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explain the significance of Virgil's text in its astonishing creation of an :

original conception of history as prophetic, nor in its potential to

illuminate the nature of prophecy as it may concern us loday. Study of

Virgil can help make the concept of prophecy vital to reflection on
history and the structure of time in our own post-Heideggerian cra.

‘The question of whether Virgil foresaw the birth of Christ concerns
prophecy only in the relatively banal sense of being able to foretell the
future. In this, Virgil would be no different from myriad secrs and
divines and sorcerers with which the ancient world was rife. But the
originality of Virgil, his particular claim o being an anthenlic prophet
rather than simply, like many other major Roman authors, 1o have
mcorporated prophetic fopoi into his works rests on his surpassing
prophecy in precisely this sense. Itis Virgil’s single-handed invention, as
if out of nowhere, of a genuinely prophetic mode of understanding
history that is the seeming miracle on which his justly deserved fame as
a prophetic poet has every right to rest.

Whereas the certainly rather forced Christian interpretation of the
Fourth Eclogue concerns “prophecy” only in a surface sense of factually
foretelling the future, the deep meaning of prophecy as it develops in
Virgit and Dante and the whole lineage of prophetic poets they foster
down through Tasso, Spenser, Milton, and Blake, concerns rather the
interpretation of history from its endpoint and seen as a whole, so that
every moment in that history receives new meaning in light of a
synoptic vision. In the biblical prophetic tradition, this perspective
extends cven beyond history and time altogether, and this marks a
crucial difference from Virgil, whose end-vision is envisaged primarily
as intrahistorical rather than as eschatological or as beyond the end
(eschaton) of history. Still, in Virgil, just as in the Bible, the prophetic
vantage point transcends history in order 10 understand it as a whote.
This transcendence is expressed, among other ways, in the claim to
divine inspiration. Whether this claim to inspiration be understood as'a
figure for heightened human potency or as entailing something really
supernatural in character, Virgil in any case discovers the purely poetic,
interpretive means that make it humanly possible. Failing an appropri-
ate appreciation of this interpretive revolution, Virgil's prophetic gift,
power and achievement, even as it becomes normative for Western
trachiition, thanks especially to Dante, remains quite obscure in its
essential significance and world-historical purport.

“Prophecy” in common parlance seems to us closcly akin to a magical
power and therefore something no longer to be believed in earnestly,

moi

or even perhaps honestly. Viegil's claim o prophesy may be wlerable to
the extent that he is kept in his place as a writer of fiction, _z.: u.n:E_:,
this is a place made only by very modern consciousness and its _:n_...:.m
ategories. To do justice to this claim, we need a =5~._.m .m“a.wa_:”:.r.
interpretation of “prophecy” as it can be used 10 a:m:@.‘ Virgil’s moﬁﬂ Y
and, by consequence, also the tradition of :._u_.o_u_..n:n poetry” that
follows in his wake. Prophetic poetry is prominent in Western litera-
a cardinal strand, if not indeed the chief thread of coherence that

C

Lure,

" distinguishes this tradition down to our own epoch, even in its radical
secularization, for example, by James Joyce. Our own historical age,

-eover, has m:m::m_:m:nn_ itsell also by novel, radically searching
?

speculations about the nature of lime, history and interpretation, and |
intend to point out the relevance of these researches, as formulated

_particularly by Martin Heidegger, Lo a conlemporary understanding of

- Virgil's creation of a poetic art of prophetic interpretation of history.
" Prophecy, to the extent it is conceived merely as foretelling the

future, is portrayed by Virgil himself as ambiguous and deceptive. This
could hardly be more clearly stated than in the prophet Helenus’s

words describing Sibyl's cave in Aeneid 111:

.....<c:.=mnou%n:co::&_u_.o_u:nﬁmm.Z_Emm:mm
In her deep cave of destinies, confiding

Symbols and words to leaves. 5:58.,.6_. verse

She writes, the virgin puts each leaf in order
Back in the cave; unshuffled they remain;

But when a faint breeze through a door ajar
Comes in to stir and scatter the light leaves,

She never cares Lo catch them as they flutter

Or to restore them, or to join the verses;

Visitors, unenlightened, arn away

ate the Sibyl’s shrine.™
And hate th ¥y L 593-60)

Books I and IIl of the Aeneid abound in examples of ambiguous
prophecies. Spurred on by them, Aeneas and his people trace an errant
path all around the Mediterranean basin, froin .H:Enm to .O_,o:u to
Sicily, in quest of their prophetically, but nod:.:m-:mq v_uo_s_wwn_ new
home. Such errors impress upon us how unreliable and ::m_nw.az.dm the
- common kind of prophesying as foretelling the D:.:_.m _.o:._:u is. H:Wm.o
examples of prophecy in the conventional sense sel ::o. n.m__ﬁ :.:., epic w
deeper structure and meaning as prophetic interpretation of history,
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opening it to a future that he is engaged in actually pr.

oclucing by his}
own free

action. The past, rather than continuing to be a closed circle &
ol lamentation and regret for him, s opened and transformed. He
becomes ready 1o optimistically emnbrace what is a mythic past even to
him as an ideal upon which to model his efforts to build a new
civilization, During his visit to Pallanteum recounied in Book VIII, he
encounters memories and monuments of the Golden Age of peace and
plenty nnder Sawurn. This recovery of a utopic past as an ideal to
emulate in Book VIIL is strictly connected with the d
of the future as openness, a space for the re
undreami of possibilities. Aeneas lives now in an
time, reshaping the past and bearing it forward
contributes to making possible and that also giv
cance in his present.? v
The different tenses open up and communicate with each other, for :;
future and past are connected and influence each other reciprocallyy
through the present. This is the extraordinary “ecstatic” temporality
opened up by poetic prophecy. These same fundamental features of the
human and historical experience of time have been explored and:
illuminated with searching philosophical acumen by modern existen- -
tal philosophy, particularly in the thought of Martin Heidegger. -
Heidegger acutely analyzes existential time as “ecstatic” and “repeti- ;
tive.™ Existence in time is “ecstatic” because of the way human
existence “stands outside” the moment in which it actually exists by its
awarencss of a future and a past that are also lived and integrated into
the present moment and into the moods and meanings by which it is
essentially defined for human beings. Human existence is “repetitive”
in that the meaning of any experience is shaped by past experiences
which, in effect, are relived and even “revised” in it, while the future,
too, will be experienced inevitably in terms of the past that it “repeats,”
no matter how differently. Any future recurrence will, of course, be
different, but even this very difference will be capable of being
discerned and experienced only in relation to something recognizable
as having already been experienced and thus in the process of being
repeated.

The poetic structure of Virgil's epic enacts perfectly the dynamics of
historical time as discovered by Heidegger’s existential analysis of our
Being as temporal beings in the world. The tenses are open to
interaction with one another rather than being cut off and separated
from each other. In the ordinary sense of linear time, by contrast, the

iscovery in Book VI
alization of thithertoi:
ecstatic dimension o
into a future that hei
es this past its signifi

g

past can never come back, while the :.::_.n is kept nw::u_n:ua:.u“_mﬁmm”
reach, both ol them being sealed o.: beyond the range A_, Mm: o
_ experience. In Virgil's epic, an action is presented as Sr__mm _M mpn:.c. J_:._
historical present tense, but as mE:.-oa by the ._w_.o_.u:wnv. ﬁ_v a :a 1 nc._.“.:z
this future is in fact the historical _past interpretec ._:. .,_5__2“ "
perspective as revealing a glorious destiny to :w taken :___u .Gm .M _oaw.n o Wo.
-and a guide to action in the _u_.omo_:..? this way, all of th
: dimensions interact and mutually nc_.um:::n .o:o m:.o:._m... e cork
For Heidegger, the human _Vnm:m is not m:d_.u_v. in P.:.:m. __ MVM cork
bobbing on a stream. Human being rather is nc:mm_:“_oﬁ:,:w e
intrinsically. My being-there in the ,.<9._a_. now as a ::2._ S.m_m -
mEnG_.n:_wm being—a being for E_do:.a WB _v.n_:m is w:. issue—¢ ,.,.n.: "
. concerns directed towards and anticipating p_dm,.jq_—____.n_, ww _zw.:.:“ “
A_qm_ans:m and recreating the past, by how 1 ::Q.n;._.:: then e _mu
i ~new, ever-evolving present. Virgil, too, ::A_m_m.”m:m $
o being a6 ton : interpretive—as intrinsically historical in
human being as temporal and interpretive—as 1 . al orieal h
~nature. It is the anticipation of the n.:::.m and the _w_,um:.:w: w_:; .=~a v,:m
in the present made open 99.0.3. in both these _&:o.np“m_“m a
lends the present its dense consistency and nows_w.nx re _ qw.uo_o .
. Heidegger was very much influenced by O_Aﬂ.:m:._: w:.H “m “m ° mww and
its implications concerning the _:_BME wx_vn:a:mo of time ¢ reflected
in the New Testament, especially as this _uw_.m._uwn:‘.,n A,ﬂmm w.xt@ e cvm
“his friend Rudolph Bultmann. A ._u._.:.:_:,& O_:_mh.:;:. Z_w_w.o:c,w
“eschatological existence, that is, o..) m.m_mp._zm out of .m:n mzp.cq__wm M.:pm o
resolve in the present to live, in ::_S:o:. .OH Christ, fox t m._m:nc
‘God’s [uture Kingdom, informs :,.o ..mvﬁ.::.m .n.s.a m..nt:_nnﬁ_w“n:M ence
that Heidegger transposes (0 a ._u_:_.omow_:na_ _nm_waw_.. w_an_. wz.m m.v:..
speculatively. The remarkable thing is the n.w_n_:_ﬁ.s_ ,”n H.:u: W I mm_:_”H
too, embodies, albeit without z.m. same m_:_wmov w:_ _, On.m...m PM_.._: n
lar basic insights into human nx_mn.m:nn in time. ! eic nm_mv Lo for
the mode of existence that realizes the future in . P.wnm. _ sent. ¢
anticipatory resoluteness” A..<o_._m:mmw mz_un_:ommn:_:w:. w..m.?.:. »__om.m
in section 61 of Sein und Zeit), and this could not be _....o:m_p._o _”.vmsp tod
than by Aencas’s determination (0 secure, through d._mﬁw.n_ n.n_ n the
“present, the future glory of Rome that has .vnnw __QQ.H%J. T
prophetically. Moreover, as a hero out of Rome w.oa_,. n nm_nm_..a.m_,_\,_n::m '
- past, in establishing this model for the m:.z_.a _wn is himse fre ,”,ﬂ nga
: prototype out of a still more remote and R_nm_mnm_._n,mm:hﬁw w;wm.:hm:_:
.is brought out when Aeneas is being led by mﬁ:aﬁ. at FM:_.: h .ﬂ ,,,..n_.on_ .rn“
-the future site of Rome. The place where Rome will be 1s discc 2

o 8,
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This articulates a view of time as a human making, a poiesis, an

ordering of all three tenses in accordance with an overarching, univer-

sal significance. What is the history Virgil composes, if not his projec-
tion of an ideal future? The reign of Saturn in pre-Pallanteum, Arcadia,

is maybe a myth that never took place. Nevertheless, it stands in essence

for the future age of peace that Virgil wishes to be inaugurated by

Augustus Cacsar. The same holds for Aeneas himself as a legendary:

higure. Towards the end of the epic, Aeneas enjoins his son, Ascanius, 1o
recollect the past as a model for action on into the future, His own

characteristic virtues and his essential resoluteness are summed up
here:

“Learn foriitude and toil from me, my son,

Ache of true toil. Good fortune learn from others.
My sword arm now will be your shield in batde
And introduce you to the boons of war.

When, before long, you come to man’s estate,

Be sure that you recall this. Farking back

For models in your family, let your father,

Aencas, and uncle, Hectoy, stir your heart.”

(XII. 595-602) :;

This valedictory address illustrates how prophecy, as a call for action
in the present, opens a dimension of freedom towards the future. It is
not ithe declaration ol'an inevitable fate that operates externally to, and -
in spite of, human will and effort. So far from belonging to a
deterministic outlook, in which the future is forseen as already present,
prophecy is what first opens the way for a human freedom that forms
the future and reforms the past, refusing to be confined to a time that
can ever be merely present. Prophetic temporality in this way reaches
backwards and forwards, actually changing past and future through
maodifying the lundamental coordinates by which history can meaning-
tully happen—and have taken place. Past, present and [uture commu-
nicate freely and openly, impinging upon and revising each other in
this uncanny temporal dimension of prophecy where time is reversible.
This temporality exceeds objective analysis and calculated control. It
must do so because it is inextricably connected with and open to
hwman freedom. 1t is this connection of prophecy with freedom that
has heen realized so convincingly, and apparently without classical
precedents, by Virgil in his epic.”

The prophetic revelation centered in Book VI engenders in Aeneas

.‘En resoluteness that enables the future to react upon the past and
- present, making them instrumental to his fulfilling his final destiny. It
’

all must pass through the present and through the personal appropria-

_tion of the protagonist. Indeed the attainment of a prophetic perspec-
 tive takes place through personal appropriation which, however, exacts
“a disappropriation of the self. In order to realize his prophetically

revealed mission, Aeneas must renounce his own intensely [elt personal
desires—starting with the loss of his wife, Creusa, before his departure
for Italy. Duty before love. This creates a tension :_w.a threatens to upset
the poem’s official imperial program and expose it as :o:o,m~ propa-
ganda. The narrative of famous exploits msw:.:_:m:mz_ to building a
glorious empire can suddenly appear disfigured to a history of senseless

 sacrifice showing through from just below the surface. The ambiguity &,
 everything revealed about the future c&o_.amm to the openness of :._::._m
not yet achieved fact but rather a destiny to be m.n_:n,.oa.l...,,_.:_ its
‘fulfillment is subject to contingency, to all the possible peripities of

history, the many ways in which it may go awry, however certain _._5
rightness of the final goal may be. Virgil, especially in his personal voice
of frustration and regret that rises up whining from behind the public

yoice of Roman success and wriumph, lets us feel all the burden of this
ambiguity.® . o
Nevertheless, the future can be anticipatively grasped as a vision in
the form of prophecy, and to the extent that this vision effectively
enables action, everything that the past, present or future can be _Hmmsv.
changes by being subject to the significances that prophecy ?‘.‘u._nnpm.
Prophecy becomes true and real only through .:5 resoluteness ol those
who act in the present, that is, in the transition :..05 past to _,‘c::m.
Aeneas’s example is one of carrying the past on his m__o:_ﬁ.,nqm. in the
shape of Anchises, towards a future that he Swom.:m @:z.vo__nm_:. in the
images on the shield from Vulcan’s smythy depicting ._:m anmn.@:am:pm.
and the glories that are in store for Rome. The presentis 9.@ going-ovel
from past Lo [uture, and on it falls the burden for m:.o:_a_w::m both the
past—symbolically one's father, who is mmmo one’s guide to ?.:.:.a
prospects—and that future iself n_z_u_n_:m:nwz.w chased on the .ﬁ:n.&..
On the shoulder of the present rest “all the destined acts / And m::.o ol
his descendents” (VIIL. 991-92), for only the present can make _u.omm_c_n
the future that will in fact be possible and not be just an illusory
figment. Of course, the present in turn is inhabited by past and ?E_.m
intrinsically and cannot be isolated from them. So the point :Q.o._m not
to privilege the present over the other tenses, but to call attention to
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meaning of the historical world. Thus the fact that Virgil’s prophecy is
retrospective does not make it spurious. In the order of significance,
time is reversible: the future remakes the past as it seeks to regain its
possibilities, just as the past prefigures and informs and eventually -
makes the Mture. Bt

To this extent, prophecy is based on transcending one-dimensional -

time and on achicving thereby a point of view sub specie aeternitatis. Only
from outsice and beyond the sequence can the final goal of a series of :
events be apprehended. Only [rom the standpoint of eternity is the :
meaning of time revealed. Still, it is only within time, as situated within:
and among human actions and events, that any such disclosure can be
concretely conferred. It is not as if the Golden Age as such could ever
actually arrive and be present as a fact. That would be to mistake myth :
for veality. The point of myth as employed within prophecy is to break
open the present towards possibilities that it can never encompass but -+
can nevertheless strive after in ecstatic self-transcendence. Prophecy:
achieves this by its injunction 1o action breaking into the present and

breaking it open towards a future already impinging upon it, riving it

asunder' In his sense also in prophecy, even in the eschatological

prophecy of apocalypse, the revelation of the other world, the eternal

world, is generally, at the same time, a revelation of the essence or truth
of this life.

The fusion and flexibility of the tenses in poelic narrative with its
potential for prophecy is incipient already in Homer, where ordinary,
external time is suspended and dilated by song in the endlessly open, -
magic moment of poetic crearion. “This night is prodigiously long!”
exults Alcinous on the night that he hears the narrative of Odysseus’s
adventures ( Odyssey, X1. 373). The same point is made about Odysseus’s
narration of his odyssey to Penelope: the turning of night and the *:
dawning of day are delayed by Athenc so that the time of narrative, with
its suspending of outer, worldly time, might unfold free from external
constraints (XXIII. 244-45). The narrative of the Odyssey, of course,
centers on a descent to the underworld, and this topos of the descensus
ad inferas belongs thencelorth essentially to the prophetic enterprise in
epic tradition. As exemplified again by Dante’s journey to the Christian
afterlife, it is from the other world, the eternal world, from outside this
world of time, that the protagonist can gain an understanding of the
truc and final significance of his life-—past, present and future.

So Homer too, after all, demonstrates an awareness ol how time can
be conuracted or dilated—and is in any case shaped—Dby the art of

narrative. But Virgil takes this germ of insight to anorher level of vision

“in his full-scale reconstruction of Roman history in prophetic perspec-

tive, inventing a new narrative art replete with allegorical types and

their fulfillment for the purpose. In developing and exploiting this

power of narrative to disclose history and make it interact with the
future through the present of [ree action and interpretation, Virgil first
fully discovers the constitution of human and historical time by
prophetic poiesis. The poctic construction of a whole narrative discloses
possible purposes and trajectories for history. Such narratives are
revelatory and instrumental for the realization of historical projects by

- specific peoples.

Time, as it is humanly experienced, is to this extent poetically
produced. Virgil thus becomes a pioneer of prophetic poctry as an
overarching structure of Western cultural tradition, where claims to an
all-embracing vision of truth have been perhaps most strongly asscried.
This is a vision of truth for all time—yet just as much a disclosure of
truth as inextricably rooted in time. For this truth is itself radically
temporal: it happens only in the disclosure of future and past as
transpirjng in the present of action that decides fate freely. Moreover, as
poetic disclosure, it is truth as what is said: literally “fawus.”"' Such saying

" is poetry and at the same time prophecy. It is where the two meet in

revealing the truth of history and history as truth. This truth is for the
present, in which we act and interpret in order to reappropriate our
past, so as to actualize it and thereby open up the horizon of our future.

VANDERBILT UNIVERSITY

1. See Domenico Comparetii, Virgilio nel medioevo, ed. Giorgio Pasquale (Florence: La
Nuova lalia, 1955; originally 1895).

2. Although identification of the nascenti pero is not certain, it seems likely that this is
the Consul Asinius Pollio’s son, Asinius Gallus, welcomed as 2 prodigy somewhat in the
image of Alexander the Great. Virgil was personally indebtedt to Pollio for the n:o._:._: w
preserve his lands near Mantua from confiscation, which nevertheless ciune to pass in 39
B.C.., when Pollio was succeeded as governor of Transalpine Gaul.

3. Among notable treatments of Virgilian prophecy in recent scholarship are Denis
Feeney, “History and Revelation in Virgil's Underworld,” in Wiy Vergil?, ed. Stephanie
Quinn (Wanconda, 1I.: Bolchaszy-Carducci Publishers, 2006); Flisabeth Hewry, The

. Vigour of Prophecy: A Study of Virgil's Aeneid {Carbondale: Southern Hlinois University,
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