Lucy-Jane Michel
Commentary – Lignum Vitæ, lines 1-25 (author unknown)
 Lignum Vitæ - Latin text 
(wordcount: 1581 words)

Translation 
There is a place which we believe is at the centre of all the earth
Which the Jews call Golgotha by ancestral name:
I remember that here was planted a tree cut from a sterile stump, 
To produce wholesome fruits;
But it did not produce these (fruits) for those colonists, who settled there; 
Outsiders had the beautiful fruits.
This (cross has) the appearance of a tree: it rises from one trunk,
And soon extends its arms into twin branches:
Like heavy sailyards stretch the full sails,
Or like yokes stand upright after the young bulls have been separated from the ploughs.
He whom  this (tree) bore first, after he had fallen with the ripening of the seed 
The earth received: soon from there (a marvellous thing to say !):
On the third day it brought forth a branch anew, 
Formidable for the earth and for the firmament, 
Blessed on account of the fruit of life.
But after having been made strong for forty days 
It rose endlessly; it reached the sky with its highest summit,
And at length hid its sacred head right at the top;  
While it brought forth twelve branches of enormous weight
And, spreading, it stretched over the entire world:
So that they should offer sustenance and eternal life to all peoples
And they should teach that death also can die.
Soon, after fifty days had passed,
The breath of the heavenly spirit sent down 
A drink of divine nectar from the tip of the summit:  
Everywhere the leaves flowed heavy with sweet dew.

Lignum Vitæ is a short, 69-line poem written in hexameter, which over the centuries has been variously attributed to Tertullian, Pseudo-Cyprian or Saint Victorinus of Petau. All that can be said – and even then with caution – is that the poem was composed a little after 400 A.D, close to Aquileia in Northern Italy (Dolbeau, 1990[1]).
This commentary will focus on the poem’s use of the themes and characteristics of the pagan heroic epic in general, and of Virgil’s Aeneid in particular, by means of a short contextual analysis followed by a line-by-line commentary. 
Contextual analysis 
Lignum Vitæ is a veiled allegory of a tree, describing the salvific nature of the Cross of the Crucifixion as the Tree of Life. It has a strong catechetical ring, and this, combined with its Virgilian overtones and heroic epic features, has in the past led to the conclusion that the poem was written at a time of Christian persecution, when secrecy and ingenuity was required to pass on the Faith undetected. However romantically appealing, this does not appear to really be the case, as the same form is found in a certain number of writings after this period (Gamber, 1977[2]); however it does seem probable that it was written before Constantine, at a point in time when paganism was still widespread (Giry, 1701[3]). 
The life-giving or sacred tree features in many ancient cultures and religions. The Tree of Life appears in the Akkadian Epic of Gilgamesh, and in Germanic tradition as the cosmic Yggdrasill tree, to name but two examples. Moreover, in Greco-Roman mythology we find a similar idea in the sacred oaks of Dodona; the identification of Zeus, Mars and Poseidon with the oak, fig and ash tree respectively and of Athena with the olive tree; and in the garden of the Hesperides with the tree of golden apples that give immortality (Palo, 2015[4]). Furthermore, the Anglo-Saxon poem Dream of the Rood – which takes the allegory of the Cross even further, personifying and anthropomorphising the Cross itself – blends the Christian theme with the archetypal features of the Anglo-Saxon heroic epic (see (Mitchell and Robinson, 1992[5])). Similarly, Lignum Vitae, composed a half-century earlier, founds its profoundly Christian text on a linguistic base that is recognisable as that of the Roman heroic epic tradition. 
It may be that, as Jean-Marc Prieur points out (Prieur, 2006[6]), this was an attempt to make the cross more acceptable and understandable to pagans from an apologetical perspective, by associating the Cross with certain heroic qualities and characteristics, or to evangelise a still-pagan environment, teaching that the only Tree to be worshipped was the Cross of Life (Palo, 2015[4]). 
Number symbolism in Lignum Vitae is an integral part of the construction of the poem, as will be demonstrated in the linguistic commentary below. Numerology and mystical numbers feature heavily in the pagan heroic epic; for instance, many of Virgil’s works, including the Aeneid, seem to be based on a mystical number scheme. Indeed, according to R. Laroche, Virgil was “a devotee of the mystical Pythagorean numerical philosophy, which stated that ‘all is based on numbers’” (Laroche, 1998[7]). It could easily be suggested that this is another example of the adaptation of a familiar theme to facilitate acceptance and understanding of the Christian message communicated through the poem; a form of proselytism and instruction in clear competition with the compositions of pagan authors, freely resorting to “the living tradition of the classic poets in order to better reach out to possible listeners or readers” (Tuset, 2000[8]).


Linguistic Commentary 
1-2. « Est locus….patrio cognomine dicunt: cf. Aeneid 1.530 and 3.163, “est locus, Hesperiam Grai cognomina dicunt…”, and 7.563, “est locus Italiae medio sub montibus altis”. The Cross is here connected to the Tree of Life at the centre of the world. See (Gamber, 1977[2]) 
3-4. sterili succisum robore lignum: Connection of the Cross with the Tree of Jesse, cf. Isaiah 11:1, et egredietur virga de radice Iesse et flos de radice eius ascendet. ego…memini: the use of the first person here links the events of the planting of the Tree (the Cross) to the authorial voice, creating an impression of relevance and immediacy. 
5. posuere…habuere: poetic 3rd perso indic active plural. 
7-10. surgit…extendit…tenduct…stant: The present tense here inextricably connected to the tree at the centre of the world and the dawn of time and brought into the present; the Cross and the Crucifixion are seen not as finite events of the past, but rather as a constant presence with relevance to the present time.
8. Et mox in geminos extendit brachia ramos: cf. Aeneid 6, 282-283, “In medio ramos annosaque bracchia pandit/ulmus opaca ingense…”.
9-10. plena graves antenna carbasa tendunt…disjunctis juga stant ad aratra juvencis:  juxtaposition of images: a ship (water), and the earth (oxen, ploughs), contrasting effortless movement (billowing sails) and hard work (oxen at the plough). Also antennae carbasa: cf. Aeneid 3, 549 (antennae with meaning “ends of sailyards covered with sails”; carbasa meaning “sails” in Aeneid 3, 357. juvencis: “armentum” (cattle for ploughing) could have been used. This choice of word draws the focus to the youthful nature of the oxen, giving an impression of strength and virility. Christ, crucified at the age of 33, is said to have been in the absolute prime of life – the Perfect Sacrifice. 
11-12. Past tense narrative resumes; the bodily death and burial of Christ. Quem tulit hoc primo maturo semine lapsum Concepit tellus: Caroline White translates this as “The shoot that sprung from the first ripe seed | Germinated in the earth” (White, 2000[9]); however it seems much more in keeping with the logic of the poem to translate the object of Concepit tullus as “he whom this cross bore first…after he had fallen with the ripening of the seed”. lapsum: perf pass part., sg. neut (labor). Concepit: double meaning of both receiving and conceiving; the Fruit that is received is also germinated. Possible parallel between the Earth receiving that which it had already made to grow (the fallen seed from the tree), with the Creator of the Universe entering his own Creation through His Conception in the womb of the Virgin Mary, His own creation. 
13-14. The Resurrection. Tertia lux: Initial positioning of these words adds emphasis; the number three is, of course, of prime importance in Trinitarian Christianity. Cf. the Apostles’ Creed: “Tertia dies ressurexit a mortuis”. Although the Apostles’ Creed in the form known today was maybe established a little later than the poem was written, earlier forms of the Creed also contained this line, and the poet would certainly have been familiar with it; e.g Tertullian’s De Virginibus Velandis: “Tertia die resuscitatum a mortuis” (Thurston, 1907[10]).
The use of lux rather than “die” echoes Genesis 1:3: “dixitque Deus fiat lux et facta est lux”.
15-17. The Ascension. The forty days (bis vicenis…diebus) is a reference to to the number of days between Easter Sunday and the Ascension. 
16-17. Cf. Aeneid 4, 176-177 (mox sese attolit in auras / Ingrediturque solo et caput inter nubila condit" ) (Palo, 2015[4]). Crevit…coelumque…cacumine…Contigit: alliteration of repeated hard ‘c’ sounds here emphasises the impression of strength and solidity.
18. bissenos...ramos; the twelve branches represent the Twelve Apostles and the establishment of the Church. 
19. totum spargens porrexit in orbem: this image of the branches of the tree spreading over the entire world (“”) is derived from Daniel 4:12 by way of Mark 4:32 ( (Edwards, 2008[11]). 
20-21. victum vitamque…moremque mori: alliteration and mirroring structure of these apposing concepts enhances the link between them: the fruit of the tree, which is sustenance and eternal life, is the antidote to death for those who must die.
22. quinquaginta diebus: the 50 days between Easter Sunday and Pentecost (10 days after the Ascension.) Expletis…quinquaginta diebus: C. White’s translation has “a further 50 days”(White, 2000[9]); to avoid imprecision, “After 50 days had been completed” seems preferable.
23-25. The heavily spondaic rhythm and the numerous open vowels invoke peace and tranquillity. 
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