


    CONCLUSION: Canonicity, Creativity, and the Total Vision of Literature
      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 have stressed 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 embodies.
  Here I wish to stress simply 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 idea of a literary “canon,” after all, derives from the canon of books constituting the biblical revelation by extending this notion to the realm of secular writings.
      Furthermore, I maintain that such inventiveness (of canonical texts in the creative context of tradition) is not even compromised by the totalizing structures of the imagination with which it is typically allied and indeed bound together.  The effort to totalize one’s vision, whether in terms of inner coherence or of outward comprehensiveness, 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.
  

      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 many different disciplines, could still be envisioned as 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 have endeavored to show, overlaps—or even at center 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 representations of such experience can manifestations of life be 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 oriented to an inconceivable wholeness that transcends us is proposed by Hans Urs von Balthasar.  We are in pursuit of a truth that summons us to open ourselves to 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-reaching, 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 framing for my reflections on the literary canon and its claim to a kind of totality because he deftly combines a theological aesthetic with a negative theology that draws back from positive assertion of the totality by which it is nevertheless animated.  Aesthetic representation can be theologically revealing, on condition of opening towards what finally transcends aesthetic representation.  The totality in question is not itself of the order of the representable.  But representation has an ability to transcend or exceed itself towards what cannot be represented.  Totality is not so much achieved by representation per se as it is operative precisely in representation’s failures.  And this is where von Balthasar embraces negative theology at the center of his theological vision.  He emphasizes, furthermore, that negative theology is also a way leading to transcendence, a via eminentiae.  His theological aesthetic emphasizes being beautiful (as well as being one, true, and good) among the transcendental properties of Being that make a transcendent God present in manifestations of “glory” (“Herrlichkeit”), which, however, itself remains indefinable.
  
      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 a common denominator mediating between purported representation of the whole and the true whole that cannot be represented—that indeed 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?  We have paid particular attention to the character of each of the works we have read as “prophetic,” as bearers 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—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 such as it is found in Western 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 epic works, by attempting to achieve a certain universality of vision, represent this tradition at its most ambitious and vigorous.
  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 and 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 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 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 through prophecy for its re-establishment.  The meaning of life in any case comes from a relation to divinity, even when this meaning seems highly questionable, as it does already within the Bible itself, particularly 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.  It is a painful choice, 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 constantly shift this 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 and 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, so that, as Alcinous says listening to Odysseus’s tale, “this night is prodigiously long.” 
      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 and without transcendence.  Moreover, the motif of a journey to the underworld, such as Odysseus’s voyage 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 poem, which transpires entirely in the afterlife.  The transcendence of the limits of the living is postulated by Odysseus’s journey to the underworld, even if he chooses to live out his life within its ordinary mortal limits.  His very refusal of transcendence is itself grounded in a transcendent vision from behind the veil of death granted him by the prophet Tiresias.   

     Virgil envisages universal history with a goal:  peace for the whole world, the pax Romana.  Of course, he feels the cost of the sacrifices exacted (in the cases of Turnus, Nisus, Eurialus, Camilla, Pallinurus, Misenus, Creusa, Caïta,  etc.) so intensely 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 realized in its most essential powers, becomes the vehicle of a transcendent vision of ultimate meaning in history.  And yet this transcendence does not in essence exceed the temporal, historical order as such—except perhaps for the promise of immortality for Aeneas and certain emperors succeeding 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 of God into 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” his life revolve around his conversion—in the sense of poetry or poiesis in Greek as a “making.”  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 is 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 texts, starting from the Bible and its account of what happened “in the beginning” as well as in the end, in the Apocalypse, which the Christ event recounted in the gospel prefigures and actually inaugurates, with Jesus’s resurrection from the dead.  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 the 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, since they are 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 on 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.  To this extent, rather than only 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 the present consciousness that determines here and now what is real and thereby re-creates time and even eternity as we can apprehend it.

     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 narration enjoins relentless retelling to future generations for the sake of continuous re-actualization of the event.  Similarly the Creation story, being about “Adam,” Man, 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.  Because it deals not with plain facts but with values and significances that are made poetically and remade every time they are communicated anew, knowledge in the humanities is continually regrounded in actual experience.  Its grounds are in what can be communicated (not unchanged, of course) from generation to generation in a way that projects at least a hypothetical common ground that binds historical experience together across successive epochs.  
      In reality, this common ground is nothing that can be defined as such or be objectified.  The sense of the groundedness of tradition has been appropriately expressed throughout tradition as a transcendent grounding (God, the Muses), since it can be nothing merely immanent and finite.
  It must escape all finite formulation in order to serve as the glue that mysteriously holds together contingent, heterogeneous, unpredictable historical experience.  Yet even just historical continuity postulates—or at least projects—such a ground that cannot be grasped.  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 least commensurable, meaning.  Of course, 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.  There is in Benjamin’s Messianism itself a sense in which the whole of history takes on new meaning through the contingent upheavals that reposition memories in new mutual relations.
  
      Universality of vision is still quite widely felt to be something necessary to strive for—indeed now perhaps more than ever before, in a globalized world that is riven asunder by atrocious ethnic wars and rending religious rivalries.  A new generation of philosophers is endeavoring to reclaim universality, and some, including such diverse and even atheistic thinkers 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 thinkers 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 such as purportedly whole vision.  Santner, in fact, levels a devastating critique against the metaphysics of “fantasy” and its creation of ideological, whole 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 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 towards an uncanny encounter with otherness—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, whose sacrifice it demands.  And Dante similarly critiques the ideology of humanism:  he exposes as tainted by a damnable egoistic pride the effort to confer eternity upon oneself through great humanist works, as in the case of Brunetto Latini’s teaching “how man makes himself eternal” (come l’uom s’etterna”) emblematically with his Tresor (Treasure), in which he esteems that he “still lives” (“nel qual io vivo ancora”), even as we see him eternally dying (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 concerns 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 relentless 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 definitively sufficing.  Striving to grasp the whole, so far from being the problem, is actually what motivates attending to the unique 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, 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 has shown how total vision is fundamentally not a system of representation but rather a piercing insight into a fathomless depth:  it opens a 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 that, we must suppose, of global empire) does this vision of the not-All advocated by Santner find its cutting edge and actually 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, false fascist ideologies penetrate, at their best, to an interpretation affording a glimpse, however fleeting and elusive, of the driving motives and mechanisms of a whole wicked machine.  Furthermore, to close oneself off in an ideology of the fragmentary is equally idolatrous and would eventually prove unproductive, too:  as if by grasping on only to fragments, one had the truth!  
      Thus the comprehensive vision of these epic texts is not to be jettisoned.  Critical perspectives are parasitic upon the holistic visions purveyed in great works of imagination like the epic poems that contribute to the founding of world civilizations.  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 actually 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 singularizing the Catholic system of theological dogma by spinning its universal vision out of his own unique life-experience:  theological doctrine is personalized and historicized in the form of an archetypal and yet unmistakably idiosyncratic journey of an individual. 

      A unilateral 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 the 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 a divine point of view.  Intended in this term “prophecy” is not just foretelling the future but 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.  And what, after all, do these myths of origin and end represent, if not what no representation can adequately say? 
  The ineffable can only be approached 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.  Comprehending all of Homer, 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 possesses 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, even unawares, irresistible for Dante as the prophet of a Christian world 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 a total 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 work takes a turn toward contemplating the whole of Creation as it is summed up in the opening verses of Genesis.  Moreover, the story of Augustine is presented not just as the personal “confession” of a self but also as representative of human life in general, both in its state of sin and as redeemed.  The literary artifice of the work can be viewed as not 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 comprehensive genre that can subsume all others.
  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 universal knowledge—a gnosis which is, of course, already present essentially 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 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 in the semblance of a whole—then we are on the way to comprehending the works considered here as representing essentially a revelation of imagination.  
      The ongoing interpretation of tradition is a way—surely the most and perhaps the only tried and true way—of participating in the whole of culture and tradition.  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 the great books of Western tradition that we have explored.  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 mark certain of its historical and intellectual affinities, including those with German Romantic conceptions of imagination and their theosophical antecedents.

      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 of constituent parts that it forges, is what first gives us a totalized view of anything as an object.  As re-presentation, 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, for example, understands it.  Literature, as the realm 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 its peculiar, palpable, and historical reality.  The manifest reality of this 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)
This describes how it is possible to obtain a sense of the whole even—and only—in the medium of absence, which is language.  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!  The reality represented in language suddenly shows up as basically the same everywhere, even in its infinite variableness.  

      Religious prophecy and imaginative literature coincide in proposing such a universal vision.  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.  The historical sense of prophecy and the intuitive sense of imagination marry in the totality of the book, which Western tradition re-proposes in various forms in each new age, based upon the models of the Bible and Homer and their tradition in works such as those of Virgil, Augustine, and Dante.
  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 revelatory vision—can render us freer as agents in and designers of our history.  This sense of the shape of human destiny 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.  Bound up with this, the ability to imagine one’s existence whole—to grasp it as unreal—enables us to engage with effective creative force in transforming our reality.

      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—but at the same time create—its destiny.  In prophetic perspective, by identification with the will of God, or with the final 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 thereby 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.
� Such a dynamic, which is envisioned famously by T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919), in The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism (London: Methuen, 1920), extends beyond poems themselves to a variety of forms of their interpretation.


� Such a project has been pursued by Harold Bloom in The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1994).  


� “The Canon Question and the Value of Theory: Towards a New (Non-) Concept of Universality,” in National Literatures in the Age of Globalization. The Issue of the Canon, ed. Oana Fotache (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2011).


� On this tack, see, for example, Robert Alter, Canon and Creativity: Modern Writing and the Authority of Scripture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000) and David Fishelov, Dialogues with/and Great Books: The Dynamics of Canon Formation (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2010).


� From his very different, Marxist perspective, Frederic Jameson likewise protests against the zealous consensus to reject totalization in all its forms.  In Postmodernism: or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), Jameson uses “totalization” as an equivalent for “praxis” 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” (p. 333).


� Maurice Blondel emphasizes a transcendence inhering even in the immanence of action.  See L'Action: Essai d'une critique de la vie et d'une science de la pratique (Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 1950 [1893), translated by Oliva Blanchette as Action: Essay on a Critique of Life and a Science of Practice (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984).


� Theologik, 3 vols. (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1985-1987) I:  “Immer aber liegt das Ärgernis in einer Grenzziehung gegenüber einer weitern Wahrheit, im Festhalten und Verabsolutieren einer endlichen Perspektive, die man nicht mehr als einen Teil und Ausdruck der übersteigenden, unendlichen Wahrheit ansehen will. Nicht darin, daß der Mensch nur einen Ausschnitt aus der unendlichen Wahrheit kennt, liegt seine Schuld, sondern darin, daß er sich bei diesem Ausschnitt beruhigt, sich gegen erwiternde und ergänzende Ausblicke abriegelt und sich so von der lebendigen Quelle der Wahrheit trennt“ (p. 138).


� Hans Urs von Balthasar, Herrlichkeit: Eine theologische Ästhetik, 3 vols. (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1961-1969), III. 2-1, p. 13.  For von Balthasar’s negative theology, see also Theodramatik, 4 vols. (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1971-1983) IV, pp. 447-476: “Begreifst du, so ist es nicht Gott.” (“If you understand, it is not God“).


� Such is the drift, for example, of Northrop Frye’s conception of poetic literature from Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Princeton_University_Press" \o "Princeton University Press" �Princeton University Press�, 1957) to The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1982) and Northrop Frye on Religion (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000).  


� I pursue similar theses in relation to the Christian epic from Dante to James Joyce—thus in relation to the modern continuation of the ancient and medieval tradition examined in the present volume—in Poetry and Apocalypse: Theological Disclosures of Poetic Language (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009).


� Something similar could surely be shown for non-Western traditions by focusing on epic works such as the Indian Mahabharata or the Babylonian Enuma Elish.


� Such an etymology is found in Lactantius, Institutionum Divinarum IV, 28:  “We are born under such condition that, once generated, we should offer our just and due services to God, should know and follow him.  By this bond of piety we are tied and bound—religati—to God” (“Hac conditione gignimur ut, generati nos Deo justa et debita obsequia praebeamus, hunc noverimus, hunc sequamur.  Hoc vinculo pietatis obstricti Deo et religati sumus”).  Cf. Max Müller, Natural Religion (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1892), 2nd ed., p. 33.


� Such an understanding of imagination was first developed for modern criticism by Giambattista Vico, Princìpi di scienza nuova (1744).  Its varied elaborations in continental philosophy today are explored by Richard Kearney, Poetics of Imagining: Modern to Postmodern (New York: Fordham University Press, 1998).  


� Vico is described by Northrop Frye, in Words with Power: Being a Second Study of “the Bible and Literature” (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1990), as “the first modern thinker to understand that all major verbal structures have descended historically from poetic and mythological ones” (p. xii). 


� Vico’s conception of the analogy between human and divine creation is developed in terms of the homo creator topos by John Milbank, The Religious Dimension in the Thought of Giambattista Vico 1668-1744 (Lewiston, N.Y.: Mellen Press, 1991).  The idea is proposed more familiarly for English-language readers by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, particularly in his discussion of Imagination in Bibliographia Literaria (1817), chapter 13:  “The primary Imagination I hold to be the living Power and prime Agent of all human Perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I Am.”


� Some, of course, would disagree.  Especially concerning Homer, see György Lukács, Die Theorie des Romans: Ein geschichtsphilosophischer Versuch über die Formen der grossen Epik (Berlin: P. Cassirer, 1920) trans. by Anna Bostock as The Theory of the Novel: A Historico-Philosophical Essay on the Forms of Great Epic Literature (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1971).  Nevertheless, a kind of transcendence of poetry is recognized in the historicism that stretches from Dante to Vico to Erich Auerbach, with its thesis that “poetry created modern humanity” and its vision of the whole by means of counterpunctual technique, as proposed by Paul Bové in Poetry against Torture: History, Criticism, and the Human (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2008), pp. 40-48.  


�  See particularly his “Geschichtsphilosophische Thesen,” Illuminationen: Ausgewählte Schriften (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1961), translated by Harry Zohn as “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” Illuminations (New York: Schocken, 1968).


� 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”).  Gesammelte Schriften (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1983) vol. 5, part 1, p. 575.


� Alain Badiou, Saint Paul: La foundation de l’universalisme (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1997); Slavoj Zizek, The Puppet and the Dwarf: The Perverse Core of Christianity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003).


� Eric Santner, On the Psychotheology of Everyday Life: Reflections on Freud and 


Rosenzweig (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), pp. 140ff.  Lacan’s “pas-tout,” elaborated in Séminaire, Livre XX: Encore (Paris: Seuil, 1975), exerts influence here too.  


� Rosenzweig, Der Stern der Erlösung (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1988 [1921]), sec. 406.  From a divergent point of view stressing social differentiation rather than mystical oneness, Catherine Keller, The Face of the Deep: A Theology of Becoming (New York: Routledge, 2003), similarly conceives of an All that is “all-relational”:   “If the All is the ‘all-relational,’ we begin to see how this discourse may resist its own temptation to a mystical de-differentation, with its corresponding social indifference” (p. 207).


� Benjamin Pollock, Franz Rosenzweig and the Systematic Task of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) makes this argument convincingly.  


� Instructive here are the essays of Elaine Scarry in Resisting Representation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).  We could also extrapolate from Scarry’s defense of beauty, in On Beauty and Being Just (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), to argue that the more complete the aesthetic vision experienced by the likes of Odysseus or Dante (her examples) becomes, the more acute is their sense of inadequacy and the stronger their aspiration to truth and to ever more complete vision.  “The whole,” in the apprehension of beauty and truth alike, can never be complete:  it stands rather for something unlimited, a plenitude that one strives after more and more.


� The „n diaferon „aytÛ, which is taken up by Hölderlin (“Das Eine in Sich Unterschiedene”) in Hyperion and Selected Poems, ed. Santner (New York: Continuum, 1990), p. 67.


� These issues are expertly probed also by Leora Batnitzky, Idolatry and Representation: The Philosophy of Franz Rosenzweig Reconsidered (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000).


� An fascinating fusion is wrought by Elliot Wolfson, Language, Eros, Being: Kabbalistic Hermeneutics and Poetic Imagination (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), in which a dialectic of imagination with the unimaginable, also inspired intensively by Rosenzweig, is brought to focus through the lens of Western philosophical thought (Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, etc.) trained on the Kabbalah.


� This is demonstrated eminently by Erich Auerbach’s criticism of the European tradition, signally in Mimesis: Dargestellte Wirklichkeit in der abendländischen Literatur (Bern: Francke, 1946), translated by Willard Trask as Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953).  See, further, Auerbach‘s “Figura,” Gesammelte Aufsätze zur romanischen Philologie (Bern: Francke Verlag,1967 [1944]), trans. R. Manheim in Scenes from the Drama of European Literature, Six Essays (New York:  Meridian, 1959).  


� Averil Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire: The Development of Christian Discourse (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), following up suggestions of Michel Foucault, Le soucie de soi (Paris: Gallimard, 1984), throws light on Christianity’s vocation, in its early development, to span the universal and the private.


� The quoted phrase comes from Harold Bloom’s Ruin the Sacred Truths. Poetry and Belief from the Bible to the Present (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987), p. 160.  It is cited repeatedly by Santner in Psychotheology, becoming a refrain and in effect an implicit acknowledgment of indebtedness to the “visionary tradition” that Bloom champions.


� This paradox has even become something of a popular commonplace thanks to authors like Mircea Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries: The Encounter between Contemporary Faiths and Archaic Realities (New York: Harper & Row, 1975) and Joseph Campbell, The Mythic Dimension: Selected Essays 1959-1993, ed. Anthony Van Couvering (New York: New World Library, 2007).


� Franco Ferrucci, L’assedio e il ritorno: Omero e gli archetipi della narrazione (Milan: Mondadori, 1991).


� Winthrop Wetherbee, The Ancient Flame: Dante and the Poets (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008) traces in filigree this inscription into the epic texts of Virgil, Lucan, Ovid, and Statius.


� Authority for this view is found in the commentary by Dante’s son, Jacopo Alighieri, who defines the poem’s title and style together as:  “’comedy,’ under which generally and universally all things are treated” (“chomedia sotto il qualle gieneralmente e universalmente si trata di tute le chosse,” Chiose, Prohemio 17-19). 


� For historical matrices of the notion of a philosophy of revelation as combining the perspectives of history, myth, and metaphysics and bringing them to bear on all reality (“die Gesamtwirklichkeit”), see Peter Koslowski, Philosophien der Offenbarung: Antiker Gnostizismus, Franz Baader, Schelling (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2001).  


� Maurice Blanchot, “Literature and the Right to Death,” in The Gaze of Orpheus and Other Literary Essays by Maurice Blanchot, ed. P. Adams Sitney (Barrytown, N. Y.: Station Hill Press, 1981), p. 36.


� This tradition is charted by Ernst Robert Curtius, Europäische Literatur und Lateinsiches Mittelalter (Bern: Francke, 1948), translated by Willard R. Trask as European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (New York:  Bollingen, 1952).  See particularly chapter 16:  “The Book as Symbol.”  For the metamorphoses of this symbol in modernity, see Hans Blumenberg, Die Lesbarkeit der Welt (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1981).  





