


    CONCLUSION: Canonicity, Creativity, and the Unlimited Vision of Literature, or



Theology of Literature as Meta-Critique of Epistemology

      Literary-critical discussions of classic literary texts such as the Bible, the Odyssey, the Aeneid, the Confessions, and the Divine Comedy, have often aimed to demonstrate the high degree of creativity at work in such “great books” of Western tradition.  This creativity cannot be isolated and made static in formulas and, moreover, proves to be inseparable from the ongoing tradition in which these books continue to live through constant re-interpretation.  They thereby assert their “canonicity”—their perennial relevance.  Canonicity in this sense is not immobile or exclusive of innovation:  it calls rather for continually new, creative interpretations or “applications” of classic texts in contemporary contexts.  I have attempted to elicit and display the creativity of the works studied here as, in good part, embedded in and flowing from this type of canonicity.  In particular, I stress the re-origination of these works—and the regeneration of culture that they foster—precisely in and through ongoing interpretation in the course of history.

      All of the books included in this study are chosen from those commonly recognized as among the most canonical in Western literature.  Great Books courses have come under attack in recent decades for enshrining the model of a closed canon such as has been challenged from various quarters, particularly in the name of genders or ethnicities or geographical regions or socioeconomic classes of humanity that have apparently been excluded.  I will not undertake an apology for the (or rather a) Western canon.
  I have elsewhere examined the concept of canonicity and the open kind of universality that it ideally embodies.
  Here I wish to stress that the canon, as we have discovered it, is distinguished precisely by its ability to creatively change and to grow.
  My main concern is to show how, in a manner of speaking, this creativity hinges from “heaven”—how the claim to inspiration and the hypothesis of divine revelation can be the source of such creativity.  The very idea of a literary “canon,” after all, derives from the canon of books constituting the biblical revelation by extending this notion to the arena of secular writings.  
      At the same time, we should not forget that currency was given to the term also by Polykleitos’s Kanon, his Pythagoras-inspired treatise on sculpture with its classical ideal of perfect proportions and symmetry as the source of aesthetic beauty.  This ideal was embodied most perfectly in his Doryphoros (circa 450 B.C.), a male nude sculpture which he named—like the lost treatise whose principles it illustrated—“Kanon.”
  Given this polygeneticism, bringing together multiple semantic backgrounds, typically normative terms such as “canon” and “revelation,” as well as “divinity” and “prophecy,” as I use them take on senses that evade the statically traditional.  Part of my purpose in what follows is to conjugate classical pagan tradition with revealed, biblical religion by finding their common epistemological grounds in the interpretive work of the imagination.  Keeping the kinds of claims to knowledge proper to each of these forms of culture in play and in dialogue prevents them from reducing one another to dogmatic forms of either secular humanism or religious fideism.
      A keystone in this arching bridge between cultures is the thesis that the inventiveness of canonical texts in the creative context of tradition is not compromised even by the totalizing structures of the imagination. The effort to totalize one’s vision, which demands both inner coherence and comprehensiveness in extenso, is not necessarily as final and deadening as has often been assumed by common consent in recent criticism:  it can also be the vehicle of a continual challenge always to reach out and meet—and so to attempt to enter into dialogue with— every possible or imaginable point of view that is or might be advanced.  This open sort of universality becomes an ongoing striving after completeness and inclusiveness, which is never fully or finally achieved.  

      The enterprise of imagining, especially on an epic scale, always entails, in addition to figuration of its objects, some idea of our relations with others, since what we imagine defines also ourselves.  We can imagine ourselves in ways that make us open to and co-participants with all others in a common world, or else we can construe ourselves as fundamentally separate and as not sharing in a common destiny.  This will determine what type of interpretive process of cultural transmission is fostered by our canons and “revelations.”  A totalizing vision need not be construed as closed and exclusionary; it can represent an idiom of unrestricted, universal outreach.  Eluding the closure of the concept, this imaginable universality remains always open to re-vision and further inclusiveness.  It is itself a form of relating to undelimited others in the always open structure of our human, historical existence, which we can nevertheless strive to imagine whole.
       From his very different, Marxist perspective, Frederic Jameson likewise protests against the zealous rejection of totalization in all its forms.  Jameson uses “totalization” as an equivalent for “praxis” in order to “stress the unification inherent in human action itself.”  He maintains, accordingly, that “The hostility to the concept of ‘totalization’ would thus seem to be most plausibly decoded as a systematic repudiation of notions and ideals of praxis as such, or of the collective project.”
  My emphasis is rather on how the refusal of totalization can be tantamount to a refusal of the imaginative nature of human tradition and of the inextricably poetic nature of all our knowledge, which makes it an affair of relations without intrinsic limits—of continual, unbounded “carryings over” (“meta-phor” in its etymological sense).
      In the Introduction to this course of reflection and study, I observed how, early in Western tradition, all kinds of knowledge, which today is divided up into different disciplines, could still be grasped together in a comprehensive sort of wisdom that was expressed poetically.  This wisdom often entailed a sort of truth that purports to transcend the limits of normal, mortal understanding, and in this sense it asks to be understood as “revealed.”  Such is evidently the case with the poetry of Homer and the Bible.  These works constitute source texts of religion for their native cultures, the Judeo-Christian and the Greco-Roman respectively.  Taken to its limits—as, eminently, in the texts selected—poetry endeavors to reveal the totality of the real in something of its inexhaustible meaning and pathos.  This revelation of imagination, I maintain, overlaps—and at center even coincides—with religious revelation.  
      Religion (re-ligio) can, at the level of origins, perhaps even be equated with poetry as what binds everything together through the “re” of representation.  In the mirror of representation—or the reflected image—it is possible to imagine seeing everything whole and to disclose the meaning of life and history in a way that is not possible for us from within our direct involvements in the world.  Only in the re-presentations of such experience can manifestations of life be imaginatively grasped together as a whole and from their source.  Of course, any representation of this wholeness is at the same time also illusory.  The dialectical counter-truth is that only in the direct engagement of action can we be whole because in that mode we can relate as parts to a larger whole that we never reflectively grasp or conceptually encompass.
  Nevertheless, the necessarily restricted action of a finite thinking being does not exempt it from endeavoring to think beyond all set or given limits circumscribing its field of cognizance.  The notion of a wholeness without bounds and excluding no others obliges us in principle to practice an unrestricted openness to all that is.  
     A challenging theological interpretation of this predicament of being pragmatically oriented to an inconceivable wholeness that transcends us is proposed by Hans Urs von Balthasar.  He, too, calls for acknowledgment of how we are in pursuit of a truth that summons us to imagine ourselves as open to an always greater wholeness: 

The trouble, however, lies always in a drawing of boundaries over against a further truth, in holding fast and absolutizing a finite perspective, which one no longer wishes to see as a part and an expression of an over-arching, infinite truth.  Human guilt comes not from the fact that one knows only a piece of the infinite truth but from the fact that one remains complacently with this fragment and closes oneself off from suggestive and supplementary outlooks and so separates oneself from the living source of truth.”
  

      Imposing limits, as is often done on the pretext of intellectual modesty, can hardly be justified, when finally we must answer to a truth that we cannot in any way delimit.  I choose von Balthasar to make this point and to provide a certain theological frame for my reflections on the literary canon and its claim to a kind of totality which evades binary logic, with its inevitable exclusions, in favor of an associative, inclusive logic of the imagination projected to infinity.  I do so because he deftly combines a theological aesthetic with a negative theology that draws back from positive assertion of the idea of unlimited vision by which it is nevertheless animated.  Aesthetic representation can be theologically revealing—but only on condition of opening towards what finally transcends aesthetic representation.  The totality of vision in question is not itself of the order of the representable.  However, representation has an ability to transcend or exceed itself towards what cannot be represented.  Totality, rather than being achieved by representation per se, is operative precisely in representation’s failures.  Von Balthasar’s theological aesthetic highlights beauty (as well as oneness, truth, and the good) among the transcendental properties of Being that make a transcendent God present in manifestations of “glory” (“Herrlichkeit”)—even while divinity in its essence remains forever out of reach and unrepresentable.
  

      What is particularly telling in von Balthasar’s theological aesthetic, and what I wish to emphasize, is the way that poetry in a broad sense functions as an uncanny mediator between purported representation of the whole and the true whole that cannot be represented—the one that lies beyond the reach of representation altogether.  What capabilities and resources make poetry the medium of this disclosure of truth, of potentially all knowledge in concrete, particular images and in a perspective that can coincide with religious revelation, bearing witness to what poets from Dante to Blake call “divine vision”?  We have paid particular attention to the character of each of the works we have read as “prophetic,” as carriers of something on the order of a transcendent vision.  The coalescence of the poetic and the religious at this level, at the limits of representation—the way the one is always at core intrinsically also the other—has been elucidated by the comparative study of the works selected.  In this connection, a revelation of truth that is ultimately “religious” in nature, in the sense of an infinite disclosure that would in principle tie all things together, seems essential to a full conception of poetry in Western humanities tradition.
 
     This study of great books of Western tradition has focused to a considerable extent on epics, not because of any generic predilection per se, but rather because, by attempting to achieve a certain universality of vision, epics represent this tradition at its most ambitious and comprehensive.
  All of the texts read here propose a visionary—or what I have called a “prophetic”—outlook on nothing less than the whole of human experience and its place in the cosmos.
  Each work is somehow predicated on the possibility of transcending the limits of ordinary human perception, which is bound by time and space, in order to see into the final end or destiny, and therewith into the deeper meaning, of existence, which is not manifest to mortal sight but can be revealed from the perspective of divinity—whether God or the Muses.  
      All of these “humanities” texts have everything to do with religion because, at its origin and in its disclosure of truth, all knowledge is one or is at least unified, not broken down into separate disciplines.  The literary works we have read are all in some sense summas; they embrace the whole field of what counts as vital knowledge in their time.  This includes obviously religion and, in fact, privileges religion as the overarching perspective and discourse that ultimately joins everything together.
  Re-ligion—from ligo, -are, to tie or unite, as in “ligament,” “ligature,” and even “legal,” in the sense of something binding
—is at work in any discourse or cultural practice that ties us back to our source and origin such as we might imagine it.
      All of these works implicitly ask the question:  What is the meaning of human and historical life—what knits it together in its multifarious manifestations and in their temporal unfolding?  And all envision this meaning as inhering in some kind of theological revelation in which humanity is seen as existing in relation to God or the gods.  The Bible offers a revelation of humanity as created in God’s image and as positioned within a hierarchy of beings that forms an ordered and harmonized Creation—but also as fallen.  It works out this revelation of a bond between God and humanity in history and calls for its re-establishment through prophecy.  The meaning of existence in any case comes from a relation to divinity, even when this meaning seems highly questionable, as it does already within the Bible itself, above all to the Preacher in Ecclesiastes.  The divine meaning of the universe may thus turn out to be disclosed and affirmed through—and not in spite of—human limitations and even lack.
      Going much further in this direction, Odysseus’s story emphasizes the grounding of life’s meaning upon man’s mortality.  Odysseus chooses his own wife and home and a death that awaits him in sleek old age over an immortality of pleasures with the goddess Calypso.  The life chosen is a painful one, as his name itself suggests, especially as this name, “Odysseus,” meaning “sufferer and inflictor of pains,” is elucidated through the story about the scar inflicted by the wild boar that frames the scene of his naming.  But these pains of mortal life are also what give that name and his very life their meaning.  Odysseus struggles with the gods, especially with Poseidon, and he has need of a prophetic vision from Tiresias in order to make his way home, for he is passing through the realm of the dead—an unknown, forbidden world.  By his mastery of narrative technique, which is also, obviously, the poet Homer’s mastery, Odysseus relates his life as a series of adventures directed towards a goal.  This gives a minimal teleological structure to the story of his wanderings, but the digressive meanderings of the narrative repeatedly shift this telos out of the foreground.  As each separate episode takes on fascination in and for itself, the sensuous intensity of the present and its peculiar adventure is highlighted.  

      In this manner, Odysseus’s mortality, along with its pathos and sublimity, are dramatically relived and re-experienced in each present moment.  Yet in choosing “this” life, the poem has raised it to a more exalted plane of significance.  His life is no longer simply an indifferently arranged sequence of events.  There are certain moments of synthesis of meaning that would seem to transcend the mortality dwelling in each moment taken just for itself.  They come in story-telling, in poiesis, in magical moments in which objective time is suspended and becomes elastic, so that, as Alcinous observes in listening to Odysseus’s tale, “this night is prodigiously long”  (XI. 373-74).
      The Odyssey on the whole is not prophetic in temperament.  Nevertheless, the revelation of a meaning for human life as a whole emerges even here, where the emphasis is on immanence, on human life for its own sake, apart from transcendence.  Moreover, the motif of a journey to the underworld, modeled on Odysseus’s katabasis in Book XI, becomes the archetypal matrix for prophetic vision in epic poetry:  it reaches an apotheosis in Dante, who expands the visit to the dominion of the dead to encompass his whole narrative, which transpires almost entirely in the afterlife.  Dante turns (and detours) Odysseus’s journey home into Ulysses’s would-be open-ended quest for unlimited knowledge.  Nevertheless, the transcendence of the limits of the living is presupposed already in Homer by Odysseus’s journey to the underworld, even if the hero subsequently chooses to live out his life within its ordinary mortal limits.  His very refusal of transcendence is itself grounded in a transcendent vision penetrating behind the veil of death that is granted him by the prophet.   

     Virgil’s vision of universal history is similarly delimited by a goal:  peace for the whole world, the pax Romana.  Of course, he feels the cost of the sacrifices exacted—one need only think of Dido, but the pathos is repeated in the cases of Turnus, Nisus, Eurialus, Camilla, Pallinurus, Misenus, Creusa, Caïta, etc.—so acutely as to call the whole enterprise of empire into question.  Still, in the Aeneid, literature identifies itself with prophetic insight and a divine perspective.  Poetry, considered as language that realizes its most essential powers, becomes the vehicle of a transcendent vision of ultimate meaning in history.  Yet this transcendence does not in essence exceed the temporal, historical order as such—except perhaps in the promise of immortality for Aeneas and for certain emperors succeeding him in his line.  The crowning vision received by Aeneas in the underworld emphasizes the historical destiny of Rome.  A further dimension of transcendence in eternal life as the “true” life is centrally envisaged first by the imaginative literature of Christianity.

      Augustine condemns poetry (the tradition of classical letters and rhetoric) for its untruth, and yet poiesis is essential for his realization in the Confessions of nothing less than the divine vision in the form of constant dialogue shadowing the point of view of God, who is represented as his interlocutor.  From the opening chapters of the book, Augustine’s language reflects upon itself in the attempt to reflect the presence and speech of God in his own meditative discourse.  Here, again, imagination is exploited for its intrinsic capabilities of effecting revelation of a religious order.  Poetry serves even as a powerful form of predestination.  Augustine “makes”—in the Greek sense of “making” or poiesis—his life revolve around his conversion.  This poetic shaping is part and parcel of the conversion itself, which, in fact, turns out to be realized through imitation of a series of literary models.  Hence the ongoing debates about the literary construction of the conversion scene, since the sense of the work revolves around the way the whole of it reads as a retrospective ordering and in fact a literary reinvention—in accordance with a religious purpose—of the events of Augustine’s life.

      Dante, finally, is the one who makes theological poetics programmatic and thereby brings to a climax the discovery of the poetic as intrinsically revelatory in a religious sense—the central and defining discovery of the Western humanities tradition as it has been presented here.  The imagination is so thoroughly imbued with a visionary transcendence in Dante that poetry becomes self-consciously and programmatically a vehicle towards the experience of the divine, culminating in the mystical vision of God, the visio Dei, in Paradise.
     Mortal sight is bound within the succession of moments in time:  it never sees whole.  A level of vision superior to this, one that enables seeing eternity from beyond the bounds of time, is proffered by all our selected texts, starting from the Bible and its account of what happened “in the beginning” as well as in the end, in the Apocalypse.  The Christ event recounted in the Gospels prefigures and actually inaugurates the end, with Jesus’s resurrection from the dead, which is also a new beginning of the universal order of creation.  The obvious possible exception is the Odyssey, but precisely this text establishes for later epic the paradigm of the journey to the underworld in search of the secret of life among the dead.
     Prophecy has had to be defined differently in each case, yet all the texts read have mediated their prophetic vision essentially by poetic imagination.  All have at core been about—albeit, for the most part, covertly—the revelation of imagination.  Imagination, as the comprehensive framework for our knowledge, has resources that make it the earliest form—typically in the guise of myth or narrative—of what is later recognizable as divine revelation emergent in budding human culture.
  And when we focus particularly on the linguistic form of this structure of narrative or myth, then we speak of “poetry.”  The myths we have dealt with, as conveyed by language, are essentially poetry.

      By means of poetry it is possible to realize, to a degree, this visionary knowledge, which is unrestricted as to type and discipline, a wisdom embracing all the manifold variety of life seen whole, all things in their interconnectedness—as in the sight of God.  Poetry, of the order of the works interpreted here, reveals the groundedness of all human action and history in imagination by forging the conceptual basis in terms of which all things can first be perceived and represented.  Thereby, rather than merely representing the world as an object, poetry actively participates in making things what they are.  Poetry is a form of mimesis that enables human beings to participate in the act of creation, which is the divine act par excellence.
  We have seen over and over again, in the works selected, how poetic interpretation enters into the event that it represents, enabling that event to ground itself in present consciousness that determines here and now what is real and thereby re-creates time as we can apprehend it and as projected from the completeness of an always only imaginable eternity.

     The poetic event becomes an on-going creative revelation, for example, in the Exodus story, which is constantly relived at different stages of Israel’s history.  We can see the event itself merge with its poetic celebration in ritual and song and with the creating of poetic tradition in the book of Exodus, which in its very telling enjoins relentless retelling to future generations for the sake of continuous re-actualization of the event.  Similarly the Creation story, being about “Adam,” the common noun for “man” in Hebrew, is about all human beings at any time.  Humanities tradition lives from this realization of its truth as present in the experience of every age and of each individual.  Thus knowledge in the humanities is continually regrounded in actual experience because it pertains not to plain facts but to values and significances that are made poetically and remade every time they are communicated anew.  Its grounds are in what can be communicated, for all its changes, from generation to generation in a way that projects an at least hypothetical common ground that can bind historical experience together across successive epochs.
  
      In reality, this common ground is nothing that can be defined as such or ever be objectified.  This is why it has been appropriately expressed throughout tradition through figures of transcendence like God and the Muses.  Such a grounding can never be anything merely finite and empirical or immanent.
  It must escape all finite formulation in order to serve as the glue that mysteriously holds together contingent, heterogeneous, unpredictable historical experience.  Yet even sheer historical continuity postulates—or at least projects—such an ungraspable ground.  Understanding humanity and history as a continuing tradition, as all our texts have proposed to do, binds past, present, and future together and creates for them a presumptively common, or at any rate comparable, meaning.  Ironically, such supra-historical continuity is forged always only from fragments, in a contingent historical moment, and through struggle, as is stressed by Walter Benjamin in his “Messianic” conception of history.
       

      We cannot fail to recognize that, alongside notions such as canonicity, totalizing aesthetic visions have been under heavy fire in recent critical discourse.  Bringing out the dangers of totalizing representations has been an overriding preoccupation of criticism now for several decades.  But we should also note that the more nuanced and insightful rejections of the aesthetics of totality typically acknowledge some conception of wholeness as part of a dialectic that enters into the production of such knowledge as can and should still be considered valid and desirable.  In Benjamin’s Messianism itself, there is a sense in which the whole of history takes on new meaning through the contingent upheavals that reposition memories in new mutual relations.  In Das Passagen-Werk (The Arcades Project), for example, Benjamin endeavors to make historical and philosophical connections concrete so as “to discover in the analysis of the small individual moment the crystal of the total event” (“Ja in der Analyse des kleinen Einzelmoments den Kristall des Totalgeschehens zu entdecken”).
  
      Universality of vision is still quite widely felt to be something necessary to strive for—now perhaps more than ever before, in a globalized world torn asunder by atrocious ethnic wars and rending religious rivalries.  As sectarianism seems to have become even more of a threat than totalitarianism in our new global order, a new generation of philosophers is now endeavoring to reclaim universality, and some, including even atheistic thinkers such as Alain Badiou and Slavoj Zizek, have done so specifically in terms of Christian revelation.
  I wish to focus for a moment on another recent figure from this constellation of critics who offer key insights for rethinking universality, one who works also from Jewish matrices and is heavily indebted to Benjamin.  Eric Santner develops an ethics of the remnant and an epistemology of the “not-All” that issues in “revelation” based on the “New Thinking” introduced by the remarkable Jewish thinker Franz Rosenzweig.  He is crucially inspired also by Hölderlin’s fragmentary and yet visionary poetry.
  
      A logic of the remnant appears prima facie to be opposed to anything like purportedly whole vision.  Santner, in fact, levels a devastating critique of the metaphysics of “fantasy” and its creation of ideological, holistic formations of symbols subservient to the general order of things upheld by the State.  Oppressive political systems are undergirded by the psycho-symbolic order through the all-controlling energy exerted by the superego.  Nevertheless, in spite of the manifest evils of the drive to totalize, neither is Santner satisfied to leave knowledge simply in a fragmentary state.  What is necessary in the end is surpassing the sphere of knowledge altogether in a move towards an uncanny encounter with otherness—or, more specifically, with the Other in the midst of life.  This is a prescription for “revelation” more than for “knowledge” in any narrow sense, and it is drawn from the Judeo-Christian tradition as crystallized in Rosenzweig.  It is a mode of vision in crucial ways comparable to that which has been developed also under the rubric of “prophecy” in the broader cultural tradition of the West.  The tradition we have surveyed has come to light as a continuous, ever re-commencing effort of re-imagining the world and history as a whole, from the ground up.  It is such an effort because it is involved knowing—it is forged “in the midst of life,” to adopt Santner’s shibboleth.

      The prophetic viewpoint overlaps with what Santner, following Rosenzweig, terms “revelation,” which looks beyond all myths and systems of identity to the singular truth—beyond symbolization—that opens a divine dimension in human life, especially in its singular incomprehensibility.  This prophetic perspective forms the basis for a critique of all the ideological appropriations of the imagination.  Such, we saw, are the piercing critiques by Virgil of the ideology of Empire in the name of the claims of singular individuals (Dido, Camilla, Pallinurus, Misenus, Caieta, Marcellus, etc) whose sacrifice it exacts.  And Dante similarly critiques the ideology of humanism:  he exposes as tainted by damnable egoistic pride the effort to confer eternity upon oneself through great humanist works after the manner of Brunetto Latini with his Tesoro. The irony is that this humanist master taught Dante “how man makes himself eternal” (“come l’uom s’etterna”) through such works as his “Treasure,” in which he deems that he “still lives” (“nel qual io vivo ancora”), even while we espy him eternally dying in Hell (Inferno XV. 85, 119-20).   
      This sort of internal critique of ideologies is intrinsic to the tradition and passes through Augustine, with his sense of the limits and potential deceptiveness of signs:  it demands reaching finally beyond imaginative constructions to the revelation that animates them from beyond the horizon of what they can represent.  This is where Dante’s unsparing critique in the Inferno of all the human modalities of representation (reason, writing, narrative, language itself) is exemplary.  The constructive mythic work of the imagination and its deconstruction by critique belong equally to the “revelation of imagination” in the novel, negatively couched senses of these words that emerge from the present discussion.
      The indefatigable striving for completeness of vision is in reality what prevents any achieved vision or idea, including that of fragmentariness, from ever establishing itself as definitive or sufficient.  Striving to grasp the whole, so far from being an impediment, is actually what motivates attending to the uniqueness or singularity of the Other.  It issues in straining to be open to the whole of what another person is, excluding nothing.  An open receptiveness to all others, without exclusions, is likewise demanded.  We should remember that Rosenzweig, who is the source of a rigorous philosophy of the not-All, himself at the end of the Star of Redemption embraces what he calls the “true All, the All that does not spring into pieces as in the world of the Nothing, but rather the one All, the All and One” (“das wahre All, das All, das nicht in Stücke springt wie in der Welt des Nichts, sondern das eine All, das All und Eine”).
  Rosenzweig writes also of the “new allness” (“Die neue Allheit”), an All which is infinite (“ein Unendliches” sec. 257).  This new All of interrelationality, as differentiated from the Hegelian All (das Ganze) and as a new realization of the redemptive unity of the All, serves as fulcrum for a new conception of system which does not eclipse the singular truth of individuals.
       

      Every unique individual is infinitely related to All as to what it is not.  What is deleterious is not opening one’s mind and thoughts to All, that is, to all others and to what is infinitely other, but rather reducing the world and the Other to representation, as if everything could be represented and thus made commensurable to oneself.
  The prophetic perspective of visionary poetry has shown how total vision is fundamentally not a self-enclosed system of representation but rather a piercing insight into a fathomless depth:  it opens a depth dimension in which the singular becomes manifest in its unlimited relatedness with all.  The vision at stake in these works has proved in each case to be a revelation rather than just a system—a revelation of imagination beyond any closed system of representation. 
      Even the readings, so prevalent today, that warn against the dangers of any pretension to wholeness or to totalizing thought acknowledge this essential moment of opening without restriction to the Other.  Santner illustrates how this Other is apprehended essentially through a self-interruption of the One.  Following the Heraclitean saying about “the One differentiated in itself,”
 Santner writes that the beautiful is conceived “not as a harmonization of parts within an ordered whole but rather as the representation of an interrupted whole—or better, a self-interrupting whole—one animated, as it were, by a ‘too much’ of pressure from within its midst” (Psychotheology, p. 136).  
      Envisaging a potential—or even an “impossible”—whole as if it were miraculously actual is necessary even for the refusal of any achieved, articulated vision as total.  Only by negating the holistic vision of “fantasy,” which is complicit in coercive ideologies of the state (including the ideology, we must suppose, of global empire), does this vision of the not-All advocated by Santner find its cutting edge and take shape.  The whole must be presented at least as a false image or idol even in order to be undermined.
  Artworks exposing, for example, fascist ideologies penetrate, at their best, to a global interpretation affording a glimpse, however fleeting and elusive, of the driving motives and mechanisms behind a whole world order.  Furthermore, to close oneself off in an ideology of the fragmentary is equally idolatrous and would eventually prove unproductive, too:  as if by grasping only after fragments, one had the truth! 
      Thus the claim of these epic texts to comprehensive vision is not to be jettisoned.  Critical perspectives are parasitic upon the holistic visions purveyed in great works of imagination such as the epic poems that contribute to the founding of world cultures.  Neither should we reject, of course, the critiques leveled, not least from within these works themselves, against the very ideologies with which they are otherwise aligned.  The “total revelation” aspired to in epic is not a totality that admits of no addition or revision, but just the opposite:  it aspires to always greater inclusiveness, ideally admitting no definitive exclusions and recognizing no final bounds.
      The need to deny closure to cosmic vision by returning to the universality inherent in singularity, that of the remnant, we may agree, has been advocated especially effectively by Jewish culture and criticism, particularly in the wake of Walter Benjamin and his crucial predecessor, Franz Rosenzweig.  However, it is not unprecedented or unparalleled elsewhere.
  It belongs essentially to the cultural tradition of the West, even in its most canonical representatives.
  The shift from a global, imperialist system to a vision that pivots on revelation of the universal in the singular is achieved by Virgil already in the Aeneid—with its critique of the ideology of the Roman Empire from the standpoint of the singular persons who are sacrificed for its sake.  And Dante does something analogous in spinning the universal Catholic theological vision out of his own unique life-experience:  theological doctrine is thereby personalized and historicized in the form of an archetypal and yet unmistakably idiosyncratic journey of a superlatively singular individual. 

      A blanket refusal of all visions striving for wholeness would effect a mutilation of human imagination and spirit.  Unifying visions must, admittedly, be subjected to critique and be re-opened to what any closed system inevitably excludes.  Yet the critique of totalizing systems, with all its benefits, becomes possible thanks only to these great synthetic projects, and all the “blessings of more life” come as a consequence of the interplay between de-construction and construction of whole structures.

      The projective wholeness of vision that is characteristic of certain founding texts of Western humanities has manifested itself in every case we have studied from the angle of vision of what we have been calling “prophecy.”  As prophecy, humanities knowledge is grounded in a vision beyond the capacity of mortal sight, and in this sense it reveals (at least negatively) a “divine” point of view.  Intended in this term “prophecy” is not so much foretelling the future as seeing the whole course of events in the unfolding of time from a standpoint cognizant of its goal and origin.  Of course, the goal and origin can only be mythically represented and imaginatively projected.  What, after all, do these myths of origin and end represent, if not what no representation can adequately say?  The ineffable can be approached only through myth and imagination.
  This avowal of ineffability is not a denial of revelation but a recognition of its transcendent source and object.  Every one of our texts has claimed to communicate a divine vision—to reveal something of or from the divine—in some form of poetic expression that leads to the threshold of the inexpressible.    

      Every one of the works we have studied proposes in its own way a total (and therefore “unrealizable”) vision.  The Bible begins “In the beginning” and stretches its narrative all the way to the end of the world, to apocalypse.  This pattern of alpha and omega is the most complete and explicit assertion of totality.  But Homer’s epics, too, were a comprehensive encyclopedia for the culture that created them.  The en-cyclical structure of returning in a full circle back to its origin is, in fact, the basic narrative line of the Odyssey, the story of Odysseus’s return home.
  The Aeneid very deliberately attempts to follow in Homer’s tracks in creating the comprehensive epic of Latin civilization.  Its inclusion of the themes of both the Iliad and the Odyssey, the war and the return home, is already a gesture of striving for completeness.  But reaching beyond Homer’s horizon, Virgil conveys a powerful sense of history as having a potential fulfillment, which he imagines as coinciding with the Roman Empire.  His vision of a final end and a total providential order for the historical world made Virgil irresistible for Dante as the prophet of a Christian world order under the aegis of the Holy Roman Empire.  

      Augustine’s Confessions, being initially the story of a single life, may seem less obviously encyclopedic and therefore less of a totalizing vision.  Yet the concentration on the existence of the individual proves to be but a displacement of the epic projects that we have followed from earlier tradition.  In its latter books, Augustine’s autobiography takes a turn toward contemplating the whole of Creation as it is summed up in the opening verses of Genesis.  Moreover, Augustine presents his story not just as the personal “confession” of a self but also as representative of human life in general, both in its slavery to sin and as redeemed.  The literary artifice of the work can be viewed not as compromising its integrity but rather as fulfilling its true purpose—if only we remember its aim of representing the typical and universally true rather than simply the particularity of Augustine’s own existence.  Although its point of view privileges an individual self, the scope of Augustine’s work is epic:  it interiorizes universal history and general culture.

      Dante preserves this inwardness of epic vision born of the individual self that is inaugurated by Augustine, making his own life’s story central to the narrative, even while he signals from the first line—“Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita” (“In the middle of the path of our life”)—that his life is our life, that it is representative of at least a possible and perhaps ideal pattern for every human life.  He deliberately inscribes his work into the epic tradition, following in the footsteps literally of Virgil.
  He invokes the Muses and evokes myriad other epic conventions.  The encyclopedic scope of the work, moreover, compels it to exceed even the epic and to become “comedy,” which as “mixed” is a universal genre that can subsume all others—or, better, that can exclude none.
  Most importantly, Dante’s individual life story traverses virtually the whole range of knowledge and culture that was available in his day.  His journey to the ultimate source of all in God is a gnoseological journey to comprehensive knowledge—a gnosis which is, of course, already present eternally in the divine Word.  Conformably to its Scriptural model, the knowledge in question forms not just a summa in the sense of a gathering together of what is variously and diversely known:  the knowledge conveyed in Dante’s poem is—in a sense through which literature complicates theology—revealed. 

      The synthesis of vision offered by the epic perspective shows everything in a new and different light.  Seen as part of a whole which itself, however, is not seen per se (any more than God can be seen in his essence), everything in the universe and in history takes on a sense that it otherwise lacks.  Still, this heightening of intellectual vision is expressed in every case through some kind of communication with a divine perspective.  God or the gods are at least indirectly involved in granting a vision that is revealed.  When we consider that this whole vision is also in every instance precisely imaginative vision—imagination being the way, and in fact the only way, in which human beings can see things concretely in the semblance of a whole—then we are on the way to comprehending the works considered here as representing a revelation of imagination.  
      The ongoing interpretation of tradition is a way—perhaps the only tried and true way—of participating in the whole of our cultural heritage.  This whole is always only virtual—indeed the projection of our very efforts themselves.  Yet living one’s own moment ecstatically, by reaching out to connect with other ages and their different but somehow still comparable experiences, is how we participate in more than our immediate situation
:  we participate in history as a larger whole.  The coming to light of meaning for the universe as a whole, as it emerges at privileged junctures in history, thence to escape back into unintelligibility again, is the miraculous offering brought to us by great books of Western tradition such as those that we have studied.
  This vision, which is pieced together here through a comparative, speculative philology or criticism, constitutes what could be called a “philosophy of revelation” in order to highlight certain of its historical and intellectual affinities, including those with German Romantic or American Transcendentalist conceptions of imagination and their theosophical antecedents and spin-offs.

      The viewing of history whole and from a point of view that is “divine,” such as prophecy hypothesizes, is realized specifically through the imagination in all of the works that we have chosen as touchstones.  Imagination is the faculty of synthetic vision that makes it possible to represent a totality concretely—even if porously.  Consciousness of the whole of reality is possible only in the world of the imaginary.  The image, with the simultaneity among constituent parts that it forges, is what first gives us a totalized view of anything as an object.  As representation, this vision is mediated by negation and absence.  Being no reality anywhere within the world, the whole of reality is the realm precisely of the imagination, and its constitutive unreality is the very element of literature, as Maurice Blanchot, in particular, understands it.  Literature, as the universe of the imaginary, is the realm of the unreal.  Blanchot explains how the writer, precisely because he deals with what is unreal,
makes all of reality available to us.  Unreality begins with the whole.  The realm of the imaginary is not a strange region situated beyond the world, it is the world itself, but the world as entire, manifold, the world as a whole.  That is why it is not in the world, because it is the world, grasped and realized in its entirety by the global negation of all the individual realities contained in it, by their disqualification, their absence, by the realization of that absence itself, which is how literary creation begins, for when literary creation goes back over each thing and each being, it cherishes the illusion that it is creating them, because now it is seeing and naming them from the starting point of everything, from the starting point of the absence of everything, that is, from nothing.

      Blanchot further explains that the unreality of the whole is realized in literature in the concrete particularity of language and thus as having language’s peculiar, palpable, and historical reality.  The manifest reality of the linguistic medium lends a marvelously detailed, determinate appearance to the unreality of what is represented therein.  

By revealing to each moment the whole of which it is a part, literature helps it to be aware of the whole that it is not and to become another moment that will be a moment within another whole, and so forth; because of this, literature can be called the greatest ferment in history.  But there is one inconvenient consequence:  this whole which literature represents is not simply an idea, since it is realized and not formulated abstractly—but it is not realized in an objective way, because what is real in it is not the whole but the particular language of a particular work, which is itself immersed in history; what is more, the whole does not present itself as real, but as fictional, that is, precisely as whole, as everything: perspective of the world, grasp of that imaginary point where the world can be seen in its entirety.  What we are talking about, then, is a view of the world which realizes itself as unreal using language’s peculiar reality.
 

(“Literature and the Right to Death,” p. 57)
Blanchot thus describes how it is possible to obtain a sense of the whole only negatively—in the medium of absence, which is language.  And yet language is present as a fact, making the impossible whole that it can only imaginatively project concretely real.  Readers like Virginia Woolf are familiar with the experience, when reading the most compelling literature, of suddenly exclaiming to themselves:  Yes, that is how it really is!  Yet, paradoxically, this feeling is produced by an unlimited opening in imagination to reality in which everything relates to everything else.   It can be found everywhere because it is “really” nowhere.  
      Religious prophecy and imaginative literature overlap in proposing such a universal vision of what is not.  Tradition in the humanities is the constant re-actualization of the truth of this vision in the present in which it is reinterpreted with a view to the future and as re-appropriating the past.  Both are modalities of what is not, since the past is not (any longer) and the future is not (yet).  The historical sense of prophecy and the intuitive sense of imagination marry in the totality of the book based upon the models of the Bible and Homer and their tradition in works such as the Aeneid, the Confessions, and the Divine Comedy.
  To see the whole in every part—“the world in a grain of sand,” as Blake puts it—proves itself to be the aspiration of these texts and their tradition.  Of course, this can be expressed temporally as well as spatially.  To be in one’s time as communicating with every other time and as a moment of all time taken together emerges as the uncanny possibility that the humanities hold out to us.
     To live one’s present in relation to a past and future and as open to the whole of human experience—and this is what we learn to do in studying the humanities as a tradition of revelation by imaginative vision—can render us freer as agents in and designers of our destiny.  This sense of the shape of human history as a whole helps enable human beings to act freely within it.  This is a paradox that has been approached repeatedly in the texts we have read.  The ability to imagine one’s reality whole—to grasp it as unreal—enables us to engage with effective creative energy in transforming our existence.

      Prophecy overcomes the antinomy of fate-versus-freedom by introducing a perspective from which one’s fate itself is freely determinable, for the ultimate end of history may then be chosen and appropriated in such a way as to make the will conform to—and at the same time creatively shape—its destiny.  By identification with the will of God, or with the whole dispensation of the universe, one’s own will becomes the means by which fate is achieved.  Prophecy is an interpretation of history in which fate, by being freely chosen, becomes destiny.  It does so by being spoken (fatum) and so being freely appropriated in language.  Our scope of action is not thereby restricted or diminished.  Rather, our comprehension of what we are doing is expanded by being seen in this perspective of the whole created by the poetry of language.  This mode of vision through the lens of language and open to the whole of our reality is eminently the vision fostered by the tradition of the humanities.
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