassic iacum , the liberal arts p layed a particularly exalted role in his 
m ind. Contra Academicos, De beata ulta, De ordine, and the Soliloquia 
express a confidence that study in the liberales disciplinae can bring 
about spiritual grow th and en lightenm ent.64 Upon becom ing a “ m an o f 
the C hurch” (uir ecclesiasticus) at his ordination, Augustine tem pered 
h is earlier zeal for the liberales disciplinae. There was no decisive 
break w ith the arts; rather, ecclesial affairs occupied all his tim e, and 
the leisure o f Cassic iacum  had ended. Further, A ugustine knew  people 
such as his m other M onica, w ho, having no disciplinae, nevertheless 
ascended to a know ledge o f the incorporeal nature of  G od.65 The neces
sity o f the liberales disciplinae becam e increasing ly  attenuated for 
Augustine as he becam e a b ishop.66 They were useful only insofar as 
they helped to interpret Scripture. As bishop, A ugustine began to show 
increasing reluctance to interact w ith pagan literature on account o f the 
pride that lurks in the liberales disciplinae. In fact, o f his w ritings at 
C assic iacum  A ugustine w ould later say, “ B ut they still breathe the 
spirit o f the school o f pride, as i f  they were at the last gasp .”67

64 A u g u s t i n e ’s  p r o j e c t  o f  th e  disciplinarum libri i s  o u t l in e d  i n  De ordine w r i t t e n  in  
3 8 7 .  A u g u s t in e  e x p la in s  in  th e  Retractationes th a t  h e  in t e n d e d  t o  c r e a te  a n  e n c y c lo p e d i c 
w o r k  f o l l o w i n g  V a r r o ’s  m o d e l  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  lib e r a l  a r ts  (retr. 1 .6 ) .  A l t h o u g h 
A u g u s t in e  o n ly  e v e r  w r o te  v o lu m e s  o n  g r a m m a r  a n d  m us ic ,  h e  w r i te s  in  Retractationes 
1 .3  th a t  t h e  ordo studiorum i s  in t e n d e d  t o  g u id e  r e a s o n  in  i t s  m o v e m e n t  f r o m  te m p o r a l 
c o r p o r e a l  k n o w le d g e  to w a r d  e te r n a l in c o r p o r e a l  k n o wle d g e .  A l r e a d y  in  De musica b o o k  
s i x  A u g u s t i n e  a r g u e s  th a t  t h e  l ib e r a l  a r ts  a r e  a n a go g ic a l  i n  c h a r a c te r ;  th e i r  u s e  i s 
t h e  d r a w in g  u p  o f  th e  m in d  t o  G o d . C f .  J e a n  D o ig n o n,  “ G r a n d e u r  e t  d é c a d e n c e  d e 
Veruditio a u x  y e u x  d ’A u g u s t in  d u  De ordine a u  De m u s i c ain  Interiorità e intenzion
alità in S. Agostino, e d . L . A l i c i  (R o m a :  I n s t i t u tu m  P a t r is t ic u m  A u g u s t in ia n u m , 1 9 9 0 ) , 
p p . 2 1 -3 3 .

65 Ord. H . 1 7 .4 5 .

66 A s  p r ie s t  a n d  b is h o p ,  A u g u s t i n e  b e g a n  t o  q u e s t ion  w h e th e r  th e  k a th a r s is  o f f e r e d 
b y  t h e  a r ts  c o u l d  r e a l l y  o f f e r  th e  k n o w le d g e  o f  G o d a n d  t h e  s o u l  th a t  h e  h a d  b e e n  s o 
a r d e n t ly  s e e k i n g .  F r e d e r ic k  V a n  F le t e r e n  s u g g e s t s  th a t  u p o n  s t u d y in g  t h e  e p i s t l e s  o f 
S t . P a u l ,  A u g u s t i n e  c a m e  t o  a  d e e p e r  a p p r e c ia t io n  of  t h e  r o le  o f  g r a c e  in  d iv i n e  d is 

c lo s u r e  a n d  c a m e  to  s e e  th a t  t r u e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  G o d  w a s  n o t  f o u n d  in  t h e  liberales 
disciplinae b u t  w a s  r e s e r v e d  f o r  t h e  b e a t i f i c  v is i o n .  F r e d e r ick  V a n  F le t e r e n ,  “ A u g u s 

t in e ,  N e o p la t o n i s m ,  a n d  t h e  L ib e r a l  A r t s , ”  i n  De doctrina Christiana: A Classic o f 
Western Culture, e d .  D u a n e  A r n o ld  a n d  P a m e la  B r ig h t  ( N o t r e  D a m e :  Un iv e r s i t y  o f  
N o t r e  D a m e  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 5 ) ,  p .  1 9 .  S e e  a ls o  t h e  d is c u ss i o n  b y  M i c h a e l  P .  F o l e y , 
“ S t .  A u g u s t i n e ,  t h e  U n iv e r s i t y ,  a n d  t h e  S o - C a l l e d  Lib e r a l  A r t s , ”  i n  The Idea o f  the 
American University ( N e w  Y o r k :  R o w m a n  a n d  L i t t le f i e ld ,  2 0 1 1 ) ,  p p .  1 2 9 -3 9 .

67 Conf I X .4 .7  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 3 6 ) .
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W hile De ordine suggests that the “ reasonable l ies” o f the poets 
m ight be tolerated on account o f their ph ilosophical tru th ,68 A ugustine 
later exp lic itly  retracts this opinion.69 Indeed, that the stories to ld  by 
the poets were not true began to trouble A ugustine im m ensely , as we 
read in h is au tob iography.70 In the Confessions, stories about the 
“ w anderings o f  A eneas” are d ism issed  as “ e rro r” covered  up .71 
A ugustine denounces “ people who sell or buy a literary  education,” 
because questions concern ing the h istorical truth  of the narrative are 
c ircum vented in the process.72 “Em pty fab les” (illa inania) were cho
sen over “usefu l stud ies,” com plains A ugustine, as he recounts w ith 
rem orse how  “ delightfu l was the vain  spectacle o f the w ooden horse 
fu ll o f arm ed soldiers and the burning o f T roy and the very  ghost o f 
C reusa.”73 In addition to protesting their h istorical falsehood, A ugus
tine rem onstrates against the m oral turp itude to w hich the accounts 
g ive license. H om er’s stories o f the gods give “ d ivine sanction to 
v ic ious ac ts ,” 74 and the p layw right Terence refers to “ Jup iter as a 
m odel for his ow n forn ication.” 75

A lready early  in his ecclesiastical career, A ugustine hesitated to 
“ baptize” pagan literature on account both o f its mendacious h istoric
ity and its m oral baseness. Sabine M acC orm ack argues conv incing ly  
that after becom ing rooted in the life o f  the Church, A ugustine took 
on a new set o f  authorities and exemplars. W here prev iously  he em u
lated the style o f  C icero, V irg il, and other Latin  authors, he now  
looked to the “m en o f the C hurch.”76 The writings of the ecclesiastici 
uiri , which were now  to be im itated in  Christian rhetoric, were m arked 
by their hum ble style (sermo humilis).11

This use o f rhetoric was fundam entally different: it was not the 
preserve o f the cu ltural é lite, but in tended for all. R obert K aster 
expresses this well, “ [T]he style o f the Christian m essage [was] hum ble

68 Ord. n . 14.42.
69 Retr. 1 .3 .2.
70 C f .  S a b in e  M a c C o r m a c k ’s  c a r e f u l  t r a c in g  o f  t h e  ev o l u t i o n  o f  A u g u s t i n e ’s 

t h o u g h t  o n  t h is  m a t te r :  The Shadows o f Poetry: V irgil in the Mind o f Augustine 
( B e r k e le y :  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n ia  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 8 ) ,  pp .  5 3 - 7 3 .

71 Conf 1 .1 3 .2 2  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 2 ) .

72 Conf 1 .1 3 .2 2  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 2 ) .

73 Conf 1 .1 3 .2 2  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 2 ) .

74 Conf 1 .1 6 .2 5  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 4 ) .

75 Conf 1 .1 6 .2 6  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 4 ) .

76 I n  D e doctr ina Christiana 1 1 .4 0 .6 1 ,  A u g u s t i n e  r e fe r s  t o  C y p r ia n ,  L a c ta n t iu s , 
V ic t o r in u s ,  O p ta tu s  a n d  H i la r y  a s  th e  “ m e n  o f  t h e  Ch u r c h ”  t o  b e  e m u la t e d .

77 C f .  E r ic h  A u e r b a c h ,  “ S e r m o  h u m i l i s , ”  Romanische Forschungen 6 4  ( 1 9 5 2 ) , 
3 0 4 - 6 4 .
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in its descent from  the shim m ering, tim eless standards o f c lassical cor
rectness and adornm ent down to a language in tent on m aking the Truth 
p lain and imm ediate to a heterogeneous congregation.”78 The superbia 
o f  the learned was unm asked through A ugustine’s homiletic m ode. The 
shift in understanding the use o f  rhetoric is expressed in the first book 
o f the Confessions, where he recounts having to exegete a passage from  
the beginning o f the Aenèid, in  which Juno voices her anger and frustra
tion over the T ro jans’ im pending success in Italy.79 A ugustine writes 
about the assignm ent: “The speaker who received h ighest praise (ille 
dicebat laudabilius) was the one who had regard to the dignity o f  the 
imaginary character, who m ost effectively expressed feelings o f anger 
and sorrow, and who clothed these thoughts in appropriate language.”80 
This pedagogical m ethod, perhaps referenc ing  that espoused  by 
Quintilian,81 fosters the flaunting o f rhetorical style and suavity, thus 
lending itself to the disciplinae superbiae, insists Augustine. Despite the 
fact that his “ recitation was acclaim ed beyond m any others o f  m y age 
group,” Augustine at once d ism isses the entire exercise as “ smoke and 
w ind”82 because its use ended in self-praise rather than praise o f God:

Was there no other subject on which my talent and tongue (ingenium 
et lingua mea) might be exercised? Your praises, Lord, your praises 
(laudes tuae, domine, laudes tuae) expressed through your scriptures 
would have upheld the tender vine of my heart, and it would not have 
been snatched away by empty trifles.83

78 R o b e r t  A .  K a s te r ,  Guardians o f Language: The Grammarian and Society in 
Late Antiquity ( B e r k e le y :  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n ia  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 8 ) ,  p . 8 3 .  C f .  W i l h e lm  
B l i im e r ,  “ E l o q u e n t i a , ”  AugLex. A u g u s t i n e ’s  m a tu r in g  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  “ u s e ”  o f  r h e to

r ic  a n d  th e  p e r e n n ia l  t e n s io n  b e t w e e n  t h e  “ h u m b le  st y l e ”  o f  C h r is t ia n  k e r y g m a  a n d  
t h e  c la s s i c a l  r h e to r ic a l  t r a d i t io n  i s  w e l l  p r e s e n t ed  in  E . T . F l o o d ,  “ A u g u s t i n e  a n d  t h e 
c la s s ic a l  t r a d i t io n  o f  r h e t o r i c , ”  History o f Education 11  ( 1 9 8 2 ) ,  2 3 7 - 2 5 0 ;  O . C o s t a s , 
“ I n f lu e n t ia l  F a c to r s  in  t h e  R h e to r ic  o f  A u g u s t i n e ,”  Foundations 1 6  ( 1 9 7 3 ) ,  2 0 8 - 2 2 1 ; 
M a u r ic e  T e s ta r d ,  Saint Augustin et Cicéron (P a r is :  E t u d e s  A u g u s t i n i e n n e s ,  1 9 5 8 ) . 
T h e  d ia l e c t i c  b e t w e e n  t h e  c la s s i c a l  r h e to r i c a l  c u l tu r e  a n d  C h r is t ia n  p r e s e n t a t io n  o f 
t h e  f a i t h  i s  o b v i o u s l y  m o s t  d i r e c t ly  a d d r e s s e d  b y  Au g u s t i n e  h i m s e l f  in  De doctrina 
Christiana. C f .  D a v i d  F o s t e r ,  “Eloquentia nostra: ( D D C  I V .V I ,1 0 ) :  A  S tu d y  o f  th e  
P l a c e  o f  C l a s s ic a l  R h e t o r i c  in  A u g u s t i n e ’s  De Doctrina Christiana B o o k  F o u r , ”  
Augustinianum 3 6  ( 1 9 9 6 ) ,  4 5 9 - 4 9 4 ;  a n d  G o u l v e n  M a d e c ,  “ L ’I d é a l  d e l ’o r a te u r  c h r é 

t i e n , ”  Bibliothèque Augustinienne 1 1 /2  ( 1 9 9 7 ) ,  5 8 1 - 9 0 .

79 C o n c e r n in g  th is  p a s s a g e  th a t  h e  h a d  t o  e x e g e t e  Au g u s t i n e  r e m a r k s ,  “ I  h a d  
u n d e r s t o o d  th a t  J u n o  n e v e r  s a i d  t h i s . ”  C onf 1 .1 7 .2 7  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 5 ) .  H e r e  a g a in 
A u g u s t i n e  d e m o n s t r a te s  h is  in t e n t  t o  s a f e g u a r d  t h e  h is t o r i c a l  n a tu r e  o f  t r u th  a n d  h is  
h e s i t a n c y  t o  e m b r a c e  a  c a n o n  c o m p o s e d  o f  f a b l e s .

80 Conf 1 .1 7 .2 7  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 5 ) .

81 Q u in t i l i a n ,  Institutio Oratoria, 1 0 .5 .2 .

82 Conf 1 .1 7 .2 7  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 5 ) .

83 Conf 1 .1 7 .2 7  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 5 ) .
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The classical canon that was upheld to A ugustine for h is im ita
tion (imitandi proponebantur) is contrasted here w ith  the unadorned 
elegance o f  Scrip ture.84 The d ifference lies less in sty le than in  use: 
the one is used to  “ praise  and cong ratu la te  them selves (laudati 
gloriabantur)”*5; the other is used to praise the Lord. M ichael Roberts 
correctly  notes, “ U ltim ately  A ugustine’s objection was not to the style 
itse lf but to  the ends it served.” 86 W hen G od is praised rather than self, 
c lassical learning finds its proper use.

M o d e l i n g  t h e  “ U s e ”  o f  t h e  L i b e r a l  A r t s

A ugustin e ’s c rit ique  o f  the liberales disciplinae and their 
accom panying rhetoric, I have suggested, is d irected at the ill-use o f 
the rhetoric, w hich ends no t in  confessio and laus bu t in  pride and 
w orldly success. In  the first book o f  the Confessions A ugustine offers 
a m odel in  his ow n w riting o f  how  the liberal arts m igh t function 
positively. H is rem arks regard ing a quotation from  Eunuch are para
digm atic for his overall thought: “ I bring no charge against the words 
w hich are like exquisite and precious vessels, but the w ine o f error is 
poured in to  them  fo r us by drunken teachers. I f  we failed to drink we 
w ere caned and could  not appeal to any sober ju d g e .” 87 The m arve
lously  com posed sty le o f this sentence underscores A ugustine’s prin
ciple. He clearly values the intricate, c lassical rhetorical and literary 
devises as “ exquisite and precious,” because w e see their m asterful 
use in this very  sentence. A  developing linguistic trope is presented: 
A ugustine em ploys adiectio to expand the sim ile o f the “ precious ves
se ls” in to a grand m etaphor (transmutatio) o f  a raucous scene o f 
“ drunken teachers” (ebrii doctor es)— a case o f  situational irony—  
forcing students, help less w ithout any “ sober ju d g e” (iudices sobrii), 
to  drink. The elegant prose reinforces A ugustine’s po in t: he takes no 
um brage to eloquentia and rhetorica - as his developed conceit clearly

84 R a s te r  w r i t e s ,  “ A u g u s t i n e  s h o w s  th a t  t h e  t r a d i t io n a l  s ta n d a r d s  o f  c o r r e c t  s p e e c h 
r e fe r  to  a  m a n - m a d e  o r d e r  a n d  s o  s t r ip s  t h e m  o f  th ei r  v e n e e r  o f  p e r m a n e n c e .  ”  R a s te r , 
Guardians o f Language, p .  8 4 .

85 Conf 1 .1 8 .2 8  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 5 ) .

86 M i c h a e l  R o b e r t s ,  The Jeweled Style, Poetry and Poetics in Late Antiquity 
( I th a c a :  C o r n e l l  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 9 ) ,  p . 1 2 9 .

87 Conf. 1 .1 6 .2 6  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 5 ) .  non accuso uerba quasi uasa electa atque preti
osa, sed uinum erroris quod in eis nobis propinabatur ab ebriis doctorïbus, et nisi 
biberemus caedebamur, nec appellare ad aliquem iudicem sobrium licebat ( C C S L  
2 7 .1 4 - 1 5 ) .
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dem onstrates -  but to  the abuse o f language fo r the “ w ine o f e rro r” 
(uinum erroris).

This princip le o f  the use o f  the Uberai arts is operative th rough
out the narrative o f the first book  o f the Confessions and is c lear espe
cially in  A ugustine ’s in teraction w ith V irg il’s Aeneid. W ith  a hom o- 
phonic w ordplay A ugustine com pares h im self to  A eneas, the hero o f 
R om e’s epic poem , w ho “ w andered” from  Troy to Ita ly to  found the 
city he was destined to bu ild: “ I was later forced to learn about the 
w anderings o f som e legendary fellow  nam ed A eneas (forgetful o f  m y 
ow n w anderings).” 88 L ike the Latin  hero, A ugustine “ w andered ” far 
from  G od -  in m oral and ph ilosophical errores; like the Latin  hero, 
A ugustine “ w andered” all over the M editerranean in search o f req
uies; and like the Latin  hero, A ugustine w atched a w om an on the 
shores o f Carthage pleading for h im  to stay while he set sail to Rom e.89

A ugustine recalls his em otional response as a boy to  the Aeneid, 
w eeping as he read o f  D ido k illing herse lf  on account o f  her lost love:

In reading this, O God my life, I myself was meanwhile dying by my 
alienation from you and my miserable condition in that respect brought 
no tear to my eyes. What is more pitiable than a wretch without pity 
for himself who weeps over the death of Dido dying for love of 
Aeneas, but not weeping over himself dying for his lack of love for 
you, my God.90

The story o f  D ido ’s dem ise is used by Augustine as an image o f 
his ow n contorted love. L ike D ido, Augustine was dying and alienated; 
yet, w orse than she, he was unaw are o f  his spiritual death, as he states 
in  a wordplay {miserius misero non miserante). Both w ere dying on 
account o f love tw isted in  on itself in alienation. Augustine notes the 
irony that he w ept on her account -  reading a story w ithout h istorical

88 Conf. 1 .1 3 .2 0  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 1 ) .  O ’D o n n e l l  n o t e s  t h e  d o m i n a n ce  o f  t h e  w o r d 
errores i n  t h e  Confessions, w h ic h  i s  c o n t r a s t e d  w i t h  peregrinatio. T h e  Library o f  
Latin Texts in d i c a t e s  l e x i c a l  f o r m s  o f  t h e  w o r d  errores a p p e a r  2 8  t i m e s .  O ’D o n n e l l , 
Confessions Commentary, p .  7 7 .

89 A u g u s t i n e  s n u c k  o u t  o n e  n ig h t  w h i le  h is  m o t h e r  Mo n i c a  s t a y e d  in  C a r th a g e , 
“ p r a y in g  a n d  w e e p i n g . ”  “ T h e  w i n d  b l e w  a n d  f i l l e d  o u r  s a i ls  a n d  t h e  s h o r e  w a s  l o s t 
t o  o u r  s ig h t .  T h e r e ,  w h e n  m o r n in g  c a m e ,  s h e  w a s  c r az e d  w i t h  g r ie f ,  a n d  w i t h  r e c r im 

in a t io n s  a n d  g r o a n s  s h e  f i l l e d  y o u r  e a r s . ”  Conf V .8 .1 5  ( C C S L  2 7 .6 5 ) .  T h is  a c c o u n t 
m ir r o r s  th a t  o f  D i d o ’s  g r ie f .  A e n e a s ,  e n t i c e d  a s  h e w a s  b y  t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  w e s t  w in d 
b lo w in g  t h r o u g h  t h e  s a i ls ,  d e fe r r e d  h is  m i s s i o n  n o  lo n g e r  a n d  l e f t  D i d o  e n r a g e d 
b e y o n d  s e n s e  o n  t h e  s h o r e s  o f  C a r th a g e . M a c C o r m a c k  s u g g e s t s  s o m e  o f  t h e s e  p a r a l 

l e l s  in  Shadows o f Poetry, p p . 9 6 - 9 7 .  C f .  C a m i l le  B e n n e t t ,  “ T h e  C o n v e r s io n  o f V i r g i l :  
T h e  Aeneid in  A u g u s t i n e ’s  C o n fess ion sR evu e des études augustiniennes 3 4  ( 1 9 8 8 ) , 
4 7 - 6 9 .
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tru th  -  w hile obliv ious to  his own m isp laced love, alienation and spir
itual death.91

By p lacing h im self in  the characters o f both A eneas and D ido, 
A ugustine tem pers h is d ism issive posture to  the c lassica l canon. 
A lthough he claim s to “ m uch  p re fe r to forget the w anderings o f 
A eneas” and the “ em pty fab les” o f V irg il,92 he is all the w hile sk ill
fully  w eaving V irg il ’s epic into his ow n narrative w ith adro it rhetori
cal and sty listic grace. In  his ow n w riting A ugustine dem onstrates the 
principle that the liberales disciplinae ought to be used “ like exquisite 
and precious vesse ls” in the service o f the doctrina humilitatis that 
ends in confession and praise.

C o n c l u s io n

In  sum m ary, I have presented a reading o f B ook  O ne o f the 
Confessions as tw o com peting accounts o f doctrina. The first, the doc
trina superbiae in  w hich A ugustine was schooled, seeks its own praise 
and g lory ; its goal is w orld ly  am bition and success. The doctrina 
humilitatis, on the other hand, is ordered to praise G od, to confess 
H im , and, finally, to  seek rest in  H im. A ugustine situates his d iscus
sion regard ing doctrina im m ediately after his acclaim  o f  the greatness 
o f G od; to  know  and understand (scire et intellegere) H im  w ho is 
infin ite ly beyond the m ortality  and sin o f  the hum an person requires 
the hum ility  o f faith. A ugustine’s in fancy narrative accentuates this 
requisite hum ility  that is propaedeutic to  education. A ugustine is at 
pains to em phasize the ep istem olog ical triad o f  m emory, trust, and 
experience necessary  even to know  about h im self as a baby, and m ost 
certainly to know  God.

The relation o f signa to doctrina is estab lished after the infancy 
narrative. As a baby, A ugustine ’s lim ited signs were ineffective; it 
was not until he w as boy that he was capable o f comm unicating by 
signs and so ready for doctrina. The signum crucis by  w hich he was 
m arked as a boy denotes for A ugustine the hum ility o f the Lord com 
ing dow n to  hum an pride. A nd so the “ ch ild ” becom es not only the 
subject o f the doctrina humilitatis, but also the chosen sign thereof. 
H ere A ugustine refers to Jesus’ calling the children to him self. The 
signum o f the ch ild  w ho represents doctrina humilitatis is contrasted

91 A u g u s t i n e  th u s  c o m p a r e s  D id o  b o th  t o  h is  m o t h e r , M o n ic a ,  s t a n d in g  o n  th e 
s h o r e  o f  C a r th a g e , a n d  t o  h i m s e l f  d y in g  o n  a c c o u n t  o f  a l i e n a t io n  f r o m  l o v e .

92 Conf. 1 .1 3 .2 2  ( C C S L  2 7 .1 2 ) .
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with the signum o f the uela, representing doctrina superbiae, w hich 
hang in  front o f the literature schools and cloaked the pride therein.

C lassical learning seem s prim a facie to be d ism issed on account 
o f its pride, in the first book o f the Confessions. Indeed, Augustine is 
quick  to dism iss his study in literature as a pursuit o f vanity and false
hood. A t the same tim e, however, we see h im  eager to dem onstrate his 
fam iliarity w ith this d isparaged doctrina; he quotes poets and ph iloso
phers and even identifies h im self w ith the characters o f the Aeneid. I 
have suggested an in terpretation o f  Confessions One as presenting 
b inary accounts o f education. This new  in terpretation o f educational 
them es in Book One as two contrasting doctrinae helps elucidate what 
seems initially a b latant inconsistency; it is the “u se ” o f the liberal arts 
that endows them  w ith worth. Further, Augustine offers us an exem 
plary m odel in his ow n narrative o f  the “u se ” o f the classical canon.

In this study I have lim ited m yse lf  to considering doctrina in 
B ook One o f the Confessions. H ow ever, these conclusions have bear
ing on A ugustine’s autob iography as a whole. There are m any angles 
from  w hich one can fru itfu lly  engage educational m otifs in  the 
Confessions. A ugustine ’s ow n life, too, is here presented as that o f 
a student and teacher and, m ore im portantly for our thesis, we find in 
his life portrait someone devoted to d iscovering truth  through grow th 
in hum ility . M aturation in doctrina humilitatis is a jou rney that takes 
Augustine to  the M anicheans, the Platon ists, and finally, the Catholic 
Church. Throughout the Confessions A ugustine dem onstrates that his 
past learn ing is not abandoned but transfigured to serve the Catholic 
faith. M ichael R oberts sum m arizes the A frican b ishop ’s stance w ell: 
“ A ugustine consistently  assesses the value o f secular learning against 
the princip le o f  utilitas The value accorded the liberales discipli
nae lies, for A ugustine, in their use: w hen classical doctrina is puffed 
up w ith pride to serve w orld ly  am bition, the vessels becom e filled 
w ith  uinum erroris, but w hen em ployed in doctrina humilitatis for 
praise and confession, the liberales disciplinae are as “ treasures o f the 
Egyp tians” to be p lundered or “ exquisite and precious vesse ls” that 
can be filled w ith good teaching.
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