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In Basil of Caesarea’s Greek Hexameron, nine homilies commenting on the opening lines of
the Book of Genesis, and in Ambrose of Milan’s Latin translation of that work (preached by
the bishop around 386-387 AD), the roses in Paradise have no thorns. However, thorns are
allegedly added after the original sin (see Genesis 3:18). Ambrose elaborates on Basil’s text,
stating that the addition of thorns is to remind human beings that earthly joys always come
with the ‘sting” of sorrow. This image can be defined as a symbol, an allegory, or a (literary)
metaphor. The writer argues that applying Conceptual Metaphor Theory to this image can
provide a deeper understanding of it. As a matter of fact, viewing the image within the
framework of the broad, widespread and conventional conceptual metaphor ‘humans are
plants’ highlights its effectiveness. This shows that the two preachers exploit it to convey a
Christian perspective on human life and the joys of life, whether sinful or innocent, to their
audience.
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Before Mans fall, the Rose was born
(S. Ambrose sayes) without the Thorn:
But, for Mans fault, then was the Thorn,
Without the fragrant Rose-bud, born;
But nere the Rose without the Thorn.
(R. Herrick, The Rose)

Flow’rs of all hue, and without thorn the rose.
(J. Milton, Paradise Lost, 4, 256).

In Robert Herrick’s The rose, as well as in John Milton’s Paradise lost, the rose has
no thorns prior to Adam and Eve’s sin. This detail ultimately comes from Ambrose of
Milan’s Hexameron.! According to Ambrose, thorns were added to the rose after Adam’s
condemnation in Genesis 3:18, which states that the earth spinas et tribulos germinabit tibi.
Ambrose likens human life to the thorn-bearing rose.

Elsewhere, I show the usefulness of interpreting Ambrose of Milan’s Hexameron —
a series of nine homilies on creation, inspired by Basil of Caesarea and delivered around
387 — through the lens of “Conceptual Metaphor Theory” (CMT). In that study, I exam-
ine instances of the conceptual metaphor ‘human beings are plants’ > ‘human life is the
life of plants’ as they appear in Homily 5 of the Hexameron, which deals with the creation
of plants (3. 5. 6. 25 -17, 72).2 Here, I focus on the chapter about roses (Hex. 3. 5. 11. 48)
to demonstrate how conceptualizing ‘the joys of human life’ in terms of ‘the beauty of the
rose’ can lead contemporary listeners of Ambrose as well as modern readers to a deeper
understanding of an aspect of human life — i. e., the widespread conception of joy as al-
ways accompanied by the ‘sting’ of sorrow. As Lucretius wrote, medio de fonte leporum sur-
git amari aliquid quod in ipsis floribus angat, ‘from the very fountain of enchantment rises
a drop of bitterness to torment even in the flowers’ (4. 1133-1134, transl. Rouse 1924).

The CMT focuses on the inherent cognitive value that characterizes the category of
conceptual metaphors,® which cannot be reduced to metaphor as mere ornaments of dis-
course.* A conceptual metaphor is essentially expressed through the formula ‘A is B’ For
example, ‘human life is the life of plants’ The Target (A) is an abstract and complex concept
that is difficult to define. Therefore, it is conceptualized in terms of the Source (B), a con-
crete ‘thing’ that is part of the shared experience of the speaker and recipient. The Source
enables the conceptual construction of the Target through a series of correspondences
(mappings).> These conceptual metaphors are essentially the “metaphors we live by’ and
perform an effective cognitive function just because they are deeply rooted in fundamental
human experience and highly conventional. On the one hand, ‘human life’ is often a Tar-
get due to its complexity and paradoxical nature. On the other hand, ‘plants’ are a common
Source; their parts, the actions performed to improve them (e. g., cultivation), the stages

! Milton relies on Robert Herrick, who in turn relies on Ambrose: cf. Kerrigan et al. 2007, ad loc.
Whiting 1959 hints at Milton as possibly reading (also) Ambrose.

2 Moretti, forthcoming.

3 On CMT, see the still seminal Lakoff, Johnson 2003 and Lakoff, Turner 1989. See also Kévecsés
2010 and Horn 2025.

4 On the use of metaphor as a rhetorical device, see Lausberg 1998, §$ 588-564. However, ancient
theorists were aware of the cognitive value of metaphor: see at least Novokhatko 2014; 2016; 2019; 2021b.

> Kovecsés 2010, 3-15; see also Kovecsés 2017.

6 Cf. the title of the well-known study by Lakoft, Johnson 2003; see also Kovecsés 2010, 38-39.
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of their development, and their lifespan are often used to construct complex Targets.” The
widespread nature of this conceptual metaphor is demonstrated, e. g., by Augustine (doctr.
3. 27. 40), who remarks on the abundance of tropi (including metaphors stricto sensu) in
everyday language and adds: Quis enim non dicit Ssic floreas’? The phrase Sic floreas! can
be understood as an example of the conceptual metaphor ‘humans are plants, where (the
plants’) florere is an easily understood metaphor of prosperity.® Such cognitive function is
easily accomplished because this metaphor belongs to “ordinary natural language seman-
tics”? Lastly, it is important to remember that conceptual metaphors can appear in texts in
various forms, such as linguistic metaphors, similes, parables, allegories and proverbs.!

Like Basil's, Ambrose’s homilies are acts of “comunicazione polivalente’,!! as they
are intended to be understood in various ways by diverse audiences to achieve his both
‘epistemic’ and ‘paranetic’ goals:'? as a matter of fact, taking advantage of the conceptual
metaphor ‘humans are plants, Ambrose shapes a Christian idea of human life for his lis-
teners and suggests appropriate behaviors. As I demonstrate elsewhere in detail, Ambrose,
following Basil, develops at least three sets of mappings between the Source ‘life of plants’
and the Target ‘human life’: (1) to conceptualize the condition of life (Hex. 3. 5. 7. 29-30):
the green herb is fragile and short-lived - human life and earthly glory are fragile and
short-lived (cf. also Is 40:6: Omnis caro faenum et omnis gloria hominis ut flos faeni; (2) to
conceptualize the propagation of life (Hex. 3. 5. 7. 31; 3, 5, 10, 43-44): plants propagate
secundum genus (Gen 1:12) - humans must preserve their own genus, as they are children
of God; (3) to conceptualize activities improving humans (Hex. 3. 5. 13. 55-56): agricul-
ture improves fruits - care and effort improve human virtues.

Of all plants, the rose is perhaps the one that is most often loaded with ‘other’ mean-
ings.!> Ambrose takes his cue from Basil (Hex. 5. 6. 3), who says that thorns emerged after
the original sin, meaning that no earthly joy is free from the ‘sting’ of sorrow.!* Ambrose
elaborates on this, and combines the thorn of original sin with the mention of the flower’s
fragility (Hex. 3. 5. 11. 48):'

Surrexerat ante floribus inmixta terrenis sine spinis rosa et pulcerrimus flos sine ulla fraude
vernabat, postea spina saepsit gratiam floris tamquam humanae speculum praeferens vitae,
quae suavitatem perfunctionis suae finitimis curarum stimulis saepe conpungat. Vallata est

7 See Lakoff, Turner 1989, 6, 12-14, 84; Kovecsés 2010, 19, 152-162. The Source ‘plants’ occurs fre-
quently in studies devoted to single conceptual metaphors. For example, see Buccheri 2016 on kinship.

8 See ThiIL s. v. floreo (Kapp, 1919), VI/1 917.48-920.60. This metaphor is also common in literary
texts, from which grammarians draw their examples: e. g., ambo florentes aetatibus (= Verg. Ecl. 7, 4) in
Diom. Gramm. 2, GLK 1 457; florida iuventus (= Aug. Mend. 10, 24) in Isid. Etym. 1, 37, 4.

® Novokhatko 2021b, 154. On the continuity or discontinuity between literary and non-literary lan-
guage regarding the use of metaphors, see Semino, Steen 2008.

10" Cf. Steen 2014, 319.

1 The expression is coined by Malaspina 1988, 58-95.

12 “Epistemic” and “paraenetic goals” are mentioned by Stenger 2016, dealing with John Chrysos-
tome’s preachings; see also Novokhatko 2021, 691-694.

13 See Joret 1892; Heinz Mohr-Sommer 1989; Mello 2004; Cattabiani 2001 (chapter ‘La rosa ¢ la rosa &
la rosa’); Ferber 2017, 181-185. On proverbs, cfr. Otto 1890, 302, s.v. ‘rosa, 302; Tosi 2017, nr. 2200.

14 ‘But then the rose was without thorns; since then, the thorn has been added to its beauty, to make us
feel that sorrow is very near to pleasure, and to remind us of our sin, which condemned the earth to produce
thorns and caltrops’ (Jackson 1895).

15 Basil's and Ambrose’s rose without thorns’ is hinted at by Joret 1892, 232-233; Heinz-Mohr, Som-
mer 1989, 32; Nazzaro 2016, 71.
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enim elegantia vitae nostrae et quibusdam sollicitudinibus opsaepta, ut tristitia adiuncta sit
gratiae. Unde cum unusquisque aut suavitate rationis aut prosperioris cursus successibus
gratulatur, meminisse culpae eum convenit, per quam nobis in paradisi amoenitate florenti-
bus spinae mentis animique sentes iure condemnationis ascripti sunt. Inrutiles igitur licet, o
homo, aut splendore nobilitatis aut fastigio potestatis aut fulgore virtutis, semper tibi spina
proxima est, semper est sentis, semper inferiora tua respice: super spinam germinas, nec
prolixa gratia manet.!® Brevi unusquisque decurso aetatis flore marcescit.!”

Mingling formerly with the flowers of the earth and without thorns, the rose, most beautiful
of all flowers, displayed its beauty without guile; afterwards, the thorn fenced around this
charming flower, presenting, as it were, an image of human life in which what is pleasing in
our activities is often accompanied with the stings of anxieties which everywhere surround
us. In fact, the elegance of our life is entrenched and hedged about by certain cares, so that
sadness is close neighbor to beauty. Hence, when each one of us finds joys either in the pleas-
ing exercise of our reason or in the attainment of more than usual success in life, it is fitting
that we should call to mind this sin of ours, by means of which there was imposed upon us
by rightful condemnation the mind’s thorns and the spirit’s brambles, when we were happily
sojourning amid the delights of paradise. Although you may shine, man, with the splendor
of nobility or by reason of your superior power or by the brilliance of your virtue, the thorn
is ever close to you, the bramble is ever near you. Ever be mindful of what is beneath you.
You blossom into life above a thorn and this beauty does not last for long. In a brief passage
of time each and every one of us withers in the flower of his age (transl. Savage 1961).

The mappings that the Source ‘the beauty of rose’ projects onto the Target ‘the joys of
human life’ might be as follows:

— the beauty of the rose is always accompanied by thorns. After ‘the rose without
thorns; we have ‘the rose with thorns’ - the joys of human life are always accompanied by
the ‘sting’ of sorrow: after ‘the joys without sorrow’, we have ‘the joys with sorrow’;

— the beauty of the rose is ephemeral — the joys of life are ephemeral.

Here, Basil and Ambrose, as literary writers, freely elaborate on conventional mate-
rials by creating unconventional variations.'® For example, they conceptualize the Target
‘joys without sorrow’ (which do not exist!) in terms of the Source ‘roses without thorns’
(which also do not exist!). The latter is not a concrete experience, but rather a reversal of
the shared experience of ‘roses with thorns. The two common experiences of picking a
rose and getting painfully pricked by its thorns or watching the flower wither quickly!'?
construct the Target of human life, whose joys are inevitably accompanied by sorrow and
whose glory is fragile.

Despite the use of military terminology (vallata, saepsit, opsaepta), the thorns in Am-
brose are not intended to protect the beauty of the flower?’; rather, they are intended to
make its enjoyment painful. If the rose in Paradise was sine ulla fraude, and hence joys did

16 T have slightly changed the punctuation, putting a colon after respice: I argue that inferiora tua is
clarified by super spinam germinas, meaning the frail basis on which human life is born.

17 T quote Ambrose according to Schenkl 1897.
8 Cf. Lakoff, Turner 1989, 67-72; Kovecsés 2010, 49-59; Semino, Steen 2008.
9 On this topic, see Heinz-Mohr, Sommer 1989, 27-33.

20" A ‘military vocabulary’ is found also in Symphosius’ riddle about the rose by (45: Purpura sum
terrae, pulchro perfusa rubore, / saeptaque, ne violer, telis defendor acutis. / O felix, longo si possim vivere
fatol, T am the purple of the earth, steeped in a beautiful blush, and, being hedged around so that I am not

—_
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not involve any risk of being ‘stung’ (i. e., deceived), then, in the post-lapsarian condition,
the enjoyment of life’s gratia and elegantia is always accompanied by the pain of being
stung by thorns: the thorns of curae, sollicitudines and tristitia, which remind human be-
ings of their frailty and that they are born ‘entirely in sin’

In the final part of the passage, the human being is transformed into a gorgeous, yet
ephemeral, rose. First, it is the rose of Paradise (nobis... florentibus®'), to which spinae
mentis animique sentes are added after sin. Then, it is the post-lapsarian rose, which, even
when it shines in splendor (inrutiles, perhaps an Ambrosian hapax,?? denoting the radiant
red of roses?®), will never forget the spina and sentis from which it is sprang (germinas),
being bound to bloom and wither quickly (brevi aetatis decurso flore marcescit®*).

In sum, adopting a CMT approach allows us to understand the cognitive processes
that prompt the creation — and variation — of this image, and to better appreciate its
pedagogical effectiveness with a diverse audience. ‘“The beauty of the rose; along with its
easily identifiable features, is an ideal Source for construing the Target of ‘the joys of hu-
man life; with all its contradictions and paradoxes. This conceptual metaphor stems from
the broader metaphorical matrix ‘humans are plants’> ‘human life is the life of plants, and
reveals why joys of human life are inevitably accompanied by the otherwise inexplicable
‘sting’ of disquiet and sorrow.

References

Bettini M. Antropologia e cultura romana. Parentela, tempo, immagini dellanima. Roma, La Nuova Italia,
1986.

Buccheri A. The Metaphorical Structuring of Kinship in Latin. In: W. M. Short (ed.) Embodiment in Latin
Semantics. Amsterdam — Philadelphia, John Benjamins. 2016, 141-175.

Cattabiani A. Florario. Miti, leggende e simboli di fiori e piante. Milano, Saggi, 2001.

Ferber M. A Dictionary of Literary Symbols. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2017.

Heinz-Mohr G., Sommer V. La rosa: storia di un simbolo. It. transl. Milano, Rusconi, 1989.

Horn E. A Very Short Introduction to Conceptual Metaphor Theory and the Classics. In: E. Horn (ed.).
Metaphors of the Ancient World. Conceptual Metaphor Theory and Ancient Sources. Berlin; Boston, De
Gruyter, 2025, 1-14.

Jackson B. (transl.). The Nine Homilies of the Hexaemeron. In: H. Wace, P. Schaff (eds). Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers 8. Oxford; New York, J. Parker, 1895.

Joret C. La rose dans I'Antiquité et au Moyen Age. Histoire, légendes et symbolism. Paris, Bouillon, 1892.

Kerrigan W., Rumrich J., Fallon S. M. (eds). The Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton. New
York, The Modern Library, 2007.

Kovecsés Z. Metaphor. A Practical Introduction. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2010.

Kovecsés Z. Conceptual Metaphor Theory. In: E. Semino, Z. Demjén (eds). The Routledge Handbook of Me-
taphor and Language. London; New York, Routledge, 2017, 13-27.

Lakoff G., Johnson M. Metaphors We Live by. London, University of Chicago Press, 22003 (11980).

attacked, I am defended by sharp weapons. Happy, indeed, if I were able to live a long life’ (transl. Leary
2014). Cf. Mello 2004, 154 and Leary 2014, 145.

2L On floreo, see above.

22 Cf. ThIL s.v. irrutilo (Ruhsteller 1962), VII/2 454.53 — 454.70.

23 Elsewhere, the term rutilans is found: cf. Hex. 3. 5. 8. 36, on roses (rutilantes rosas), and Hex. 3. 5.
15. 62, describing water flowing among roses (inter rosas rutilantior).

24 The metaphor of flos aetatis is very common: see ThiL s.v. flos (Kapp 1919), VI/1 934.60 — 935.47.
The verb marcescere is associated with roses in the Bible (Sap 2:8: coronemus nos rosis, antequam marcescent,
‘Let us crown ourselves with roses, before they be withered’), a passage that is repeatedly quoted by Ambrose
(Cain 1,4, 14; Tob. 5, 17; exp. ps. 118 8, 14); cf. also ThIL s.v. marcesco (Bachmann 1938), VIII 374.1 — 375.31.

Philologia Classica. 2026. Vol. 21. Fasc. 1 119



Lakoft G., Turner M. More than Cool Reason. A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor. Chicago, University of Chi-
cago Press, 1989.

Lausberg H. Handbook of Literary Rhetoric. A Foundation for Literary Study. Engl. transl. Leiden, Brill,
1998.

Leary T. J. (ed.). Symphosius, The Aenigmata. An Introduction, Text and Commentary. London; New York,
Bloomsbury Academic, 2014.

Malaspina E. ‘Ars temperans’. Itinerari verso la comunicazione polivalente nel mondo latino. Genova,
DARFICLET, 1988.

Mello M. Il rosso delle rose. Favole mitologiche e interpretazioni allegoriche cristiane. In: [s. ed.] ERKOS.
Studi in onore di F. Sartori. Padova, Sargon, 2003, 147-157.

Moretti P. E. Humans are Plants. Aspects of a Conceptual Metaphor in Ambrose’s Homily on the Creation
of Plants (‘Hex’ 5.6.25-17.72). In: A. Novokhatko, S. Tilg (eds). Cognitive Readings of Late, Mediaeval
and Neo-Latin Texts (under review).

Nazzaro A. V. Il mondo vegetale in Ambrogio. Tra esperienza botanica, strutturazione retorica del testo
e simbologia. In: R. Passarella (ed.). Ambrogio e la natura. Milano, Bulzoni, 65-93.

Novokhatko A. Ancient Theories of Metaphor. In: G. K. Giannakis (ed.). Encyclopaedia of Ancient Greek
Language and Linguistics 2. Leiden; Boston, Brill, 2013, 414-418.

Novokhatko A. The Use of the Term ‘Metaphor’ in Latin Linguistic Discourse Before Quintilian. In: P. Poc-
cetti (ed.). ‘Latinitatis rationes’. Descriptive and Historical Accounts for the Latin Language. Berlin;
Boston, De Gruyter, 395-409.

Novokhatko A. The Typology of Linguistic Metaphor in 1% Century CE Roman Thought. In: N. Holmes et
al. (eds). Lemmata Linguistica Latina. Words and Sounds. Berlin; Boston, De Gruyter, 384-398.

Novokhatko A. Contemporary Metaphor Studies and Classical Texts. Mnemosyne 2021, 74, 682-703.

Novokhatko A. Images and Cognitive Metaphors in Ist Century Roman Discourse. In: A. M. Martin
Rodriguez (ed.). Linguisticae Dissertationes. Current Perspectives on Latin Grammar, Lexicon and Prag-
matics. Madrid, Ed. Clasicas, 2021b, 150-160.

Otto A. Die Sprichwdérter und sprichwortlichen Redensarte der Romer. Leipzig, Teubner, 1890.

Rouse W. H. D. (transl.). Lucretius,On the Nature of Things. Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press,
1924.

Savage J. J. (transl.). Saint Ambrose. Hexameron, Paradise, Cain and Abel, in Fathers of the Church. A New
Translation, 42, New York, Fathers of the Church Inc., 1961.

Schenkl C. (ed.). Ambrosii opera, 1. Pragae; Vindobonae; Lipsiae, Tempsky, 1897.

Semino E., Steen G. Metaphor in Literature. In: R. W. Gibbs (ed.). The Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor
and Thought. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2015, 232-246.

Short W. M. A Roman Folk Model of the Mind. Arethusa, 2012, 45, 109-143.

Short W. M. Transmission Accomplished? Latins’ Alimentary Metaphors of Communication. AJPh 2013,
134, 247-275.

Short W. M. Metafora. In: M. Bettini, W. M. Short (eds). Con i Romani. Unantropologia della cultura antica.
Bologna, il Mulino, 2014, 329-352.

Short W. M. Roman Cultural Semantics. In: P. Meineck, W. M. Short, J. Deveraux (eds). The Routledge Hand-
book of Classics and Cognitive Theory. London; New York, Routledge, 2019, 79-92.

Steen G., Metaphor and Style. In: P. Stockwell, S. Whiteley (eds). The Cambridge Handbook of Stylistics.
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2014, 315-328.

Stenger J. R. ‘For to Have Fallen is not a Grievous Thing, but to Remain Prostrate After Falling, and not to
Get Up Again’ The Persuasive Force of Spatial Metaphors in Chrysostom’s Exhortation to Theodore.
In: E. Horn, C. Breytenbach (eds). Spatial Metaphors. Ancient Texts and Transformations. Berlin, Topoi,
2016, 165-186.

Tosi R. Dizionario delle sentenze greche e latine. Milano, Rizzoli, 2017.

Whiting G. W. ‘And Without Thorn the Rose’ The Review of English Studies 1959, 10/37, 60-62.

120 Philologia Classica. 2026. Vol. 21. Fasc. 1



«JTo rpexomaeHus yenoBeka pogunack Posa / (rosoput C. AmBpocuii) 6e3 Ilumanr.
Po3a u mmmnsl Kak KOHIenTyanbHas MeTagopa?

Ilaona @panuecka Mopemmu

Munanckuil YHUBepCcuTer,
Wranus, 1-20122, Munan, Bua ®ecra fens Ileppono, 7;
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9017-8731, paola.moretti@unimi.it

s purnposanms: Moretti P. E. ‘Before Manss fall, the Rose was born / (S. Ambrose sayes) without
the Thorn’ Rose and Thorns as a Conceptual Metaphor? Philologia Classica 2026, 21 (1), 115-121.

https://doi.org/10.21638/spbu20.2026.109 EDN MFAJSA

B rpedeckom «Iekcamepone» Bacumms Kecapuiickoro, geBATH IpONOBEAX, KOMMEHTUPYIO-
KX HepBble CTpoKu Kuury BpiTus, n B TaTMHCKOM IepeBofie 3TOTO Mpou3BefieHNs AMBpO-
cust Mepmonasckoro (IpoHoOBeny enmcKona okomno 386-387 rr. H. 3.), po3sl B Paio He nMe-
10T mmnoB. OfHAKO LINMIIBL, KaK YTBEPXKAAeTCcs, JOOAB/LAIOTCA NOCIIe IIePBOPOJHOrO rpexa
(cm. Boitue 3:18). AMBpocuit mogpo6HO pasbupaeT TekcT Bacumus, yrBepx/jast, 4To f06aB-
7IeHMe IINIIOB IPU3BAHO HAIIOMHUTD JIFOMIAM, YTO 3eMHbIE PaJOCTI BCET/a CONIPOBOXK/AI0TCS
«©KaJI0oM» TTedast. ITOT 06pas MOXKHO OIPEefe/INTD KaK CMBOI, a/IeTOpyIo Wit (IUTepaTyp-
HY10) MeTaopy. ABTOP YTBEP)KAAET, YTO IPUMEHEHMe TeOPHM KOHIEIITYaIbHO MeTadopbl
K 9TOMy 00pasy IOMOXeT ITTy0OKe MOHATD ero. PakTndecku paccMoTpeHne o6pasa B paMKax
IINPOKO PACIPOCTPAHEHHOI U OOIIENIPUHATOl KOHIIENTYa/IbHOI MeTaOpbl «IIOAY — 3TO
pacTeHMsI» IOAYePKMBaeT ero 3P PeKTUBHOCTD. ITO OKA3bIBAET, UTO [ABA IPOIIOBEHIKA MC-
HIOJIb3YIOT €r0, YTOODI JOHECTH JO CBOEH ayAUTOPUM XPUCTUAHCKYIO TOUKY 3pEHNA Ha 4eyo-
BequKon JKU3HDb U pafoCTH XXU3HU, I'PEXOBHbIE NIV HEBHHDIE.

Kntouesvie cnosa: Teopus KOHLEITYaIbHOI MeTadOpBl, po3a, IINIIbl, AMBpocuit MenuonaH-
ckumit, Bacummit Kecapuiickuii.
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