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PREFACE

The Approach

      The humanities represent a special kind of knowledge involving interpretation and judgment that is vital to our existence both individually and together in society.  Their mission has been variously defined in the course of history, and the curriculum has altered accordingly.  I attempt to focus on what is enduring and perennial rather than accommodated to the agenda of the moment.  The humanities embody a kind of wisdom or philosophy and, I believe, something of a “revelation” that I have wanted to bring to conscious reflection in detailed readings of some of the most thought-provoking texts of this tradition.

      This book grows out of a lecture course on “Great Books of Western Tradition” that I have given at Vanderbilt University beginning in the 1990s and into the ensuing millennium.  The course frames readings of representative classic works of literature within a general theory of the humanities that I developed under the influence of German hermeneutic thought about the Geisteswissenschaften conjugated with French linguistic and critical theory.  This theoretical background is married to a vision of poetry as prophecy and even as prayer, which is itself the result of crossing an enthusiasm for English Protestant poets—particularly Blake, Milton, Spenser, and Herbert—with a passion for Dante and the Italian Catholic tradition through Vico and Manzoni.  My approach has been nurtured, furthermore, by assiduous cultivation of Greek paideia and of the Latin rhetorical tradition as matrices of the artes liberales.  

     Drawing on these backgrounds, the book endeavors not only to offer re-actualized readings of representative humanities texts:  the literary-critical meditations are linked together by an overarching argument concerning the peculiar nature of knowledge in the humanities.  The book reflects philosophically on what constitutes vital insight and ultimately the experience of truth in this domain of culture.  This reflection emphasizes, most importantly, a way of articulating the connection of humanities knowledge with what may, in various senses, be called “divine revelation.”  Such revelation entails the sort of inspiration to which poets since Homer have laid claim, as well as that proper to revealed religion in the Bible.  Both kinds of inspiration have traditionally been designated in different, but related, senses as “prophetic.”  A hybrid approach to the notion of prophecy, therefore, is central to the argument of the book.  

      The book reads thus as critical interpretation and commentary on a core selection of classic humanities texts but also as a philosophical theory that ponders prophetic revelation in imaginative literature.  In the latter respect, it consists not so much in abstract propositions about prophetic poetry as in thoughtful formulations of the theoretical premises inherent and operative in the practice of prophecy in these poems.  The book is bound to be taken in one or the other of these directions by different types of readers, depending on what they are looking for and on how they are trained and accustomed to read and think.  The ambiguity itself, however, between exegesis and theory serves to point us towards what lies beyond this very distinction and at its origin—to what can be neither simply read by traditional philological methods, nor be directly thought out by the conceptual methods of philosophy, but must rather be “revealed.”  

      This is why we require a kind of theology of literature (or literary theology), though one that can only be critical:  not any positive, dogmatic system but rather an opening to the infinite “space of literature” and to its untrammeled exploration by the imagination.  When poetry attains to this level of prophetic revelation, literature provides, in effect, a meta-critique of epistemology, a reflection on the foundations of knowledge that surpasses philosophical analysis:  it shows that all rational grounding of knowledge fails to reach the sources of our insight and of our very being, which can only be imagined.  

      The ground covered here corresponds to only the first semester of the Great Books sequence that I have taught at Vanderbilt.  I plan eventually to prepare for publication a sequel, the working title of which is “Mythopoiesis in a Scientific Age.”  It takes up the study of representative humanities texts from the Renaissance, beginning with Hamlet, and moves through the modern and contemporary periods.  These works are placed in a theoretical framework that complements the one used in the present volume for reading ancient and medieval literature and extends it toward a more comprehensive philosophy of revelation in the humanities.  

      I attempt to draw from the best of what thinkers and scholars have written in commenting on these works in order to re-propose sometimes familiar interpretations from an angle that brings out why they are enduringly important and illuminating.  With regard to classics of this stature, it is often most worthwhile to concentrate on understanding what they have long been appreciated for in a way that elucidates why they continue to be relevant for us today rather than to strain to present only views that are purportedly brand-new.  When these works are actually grasped in their pertinence to our present situation and its questions, then their meaning originates in our own reading of them informed by tradition, and our interpretations are “original” in the sense that matters most.

The Argument

      In its central argument, the book demonstrates that literature of this order—literature that aspires to become the conscience and indeed the consciousness of a whole civilization, or even of civilization as a whole—is essentially “prophetic.”  Such literature endeavors to reveal the heart of human life and history in a perspective that is never past.  However beholden to tradition it may be, this perspective is always original because it draws from and even helps to constitute the original source of inspiration that invents a history and a human identity in the first place.  Past, present, and future are but interchangeable vantage points on a disclosure of truth that remains the origin of the world within which it has been articulated, into which it speaks, and upon which it can continue to work transformatively into the future.  At this level of originality—which is not to be confounded with mere novelty, although it opens the greatest opportunities for innovation—every insight, whether cast in the mode of the past, present, or future, can have a “prophetic” bearing:  it can become what in poetic tradition has often been styled “divine vision.”  

      Literature expressing such insight can and should, I argue, be understood as “revelation” still today.  Poetry that attains to this height of prophetic vision asks to be embraced as a species of revealed understanding or awareness that reaches beyond all rationally grounded knowledge in order to sound its sources in the creative springs of reason itself.  This outlook, then, is implicitly a literary theology:  it claims that inspired poetry can open up a kind of comprehensive vision of—or relation to—reality as a whole that fathoms its normally inaccessible depths.  Such vision peers into the world in its creative emergence and calls to be understood as, in effect, a participating in the mind of God.  

      However, it is only the limits and impossibility of objective sight and knowledge of God that frees the imagination to explore without limit its own sources and the grounds of all that is—and thus to inhabit and animate the theological dimension of the infinite.  So what we have to do with here is more precisely a critical negative theology of literature.  Positive theological doctrines and images serve as metaphorical means for interpreting otherwise unfathomable heights and depths of experience and for scrutinizing—or otherwise relating to—the enigma of existence.

      Such, in barest abstract, is the thesis that will be developed here in five steps corresponding to five epoch-making works in Western intellectual tradition.  Each chapter presents a global reading of the work in question.  In each case, poetry, or more exactly poiesis, is revealed as prophecy, and the meaning of both of these terms is renegotiated through recognizing their intrinsic relationship.  Virgil stands at the center of this renegotiation and Dante at its culmination, while the Bible serves as a matrix.  Homer’s Odyssey and Augustine’s Confessions are less obviously prophetic-poetic texts, and yet the crucial lineaments of the whole tradition emerge into clarity by reading them in this light.  The light from Troy and that radiating from Jerusalem and eventually Rome, for all their decisive differences, blend into one light as refracted through these chief beacons of the Western humanities.
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