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SERPENT’S BITE

Sarah S. Gibson

The following motifs and iconographic narratives are covered in the discussion of the theme
Serpent’s Bite:

SERPENT BITING ITS TAIL ST. PAUL

DEATH OF EURYDICE MOSES AND THE BRAZEN

DEATH OF LAOCOON SERPENT

OTHER SUBJECTS WITH
SNAKE BITES

DEATH OF CLEOPATRA

;7;0/1/;;* //j/ﬂ/
,;



N2




Macrten van Heemskerck, The Brazen Serpent. 154y,
oil on pancl, transferred to canvas, Princeton, New
Jersevs Princeron Unversiey, The Are Museum, museum
aurchase, witt of The Friends of The Art Museum on
T oveasion of Alien Rosenbaum's tenth anniversary
as directorn iCowrtesy of The Are Museum. Princeton

Universitv, Princeton, New Jersev

{ he serpent has long been a widelv used svmbol conveving
i multiplicity of meanings depending on the context in
which it appears. It can be a svmbol of life, power, the under-
world, death and the dead. sin, or the devil. Snakes are found
as atrributes of Prudence, one of the Virtues; of Athena
(Minervag. the goddess of wisdom; of Asclepius, the god of
healing who mspired the present-dav emblem of the medical
profession; of Ceres, the goddess of agriculture; of Persephone,
the daughter of Ceres and goddess of the underworld: and of
Apolio, the god of music, medicine, and poetry. In Norse leg-
end a serpent was said to have once coiled around the Earth,
lurking beneath the seas. The war god Thor killed the serpent
vut died, posoned by its venom.

Perhaps hecause the mere representation of a snake may be
threatening, there are few works of art that acrually depicr a
serpent biting someone or something. Those works that do pre-
sent a prominent serpent bite are usuallv works on one of the
following themes: the death of Eurydice from a snake bite, the
death of Laocoén and his sons, the death of Cleopatra from the
bite of an asp, the storv of Moses and the Brazen Serpent, and
the serpent biting his own rail.

Serpent Biting Its Tail

The serpent biting its own tail is considered a symbol of eterni-
tv or perfection and has many manifestations. Known to the
gnostics as the ouroborus, the symbol was thought to display
the essential ambivalence of the snake: at the same time active
and passive, constructive and destructive.

The snake in one form or another was widely adopted by
the humnanist Renaissance emblematists and their successors.
For example, Andrea Alciati used the coiled serpent wrapped
about a triton to signify immortality through literary work.
Otto van Veen signified amor aeternus (eternal love) by an
image of a cupid seated within the ouroborus, the coiled snake
biting its own tail.

Atter reading the Greek grammarian Horapollo’s treatise
Hieroglyphics (fourth or fifth century A.p.), the Renaissance
humanists developed a notion that they were following the
Egyptians in symbolizing eternity or the universe by means of
the snake biting its tail or coiled in a circle. The snake biting its
own tail was more often represented in northern European art
than in [ralian and as the svmbol of eternity appeared in
emblem books, impressions, and was carved on tombstones.

The humanists also thought of Asclepius’s snakes as salutary
animals and the coiled snake as a circle of perfection. They took
from the Greeks the notion of the snake curled in a circle as a
companion of Cronus, the Titan who ruled the universe before
he was dethroned bv his son Zeus. In Roman times, Cronus
became Sarurn and was associated with Time. Martianus
Capella (fourth—fifth century A.p.) refers to the snake that bites
its tail as an attzibute of Time. In an engraving by Jean Sadeler,
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after a composition by Friedrich Sustris {circa 1595). Time holds
in his hand a great circle formed by a serpent.

Death of Eurydice

The storv of the death of Eurvdice, wife of the mythological
Thracian minstrel Orpheus, is told in both Ovid's Metamorphoses
and Virgil's Georgics. In each version she dies from a snake bite:
mn Ovid’s version she is attacked while wandering through a
grassy field accompanied by other naiads (nvmphs); in Virgil’s she
is bitten while fleeing the amorous advances of Aristaneus, a bee-
keeper and son of Apollo.

There are relatively few renditions of Eurydice’s death in the
visual arts. Perhaps her thwarted return from the underworld
provided more scope for dramatic invention. One notable
exceprion 1s Titiaw’s Orphens and Eurydice (circa 1512), now
in the Accademia Carrara in Bologna, ltaly. Two different
scenes in the narrative are shown: in one scene Eurvdice flees
from the snake (which looks rather like a small dragon), and in
the other she is lost to Orpheus as he turns to look at her on
their journey from the underworld. The allegorical mind of
many sixteenth-century artists no doubt saw in this narrative a
svimbol for the precariousness of life.

More than a century later Peter Paul Rubens designed The
Death of Eurydice for the Torre de la Parada hunting lodge of
Philip IV of Spain, a painting actually executed by Erasmus
Quellinus in 1636-1638. Rubens invented a completely new
scene in which Eurvdice, bitten by a snake visible in the left
foreground, dies in the arms of Orpheus.

Continuing interest in this theme is revealed by a later sev-
enteenth-century painting by Richard wan Orley, Eurydice
Bitten by a Serpent in the Grass (1694) in the Museum Fodor in
Amsterdam, The Netherlands, and by Arthur B. Davies’s paint-
ing Viper-Stricken Eurydice (1916) in the Hirshhorn Museum
and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C. All of these images
concentrate on the pathos and drama of the narrative.

Death of Laocoodn

In Greek mythology, Laocodn, a priest of Troy, is killed along
with his sons by two huge sea serpents as a consequence of hav-
ing warned the Trojans against the wooden horse. In the well-
known Hellenistic Laocodn Group sculpture (first century
A.D.), the Trojan priest and his sons at first appear to be dying
because they are crushed in the coils of the great serpents, but
a closer investigation reveals that the snakes are also biting
their victims. According to Virgil’s version of the myth,
Laocodn had offeaded the goddess Athena, so the snakes were
sent as a punishment. The snakes, once their destructive work
was done, slithered awav to her temple and hid beneath her
shield. The tale formed part of the repertory of myth and leg-
end from which the Romans drew ro decorare the walls of their
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villas. Examples of Pompeian wall paintngs of The Death of

Laocodn can be found in laaly in the Museo Nazionale in
Naples and in Pompeit itseif, n the Casa de Menandro.

Art historian Leopold David Ertlinger proposes that as soon
as the statue of Laocoon and his sons was discovered in Rome
in rs506, 1t served as a maoral as well as phyvsical exeniplum
doloris (exemplar ot paini.

The crearion of the image was one of those inspired acts
by which Greek artists gave to the world a psychologi-
cally valid formula . . . which assumed ever new signifi-
cance in changing contexts because the agony of body
and soul was here expressed in such a manner that the
“topos” could simply be quoted in order to be under-

stood immediately. (Ettlinger, p. r23)

Titian, however. seems not to have been so impressed with the
sculpture. Caricature of the Laocoién (mid-sixteenth century),
a print by Niccolo Boldtini atter a Titian drawing, parodies the
famous statue by substituting apes for the priest and his sons.
Perhaps Titian meant not so much to mock the sculpture as to
indict the contemporary Florentine and Roman artists who
overused it. Certainly there were innumerable copies made of
it, such as one by Baccio Bandinelll (1520-1525), now in the
Uffizi Gallery in Florence, Italy, and a bronze cast made for
Francis I, now in the Louvre in Paris. Art historian Horst W.
Janson proposes a more likely interpretation, that the drawing
may have been a criticism of those who defended Galen, the
second-century Greek physician, in the wake of an accusation
by Andreas Vesalius, the sixteenth-century Flemish anatomist,
that Galen had dissected apes, not humans. The Galenists
defensively suggested that people had changed since classical
times. Boldrini’s print can be read as a rebutral: this is what
classical bodies of antiquitv would have had to look like in
order to conform to the anatomical specifications of Galen
(Janson, pp. 355-364). '

Counter-Reformation theologians suggested the Laocoén
Group as a model for those making images of the suffering of
Jesus Christ, the saints, and martyrs. El Greco painted the
death of the priest and his sons in Laocodn (1608-1614), a
painting now in the National Gallery of Art in Washington,
D.C. The open mouth of the snake viciously attacking Laocodn
in El Greco’s painting adds to the horror of the struggle and
may be a Christian allegory of the destructive power of evil as
personified by the serpents. It also is possible that the oval
shape of the snake on the left alludes to the humanist notion,
derived from Alciati, of the circle as a sign of immortality.

Death of Cleopatra

Artists and their patrons found inspiration in the death by
snakebite of yer another person, Cleopatra, queen of Egypt and
mistress of Julius Caesar and Marc Antony. History and legend
mingle in the life of Cleopatra, who is said to have committed
suicide by holding a deadly asp to her breast. The dramatic and
pathetic possibilities of the narrative attracted the attention of
artists from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centurv. Guido
Reni painted the subject at least four times berween 1637 and
1642 and at one point substituted a dagger for the tiny asp,
thereby using the same composition he used to portray the sui-
cide of Lucretia, the legendarv wife of Lucius Tarquinius
Collatinus. In The Death of Cleopatra {1653) Jacob Jordaens

depicted a flambovant assemblage of people gathered around
the gueen moments before her act of self-destruction.
Seemingly insouciant, she holds a small dog in her lap and
calmly regards the snake around her arm in a painting thar
combines a Giorgionesque trearment of landscape with echoes
of Michelangelo’s heroic figure stvie.

The pathos of the scene seems to have appealed strongly to
the Baroqus temperament, and nineteenth-century realists and
orientalists also responded to the theme. Egvpr and the East
had great appeal to the French in the wake of Napoleonic for-
avs to that country and the building ot the Suez Canal. Jean-
André Rixzns’s La Mort de Cléopatre {1874}, now in the
Musée des Augustins in Toulouse, France, attempts to achieve
authentic detail in costume and furniture while including the
conventional glossary of references to the East, such as the
leopard skin on the floor.

Biblical Themes

The snake appears fairly often in Christian imagery, as when
the serpent tempts Eve i Paradise or when the Christ Child
treads on a snake or cuts off its head with the cross. In each
instance the reptile is associated with evi! or sin bur does not
bite. A somewhat enigmatic exception is the painting Eve, the
Serpent, and Death (circa 1512) by Hans Baldung Grien, now
in the National Gallery of Canada in Otrawa, Onrtario.
Following rhe tradition of the Dance of Death, Death claims
Eve by laying a hand on her arm, reminding the viewer of the
unpredictability and transitoriness of life. The presence of the
snake corresponds with the conventional disguise of the devil
but with an unexpected twist: the setpent is actually biting
Death. Art historian Robert A. Koch suggests at least two pos-
sible interprerations. Death may represent Adam, and the snake
bite may be understood as an effort to restrain Death and pro-
tect Eve. Or the scene may be a recondite portrayal of the ori-
gin of Death itself (Koch, p. 29]).

Another biblical story that involves a snake, but one that
found little echo in the visual arts, was that of St. Paul on Malta
(Acts 28:3--6). After being shipwrecked, Paul and his compan-
ions attempt to light a fire; Paul gathers a bundle of sticks in
which a snake is hidden. “There came a viper out of the heat,
and fastened on his hand. . . . And he shook off the beast into
the fire, and felt no harm.” Paul Bitten by a Viper when
Throwing Wood on the Fire (mid-eighteenth century) by
Giovanni Paolo Pannini is now in the Apsley House Collection
of the Duke of Wellington in London.

Moses and the Brazen Serpent

By far the most widely occurring depiction of the serpent is to
be found in representations of the Old Testament narrative of
Moses and the Brazen Serpent (Numbers 21:4-9). The story
concerns one of the tribulations visited by God upon the
Israelites as they wandered in the desert following the
Exodus. The Israelites railed against Moses and God who, as
a punishment and a rest of their faith, “sent fiery serpents
among the people, and they bit the people; and much people
of Israel died.” The Israelites recognized their sin in doubting
God’s plan and begged Moses to pray to the Lord to deliver
them,
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Deatly of Cleopatra

Scorel, Jan van, Death of Cleopatra. painong, 1522,
Amsterdam, The Netherlands, Rijksmuseum

Mignon. Jean. Cleopatra Bitten inan Asp, etching, circa
5431545

Fontana, Lavinia, Cleopatra, painting, circa 1593, Cincinnati,
Ohio, Cincinnat Arc Museum

Mignard, Pierre, Death of Cleopatra, painting. 16353,
England, private collection

Reni, Guido, Cleopatra, painting, 1637, Porsdam, Germany,
Sanssouci Bildergalerie

Reni, Guido, Cleopatra, painting, 1638-1639. Florence, ltaly,
Palazzo Pitt

Reni, Guido, Cleopatra, 1639-164c, London, coliection of
Denis Mahon

Rubens, Peter Paul, Death of Cleopatra, painting, circa 1640,
Potsdam, Germany, Sanssouci Bildergalerie

Reni, Guido, Cleopatra, painting, 1640-1642, Rome, Galleria
Capitolina

Jordaens, Jacob, The Death of Cleopatra, painting, 1653,

Kassel, Germany, Staatliche Gemaildegalerie

Lairesse, Gerard de, Death of Cleopatra, painung, 1686,
Toronto, Ontario, Art Gallery of Ontario

Pittoni, Francesco, Cleopatra, painting, circa 1714, Udine,
lealy, Collection Walter Mio

Mark Anthony and Cleopatra, Staffordshire figurines, colored
earthenware, late eighteenth—early nineceenth century,
Boston, Museum of Fine Arts

Lassalle-Bordes, Gustave, Death of Cleopatra, painting, 1845,
Autun, France, Musée Rolin

Rixens, Jean-André, La Mort de Cléopatre, painting, 1874,
Toulouse, France, Musée des Augustins

St. Paul

Goltzius, Hendrik (after J. Stradanus), St. Paul Shiprwrecked
on Malta Bittenn by a Viper, engraving by P. Galle, 1582,
no. 33 of a ser of 36

Valckenborch, Frederick van, St. Paul Is Bitten by a Viper,
painting, circa 1600, Prague, Czech Republic, Hrad,
Obrazarna

Pannini, Giovanni Paolo, Paul Bitten by a Viper when Throwing
Wood on the Fire, painting, mid—eighteenth century, London,
Duke of Wellington’s Apsley House Collection

West, Benjamin, St. Paul Shaking the Viper from His Hand
after the Shipwreck, oil on canvas, 1789, Greenwich,
England, Roval Naval College, Chapel of St. Peter and
St. Paul

Moses and the Brazen Serpent

Crucifixion Page, woodcut, in Biblia Pauperum, circa 1460

Michelangelo, The Brazen Serpent, fresco, 1511, Vatican,
Sistine Chapel

Cranach, Lucas, the Elder, Allegory of Law and Grace,
painting, 1529, Gotha, Germany, Staatliche Museum

Coxie, Michiel, The Brazen Serpent, drawing, circa 1533-I534,
Swarthmore, Pennsvlvania, Swarthmore College

Coxie, Michiel, The Brazen Serpent, engraving, circa
1533-1534

Cranach, Lucas, the Elder, Workshop of, Allegory of Law and
Grace, painting, 1539, Prague, Czech Republic, Narodni,
Galeri

Heemskerck, Maerten van, The Brazen Serpent, engraving,
CIrca 1540

Heemskerck. Maerten van. The Brazen Serpent, painting, 1549.
Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University, Art Museum

Heemiskerck, Maerten van. The Brazen Serpent, painting,
1551, Haarlem, The Netherlands, Frans Hans Museum

Cock. Hieronvmus {after Frans Floris). The Brazen Serpent,
engraving, 133;

Rubens, Peter Paul, The Brazen Spiritr, painting, circa
16091610, London, Courtauld Institute Galleries, The
Princes Garte Collection

Van Dyck, Anthony, The Brazen Serpent, painting, circa
1620, Madrid, Prado

West, Benjamin, Moses Showing the Brazen Serpent to the
Israelites, oil on canvas, 1789, Greenville, South Carolina,
Bob Jones University

John, Augustus, Moses and the Brazen Serpent, painting, 1898,
London, Slade School of Fine Arts, University College

Other Subjects with Snake Bites

Baldung Grien, Hans, Eve, the Serpent, and Death, painting,
circa 1512, Ottawa, Ontario, National Gallery of Canada

Poussin, Nicolas, Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake,
painting, 1648, London, National Gallery
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Africa, §II, 1) : At and aesthetics: Context and meaning

Approactes to Atrican art that concentrate oo much
on the shared parameters and components of swle in
objects removed from their context have ofren overlooked
the significcnce of the subde differences in form that
created the individualio and power of a specific work.
Leon Siroto remarked (p. 7 that ‘[African] images often
show great care in their sculptural rendering and seem
individual enough to carry specific information about their
personal identty”. He argued for a connection berween a
belief in animism—belief in personalized, man-like super-
naturals’ (p. 8)—and the artstic interpretaton of form,
such: that ‘the carver’s recogniuon of the spirit as a distiner
individual compelled him 1o use its form as a way of
differentiating it from all other spirits, and, in some cases,
from humans as well’ (p. 20). Wvatr MacGaffey argued
convincingly tor the ‘personhood’ of such ritual objects as
Kongo power hguares {awinkisi; sing. nkisiy see fig. 12),
claiming that they incarnate speciric, named persons who
are invoked, addressed and negouated with in speech. Part
of the identity of such figures is in their form and the
accumulared materials or medicines added 1o 1t in use.

Arold Rubin argued that ‘the content of Afrcan
sculpture has clearly nor received the arrenton it deserves’
(see 1974 exh. cat., African Acwmmlative Sculptire, p. 30).
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