
Teresa Sanchez de Cepeda y Ahumada was born in 1515 in the town 
of Avila. She entered a Carmelite convent in her early twenties, but 
it was not until the 1550s that she began to experience divine vi-
sions like the one which Gian Lorenzo Bernini captured in his fa-
mous sculpture1 which is located above the altar of the Cornaro 
Chapel in Rome’s Santa Maria della Vittoria. 

One of the most extraordinary but also the most beautiful sacred 
images in Rome is the Ecstasy of Santa Teresa by Bernini. In her 
Life2, St. Teresa speaks about how God visited her along with a 
beautiful angel, and that the angel pierced her again and again 
with a flaming arrow. and that the piercing was painful, but that it 
was so exquisite that she wished it would never stop. This sculpture 
is perhaps that height an expression of ecstasy from the 17th cen-
tury. Ecstasy is a state where a person is transformed/transported 
from their everyday life to a higher realm where the invisible be-
comes visible for them. 

This sculpture captures an episode which she writes about in her 
spiritual autobiography. She describes how an angel carrying a fire-
tipped spear with which he pierces her heart repeatedly, an act that 
sends her into a state of spiritual rapture. “The Pain,” she writes, 
“was so severe that it made me utter several moans. The sweetness 
caused by this intense pain is so extreme that one cannot possibly 
wish it to cease, nor is one’s soul then content with anything but 
God.” 

Bernini’s sculpture depicts how an angel is holding an arrow. 
Teresa, collapsed with her head thrown back and eyes closed, is 
overcome with the feeling of God’s love. The sculpture appears to 
be floating weightlessly, freezing an intense moment of intense 

drama. 

Art is not only about seeing the world as it appears, but also, seeing it with more than just our eyes...with our other senses as 
well. Throughout history artists have attempted to express and capture ephemeral feelings, mysterious experiences and inner 
visions through painting, sculpture or writing. And this in turn has become a way to inspire and guide the dreamers and vi-
sionaries of both the secular and religious subject matter. Through art, the artist is able to project onto a canvas, a sculpture, 
or a story a sense of introspective communication that goes beyond our immediate and ordinary understanding. 

Dreams and Visions that are expressed through art are able to transport the observer into realms that would not be accessible 
to them in any other way. It allows for a sense of connectedness to be perceived and in this way enables a path to self discovery 
and a yearning for a deeper sense of introspection. 

In a world where science has achieved so much, it almost seems as though the life of the imagination doesn’t make much 
sense. Human beings need to enter into the realm of their imagination; it provides a sense of liberation with the possibility 
that their dreams and visions are important. It is a reflection of our humanity in the sense of the incredibly delicate and vulner-
able balancing at that we all go through in our lives. Art that depicts the life of the imagination is offering up to everyone the 
possibility of having not only an outside or real life, but an internal life as well. If you are able to connect with an expression of 
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1 The Ecstacy of St. Teresa — Gian Lorenzo Bernini (Italian, 1598-1680). It is 11 feet six inches in height. 
2 The Life of Saint Teresa of Avila by herself, Chapter 29

Bernini’s The Ecstasy of St. Teresa



art you are able to understand yourself more intimately. Art goes beyond a normal way of expression because it empowers not 
just the imagination of the artist, but the imagination of the viewer as well. Art is the connective experience that allows a person 
to transcend time and space. 

SOURCES: 
Learner.org — Art through time — Dreams and visions. 
http://www.learner.org/courses/globalart/theme/2/transcripts/index.html 
 

A complete understanding of the aesthetic impact and spiritual significance of the Ecstasy can only be gained in the context 
of the larger space of the chapel. The work is, in fact, not an independent piece, but the crucial center of a more complex com-
position that brings together not only sculpture, but also painting and architecture — all designed by Bernini. The dark, pat-
terned marble columns and convex niche in which the Ecstasy is framed, for example, enhance the brightness and dynamism 
of the scene, while giving the sense that the wall has opened up to reveal St. Teresa’s vision. We are, in a way, looking at a 
vision of a vision, one that Bernini has created for the faithful who worship at the altar and for the Cornaro family in particular. 
On each wall perpendicular to the altar wall, an illusionistic window contains sculptural likenesses of family members, some 
of whom lean over the parapet in the direction of Bernini’s work, rapt witnesses to the miracle. 

SOURCE: 
http://www.learner.org/courses/globalart/work/98/index.html 
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Born: December 7, 1598; Naples, Italy  

Died: November 28, 1680; Rome, Italy  

Active Years: 1612 - 1674 

Nationality: Italian 

Art Movement: Baroque 

Field: painting, sculpture, architecture 

Friends and Co-workers: Salvator Rosa
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Self-Portrait as a Young Man 
Gian Lorenzo Bernini 


