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Changes Coming for 
The St. John's Review 

Advances in technology have made traditional publishing of hard
copy journals very expensive for publications with small print runs. 
The St. Johns Review falls into that category. By cutting staff and 
expenses to the minimum, the Review has continued to publish, al
though it has recently released only one double issue per year in
stead of two single issues. 

It has been decided that the best way to continue the tradition 
of the Review is for it to become mainly an online journal. Online 
publishing offers some advantages over hard-copy publishing. 
There can be more frequent updates and releases of new articles; 
authors can use additional media such as audio, video, and inter
active applications; readers could engage in well-moderated online 
discussions. 

On the other hand, we appreciate that many of our readers are 
book-lovers rather than device-aficionados. So even after the Re
view goes online, we plan to offer hard-copy issues in a print-on
demand format for a very reasonable price. 

During the coming year, the Review will begin its online in
carnation. In the fall of 2019, one more double issue will appear, 
in which the options for accessing the online version and purchas
ing hard copies will be detailed. 

In one way or another, we hope to make The St. Johns Review 
available to all our loyal subscribers for many years to come. 

v 



Words and Things: Mystical 
Readings of Sacred Books 

Mark Damien Delp 

1 

During a recent visit to Zaytuna College, St. John's tutor Eva 
Brann spoke to me and my colleagues about how it might be pos
sible for sacred scripture, say the Bible or the Qur'an, to be stud
ied according to the same method St. John's uses to study great 
books. In a subsequent paper she wrote for our journal, Renova
tio, Ms. Brann discussed the special qualities of the revealed text, 
its problematic handling by secular colleges, and possible recon
ciliations that would allow it to be studied for what it actually 
claims to be: a book authored by God. Ms. Brann's conclusions 
were hopeful, and were founded on the creative imagination of 
the reader. I agreed that for a secular reader to approach sacred 
scripture taking seriously its radical claims, a sympathetic and 
energetic imagination would be crucial. When asked to come 
here to St. John's to participate in your summer lecture series, I 
felt compelled to add to the discussion, for I am after all a 
Catholic Christian as well as being the dean of a Muslim College. 

One would think that, since I have never taught anywhere 
but religious colleges and universities, I would have many in
sights as to how scripture is taught in a sacred setting. Alas, the 
historical-critical methods used to study scripture in seminaries 
are for the most part secular. Sacred scripture, however, is a big 
topic, and there have been so many books, from ancient to mod
em times, written on methods of interpreting it that I decided to 
focus on mystical books instead, books that, besides writing on 
sacred texts, manage to achieve a sacredness in their own right. 
Not only will this focus be more manageable for me but it will 

Mark Damien Delp is Dean of the Faculty at Zaytuna College in Berke
ley, California. This lecture was presented at the Graduate Institute of 
St. John's College in Annapolis on June 20, 2018. 
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allow me to show you a way of reading sacred books, regardless 
of their geographical or historical provenance, that is experiential, 
founded on simple intuition of words and things, and profoundly 
concerned with the unknowability of God. Most of all, because 
it is ancient and arose out of a metaphysical worldview radically 
different from our own, it approaches sacred texts in ways that 
are completely unfamiliar to most of us-and that is a good thing 
for freeing our imagination to consider sacred texts outside of 
their modern predicament. 

For practical purposes, I will define mysticism as a theologi
cal tradition whose intellectual and devotional practices aim to
ward experiencing the radical presence of God apart from any 
image, conception, or systematic understanding of His nature, and 
whose goal is ecstatic union with Him. The tradition draws heav
ily from Neoplatonism-an unfortunately derivative name, for it 
was the first great synthesis of Platonism, Aristotelianism, and 
Stoicism. But as we will see, the key to every subsequent mystical 
formulation of the soul's unity with the Godhead was Aristotle's 
theory of human knowledge, which for the first time in the history 
of Western philosophy made the intellect's understanding of a 
thing depend on its becoming identical with the thing's immaterial 
form. As my title suggests, a motif running throughout this lecture 
will be the strikingly thin line between words and things in the 
mystical theologian's theory and practice ofreading Scripture. Fi
nally, I will include in my discussion both Christian and Classical 
mystics, for the latter influenced the Christian tradition enor
mously, and their writings were considered by their contempo
raries either to be, or be about, sacred texts. 

Let us first consider the topic of words and things. For a me
dieval theologian, "word"-in the Greek, logos and the Latin, 
verbum-could mean the sign we read in any book, a metaphys
ical principle, a mystical symbol, or, most profoundly, Christ 
Himself as the Word of God. St. Augustine called the immaterial 
concept of the mind the verbum mentis, the "word of the mind," 
for rather than being a passive participant in the act of knowledge, 
the intellect must respond to the form it receives from without, 
and it does so by speaking the form within itself and to itself. In 
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thinking, one makes a kind of covenant between the knower and 
the known that constitutes a concrete analogy with God's speak
ing things into existence through his own Word. "Covenant," by 
the way, is one translation of the Greek term symbolon, and it 
should be kept in mind when we come to analyze the nature of 
the religious symbol-which we will see is the variously shaped 
seal, forged in the spiritual imagination, of the bond between 
ideas, words, and things. Augustine also believed that creatures 
were words spoken into existence by God through his Word, 
Christ, and that the Holy Spirit was the uncreated breath animat
ing and preserving all things. It was as though God through Christ 
and the Holy Spirit was simultaneously writing and reading all 
things. 

In this connection, we should remember that in antiquity it 
was unusual to read a book silently. Augustine tells of his teacher, 
St. Ambrose, sitting alone in a church silently reading a sacred 
book: so absorbed was Ambrose in the reading that he did not 
notice the young Augustine's surprise that he wasn't speaking the 
words. Given their metaphysical understanding of the word, we 
might imagine that in those days it was common to regard the 
speaking reader as giving breath and life to the words of a book, 
thus making them a higher kind of sign, one closer to the ideas 
they signify. The Eastern Church Father, St. Maximus the Con
fessor, went so far as to conceive of the divine Word as unfolding 
like a great cosmic seed into a virtually infinite network of cre
ated words, which in turn would constitute the inner principles 
by which things themselves unfold their specific natures. 

From all eternity, [God] contained within Himself the 
pre-existing words (logoi) of created beings. When, in 
His goodwill, He formed out of nothing the substance 
of the visible and invisible worlds, He did so on the 
basis of these words . . .. A word of human beings like
wise preceded their creation, and ... a word preceded 
the creation of everything that has received its being 
from God.1 

1. Maximus the Confessor, The Ambigua, ed. and trans. Nicholas Constas 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2014), 95. 
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[I]n the wisdom of the Creator, individual things were 
created at the appropriate moment in time, in a manner 
consistent with their words, and thus they received in 
themselves actual existence as beings.2 

What is the primary meaning of "word"? Are these usages 
mere metaphors? Whatever the answer may be, it is certain that 
Christ, for a traditional Christian, is literally the Word of God, 
and that any ancient or medieval theologian would have con
sidered the conventional words of everyday speech to be dim 
reflections of that primordial, divine one. It is also important to 
remember that in Genesis 1, God's act of creation is explicitly 
described as an utterance: "And God said, 'Let there be light,' 
and there was light. " Now, Augustine's exegesis of this passage 
is long and convoluted, but there is no doubt that he believed 
the word God uttered in the begining was Christ, the divine 
Logos. Light itself, then, came from a word. About six hundred 
years later, St. Thomas Aquinas expanded Augustine's mystical 
theology by tracing the divine words of creation to divine 
thoughts, at once incorporating Aristotle's theory that words 
signify thoughts and transcending it by locating those thoughts 
in the mind of God. 

The knowledge of God is the measure of things .. . 
because it measures the essence and truth of things. 
For everything has truth of nature according to the 
degree in which it imitates the knowledge of God.3 

As the great modern commentator on the works of Aquinas, 
Joseph Pieper, says: 

What does this signify? It signifies that things can be 
known by us because God has creatively thought 
them; as creatively thought by God, things have not 
only their own nature; but as creatively thought by 
God, things have also a reality "for us." Things have 

2. Ibid., 101. 

3. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. the Fathers of the English 
Dominican Province (Benziger Bros. edition, 194 7) Part 1, Question 14, 
Article 12, ad 3. 
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the power to reveal themselves, because God has cre
atively thought them.4 [Emphasis mine.] 

2 

5 

There is an interesting correlation between the traditional Chris
tian notion of the verbum mentis and Aristotle's theory of how a 
word is generated. As Augustine believed that in gaining knowl
edge about a thing the intellect gives birth to a word within itself, 
so Aristotle concluded that by the presence in the intellect of a 
thing's immaterial form the intellect produces a concept. Al
though he did not call it a logos, Aristotle nonetheless considered 
the concept as the offspring of the mind's union with a thing. In
deed, because he conceived of the intellect as a pure potency to 
be actualized by the forms of things, he went so far as to say that 
the mind literally becomes the thing in knowing it. By abstract
ing all the material conditions from the form as it is found in the 
individual, the intellect eventually produces a purely immaterial 
concept that signifies not the individual but the common nature 
of all the individuals of a species. In any simple act of knowl
edge, the abstracted form becomes the essential nature of a thing 
impressed on the passive intellect like a seal on a featureless sur
face of wax. So real was the presence of the thing's form in the 
intellect that Aristotle described their union as a kind of contact 
or touch. "Mind knows itself by participation in its object. For it 
becomes (a knower) by thinking and touching, with the result 
that mind and its object become the same thing." (Aristotle, 
Metaphysics 1072b20.) 

Because the concept is the immediate being of a thing in the 
mind, it is the first to signify the thing to the mind, whereas spo
ken and written words are posterior both in their genesis-they 
unfold the immaterial sign in material sound and form-and in 
their functions as signs-they signify things only indirectly 
through the agency of the concept, an order that would be con
sidered backwards by modern philosophers. Accordingly, the 

4. Joseph Pieper, The Silence of St. Thomas, trans. John Murray, S.J., 
and Daniel O'Connor (South Bend, Indiana: St. Augustine's Press, 
1957), 55. 
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ideas or concepts of the intellect make up the primary human lan
guage by which we make contact with, and communicate to each 
other, the natures of things. And, as the first immaterial unfolding 
of intelligible content from the concept, the definition preceded 
and made intelligible its material expression in verbal formulas. 
Ironically, it is precisely because of the importance of the concept 
in Aristotle's epistemology that words will always have a kinship 
with things that is not possible for a materialistic doctrine of 
human knowledge. No subsequent theory of knowledge achieved 
a comparable intimacy between thing and mind; and perhaps be
cause of this, Aristotle's theory became the dominant philosoph
ical model of human knowledge for all three Abrahamic faiths. 

Aristotle's forms, while rich in the power to communicate, 
could never signify beyond the natural order, and this made them 
partly opaque in the eyes of Christians, who, believing that all 
things have been created by God, also believed that they were 
likenesses of the divine essence. The doctrine of creation thus 
provided an extra dimensionality to things, an opening for minds 
to conceive of things as signifying both what they are according 
to their specific nature and what God is by their likeness to Him. 
As words spoken by God, they speak of themselves and of their 
Creator. 

In this metaphysical expansion of nature, St. Thomas penned 
the following formula: Res naturalis inter duos intellectus con
stituta ("Natural things are situated between two intellects.") 
Christians claim that the Bible was authored by God, which 
means that the words of scripture have a special kinship with nat
ural beings: both were created by God-both are, as it were, crea
tures. Further, because natural beings speak of God, nature as a 
whole was thought to be its own book. The foremost authoritative 
passage in scripture for this way of seeing nature is St. Paul's 
statement in Romans 1 :20: "The invisible things of God are 
clearly seen being understood by the things that are made." Ac
cordingly, the medieval theologian would have a comparable ex
pectation in reading the Book of Nature as he would reading the 
Book of the Word, namely that both things and words would not 
only have the power to signify God but also to bring the reader 
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into His presence. And it is this latter power that would be most 
important for the mystical theologian. 

3 

As we have mentioned, in the mystical worldview, along with 
grasping the essence of things the intellect also grasps the traces 
of the divine essence, which mystics called the divine perfec
tions; and as communicating to the contemplative mind, they had 
divine names. Indeed, attributes such as oneness, truth, goodness, 
beauty, wisdom, life, because they belong properly to the divine 
essence, were thought to signify beyond creatures, which only 
participated in them. As St. Thomas says, 

[B]y the term "wise" applied to man, we signify some 
perfection distinct from a man's essence, and distinct 
from his power and existence, and from all similar 
things; whereas when we apply to it God, we do not 
mean to signify anything distinct from His essence, 
or power, or existence. Thus also this term "wise" ap
plied to man, in some degree circumscribes and com
prehends the thing signified; whereas this is not the 
case when it is applied to God; but it leaves the thing 
signified as uncomprehended, and as exceeding the 
signification of the name. 5 

In short, while the name "wise" is proper to humanity, the spir
itual reality it signifies is not. Now a large part of divine worship 
involved discerning which attributes belong properly to crea
tures and which to God. And because creatures are words of 
God, a related question had to be answered: which attributes sig
nify beyond the nature and which are part of its definition? Here 
we see how the relation between words and things became more 
complex with the Christian idea of creation, for concepts them
selves must now signify not only things but the various modes 
by which God is present in them; and as signifying concepts, 
words must follow suit by signifying in both immanent and tran-

5. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. the Fathers of the Eng
lish Dominican Province (Benziger Bros. edition, 1947) Part 1, Ques
tion 13, Article 5. 
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scendent modes, the latter of which made them into sacred sym
bols. This intuitive discernment of divine perfections followed 
a pattern similar to Aristotle's process of abstraction, only in
stead of stripping away the inessential attributes of things to ar
rive at their common nature, the mystic first identified the divine 
perfections amid the natural attributes of things and then pro
ceeded to abstract the material conditions by which the perfec
tion is manifest in the creature. 

For example, they would first abstract the idea of wisdom 
from its material expressions in individuals, and then, by an act 
of the spiritual imagination, they would attempt simultaneously 
to magnify and intensify it to catch a glimpse of how it might 
exist in its source, the divine essence. It is not an exaggeration to 
say that most of the iconographies of ancient and medieval reli
gions were created by mystical theologians who entering into a 
state of rapture in the presence of a divine perfection used their 
spiritual imagination to give it intelligible and material form as 
a sacred symbol. The entire panoply of forms signified by scrip
tural words were, in this picture, the immediate products of the 
inspired intuitions of scribes in a state of ecstatic communication 
with the author, God. As Dionysius the Areopagite says: 

[T]o copyists who love the beautiful in mind, the per
sistent and unflinching contemplation of the sweet
savoured and hidden beauty will confer the unerring 
and most Godlike appearance . . .. Naturally, then, the 
divine copyists ... unflinchingly mould their own in
tellectual contemplation to the superessentially sweet 
and contemplated beauty [ofGod].6 

The perfections as a whole were conceived of as lights or illumi
nations in things, for they had in common the power to illumine 
the intellect and turn it from the creature to the Creator. Again, 
Joseph Pieper: 

6. Dionysius the Areopagite Works, Heavenly Hierarchy, trans. John 
Parker, Christian Classics Etherial Library, accessed June, 2018, 
https ://www.ccel.org/ccel/dionysius/works.html, 160. 
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Their brightness and radiance is infused into things 
from the creative mind of God, together with their es
sential being (or rather, as the very essence of that 
being!). It is this radiance, and this alone, that makes 
existing things perceptible to human knowledge.7 

9 

Like the Aristotelian concept, then, the immaterial perfection 
once abstracted from its material trappings in individuals made 
the intellect identical with the thing-only in this case, the 
"thing" was not the essential form but a trace of the divine pres
ence in creation. Further, since every perfection was a light var
iously shaped, the contemplation of each perfection ultimately 
became the contemplation of light itself, which is the first un
folded attribute of God's transcendent Goodness. Contrasted, 
then, with the Aristotelian model of abstraction, which always 
ended in an intelligible form, the mystical abstraction-called 
anagogy because it always led "upward," that is, beyond the nat
ural world-ended only in the formless Godhead. 

Because of the profound differences in the nature and func
tion of Aristotelian abstraction and mystical anagogy, the words 
in secular and sacred texts must be approached differently, and 
with very different expectations. Because in sacred texts they are 
often raised to the level of a symbol, words challenge the intellect 
at the gate by demanding that it be purified of every fragmented 
intention and possess an intense desire to move from the manifest 
form to the reality behind it. Further, they often signify enigmatic 
and even incommensurable meanings pertaining to the divine 
essence: 

[T]he Godhead gave the Hierarchy under the Law, 
imparting its most holy gifts ... to them who are chil
dren according to the Word, by faint images of the 
true, and copies far from the Archetypes, and enigmas 
hard to understand, and types having the contempla
tion concealed within, as an analogous light not easily 

7. Joseph Pieper, The Silence of St. Thomas, trans. John Murray, S.J., and 
Daniel O'Connor (South Bend, Indiana: St. Augustine's Press, 1957), 55. 
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discerned, so as not to wound weak eyes by the light 
shed upon them. 8 

The symbols of Scripture are providentially fashioned both 
to enlighten the intellect with many and varied spiritual forms 
and to turn it away from these forms once they are seen as veils 
concealing the Truth of God. Regardless, however, what kind of 
symbol the mystical reader encounters, he or she conceives of 
Scripture as the perfect mechanism both for returning the soul 
from the many to the One and sending it out into the many from 
the One. For the mystic, this great enfolding and unfolding is ex
perienced respectively as a contraction and expansion of a mental 
discourse: 

[T]he discourse, in descending from above to the low
est, is widened in proportion to the measure of the de
scent; but now, in ascending from below to that which 
is above, it is contracted in proportion to the ascent, 
and after a complete ascent, it will become wholly 
voiceless, and will be wholly united to the unutterable.9 

In a contrasting passage, Dionysius will speak of the beings in 
closest proximity to God, the Seraphim and Cherubim, as being 
far from silent as they receive the outpouring of divine perfec
tions before they unfold into materiality: 

[I]n the infinitely pure receptacle of their souls they 
receive the fullness of his spiritual gifts ... they sing 
with voices that never grow silent the glorious hymn 
of the divine praises. They cry out and are never 
silent because they know and understand divine truth 
always and unchangeably. 10 

8. Dionysius the Areopagite Works, Heavenly Hierarchy, trans. John 
Parker (Christian Classics Etherial Library, accessed June, 2018, 
https://www.ccel.org/ccel/dionysius/works.html), 165. 

9. Dionysius the Areopagite Works, Mystical Theology, trans. John 
Parker (Christian Classics Etherial Library, accessed June, 2018, 
https ://www.ccel.org/ccel/dionysius/works.html), 87. 

10. Dionysius the Areopagite Works, Divine Names, trans. John Parker 
(Christian Classics Etherial Library, accessed June, 2018, https: // 
www.ccel.org/ccel/dionysius/works.html), 36. 
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Here the word has no signification beyond ecstatic celebration. 
Indeed, the mystic finding himself at the end of words and things 
must imitate the highest angels and cry out continuously from 
the superabundance of a joy so intense that it can only be ex
pressed by inarticulate sound, by a tonal release of breath. Mys
tical theologians call this divine state ecstasy, which means 
literally "to stand apart or outside"; accordingly, as Meister Eck
hart says, "The soul must dwell above herself if she is to lay hold 
of God." 11 Another quotation from the same mystic might shock 
the modern religious reader for its morbid intensity: 

And just as one can die of fright before the blow is 
struck, so too one can die of joy. Thus the soul dies 
to herself before she steps into God. 12 

God's infinitude was conceived as a superabundance of 
power and love-as Aquinas says, God is called good because 
He is diffusivum sui, "diffusive of himself." And because God 
created the world out of an excess of love, if the mystic is to im
itate God in all His attributes, then she would give ungrudgingly 
to others what she has been given. We have seen how the mystical 
theologian seeks to return the divine perfections in things to their 
primordial unity, and now we see how, in turning back to com
municate to others the formless and wordless ecstasy of the di
vine presence, she must adopt words and symbols that shape and 
give intelligible contour and sound and narrative to it. The prin
ciple of creativity by superfluity of divine power, expressed in 
many mystical texts in rhetorical excess, is found in the mystical 
philosopher Proclus as a metaphysical formula: 

Every producing cause is productive of secondary ex
istences because of its completeness and superfluity 
of potency. 13 

11 . Meister Eckhart, The Complete Mystical Works of Meister Eckhart, 
trans. and ed. Maurice O' C. Walshe (New York: The Crossroad Pub
lishing Company, 2009), 414. 

12. Ibid., 415. 

13. Proclus, The Elements of Theology, ed. and trans. E. R. Dodds (Ox
ford: Clarendon Press, 1963), proposition 27. 
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The ecstasy of the mystic is this superabundant, unified power, 
and her desire to unfold it into multifarious forms proceeds from 
the law of providence itself, which makes the very act of turning 
toward creatures creative and beneficial to a sacred community. 

Let us compare further the Christian and Classical pagan ver
sions of the ascending and descending paths of the inspired soul. 
First comes the Christian account of the the Synaxis, or the rite of 
Holy Communion, from the Ecclesiastical Hierachy of Dionysius: 

[T]he Divine initiation (sacrament) of the Synaxis, 
although it has a unique and simple and enfolded 
Source, is multiplied out of love towards man into 
the holy variety of the symbols, and travels through 
the whole range of the supremely Divine description; 
yet uniformly it is again collected from these into its 
own proper Monad, and unifies those who are being 
reverently conducted towards it. 14 

Next we hear from Proclus, the pagan priest or Hierophant, 
speaking of the creative procession and return of the "mystical 
mathematician" by means of the spiritual imagination: 

And this is why we use diagrams to illustrate the 
structure and construction of figures, their divisions, 
positions, and juxtapositions. We invoke the imagi
nation and the intervals that it furnishes, since the 
form itself is without motion or genesis, indivisible 
and free of all underlying matter, though the elements 
latent in the form are produced distinctly and indi
vidually on the screen of imagination.15 

But if it should ever be able to roll up its extensions 
and figures and view their plurality as a unity without 
figure, then in turning back to itself it would obtain a 
superior vision of the partless, unextended, and es
sential geometrical ideas that constitute its equip-

14. Dionysius the Areopagite Works, "Heavenly Hierarchy," trans. John 
Parker (Christian Classics Etherial Library, accessed June, 2018, 
https ://www.ccel.org/ccel/dionysius/works.html), 152. 

15. Proclus, A Commentary on the First Book of Euclid s Elements, trans. 
Glen R. Morrow (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 45. 
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ment. This achievement would itself be the perfect 
culmination of geometrical inquiry, truly a gift of 
Hermes, leading geometry out of Calypso's arms, so 
to speak, to more perfect intellectual insight and 
emancipating it from the pictures projected in imag
ination.16 

13 

To sum up the difference between the Aristotelian and mystical 
paths of knowledge, we may say that the first phase of the intel
lect's identity with a form, that of Aristotle's theory of abstrac
tion, may be called cosmophany, the manifestation of the world, 
while the second, mystical phase of identity with the sacred sym
bol may be called theophany, the manifestation of God. 

4 

For the modem religious person, the reading of scripture differs 
little in form from the reading of any other book; rather, it is the 
reverence and the expectation of sound teaching about God that 
makes the difference. I am not saying that modem-day Christians 
who have lost the metaphysical worldview of antiquity and the 
Middle Ages do not experience intense emotion, or even ecstacy, 
at an inspired sermon or in private reading; what I am saying is 
that it is all about the words and has little to do with things. We 
modems do not see divine perfections in natural beings-the 
elimination of this part of theology began even before the Refor
mation. Moreover, as an influential Protestant scholar wrote con
cerning the nominalist worldview of his faith, the only mysticism 
that is acceptable is one without the doctrine of the soul's partic
ipation in the divine essence through creaturely forms. But this 
is effectively to anathematize mysticism and replace it with 
Charismatic or Pentecostal modes of religious rapture. From the 
perspective of traditional mysticism, however, the question 
arises: ifthe sacred light is taken out of things, can it still remain 
in the words of sacred books? 

16. Proclus, A Commentary on the First Book of Euclid's Elements, trans. 
Glen R. Morrow (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 44. 
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It is with great pleasure that I welcome you all to the beginning of 
the 2018-2019 academic year at St. John's College. I would like 
to extend a particularly robust welcome to those new to our com
munity, the undergraduate Class of2022 and the new members of 
our Graduate Institute. We are delighted to have you with us. 

It is in reflecting upon these new additions to our community 
that I would like to begin my remarks this afternoon. We are 
joined today by newly-minted Johnnies from every corner of the 
country, from Washington state to Florida, Maine to Southern 
California-with Alaska thrown in for good measure. We also 
have with us many who come from across the world, from South 
Korea, the United Kingdom, Canada, China, the Dominican Re
public, Australia, Turkey, Sweden, Japan, Peru, Vietnam, Alba
nia, Switzerland, Germany, Israel, Belgium, and Egypt. 

If we pause to consider for a moment, it will strike us just 
how unlikely this assemblage is. Imagine your own idiosyncratic 
pathway to St. John's College. Perhaps you first heard of the col
lege through a chance encounter with a stranger sitting next to 
you on a stool at a diner. Perhaps your interest was piqued by a 
poster with an imposing stack of books and the name of an unfa
miliar institution. Perhaps a mentor nudged you towards the writ
ings of Jacob Klein or Eva Brann. Your presence here today 
began with a spark of one sort or another. Your interest was kin
dled. An inchoate desire was set alight. 

And then there was a journey. You left an "elsewhere" to in
habit this "here." Maybe there were palm trees in your rearview 

Panyotis Kanelos is President of St. John's College in Annapolis, 
Maryland. These remarks were delived on August 22, 2018. 
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mirror. Maybe you stepped from a platform onto a train. Maybe 
you lit a candle in a temple before departing. Maybe you shared 
a meal around a beloved table with family or friends . Maybe you 
simply walked down the street. 

And now we mark your arrival and admission to our college. 
The word college is derived from collegium, which is formed 
from a Latin compound, con-leg are, "to associate together." Thus 
the diversity that we bring to this institution, a diversity that ex
tends beyond geography to the nearly inexhaustible variety of 
human kinds, is merely circumstantial, is pointless in fact, with
out a binding purpose to associate us. Unless we are gathered to 
fulfill the ends for which our collegium has been constituted, we 
are little better than travelers passing one another anonymously 
in a crowded air terminal, briefly sharing a location as we proceed 
to our various individual destinations. 

So what then is our telos? In what sort of crucible are we 
shaped into a college? 

I would like to suggest that our telos, the end for which we 
have gathered, is civil discourse. But I would like to distinguish 
St. John's understanding of civil discourse from the understand
ing of it that seems to be prevalent in contemporary society. 

The decline of civil discourse in our culture is now a well
worn trope. There is much hand-wringing about the fact that we 
appear to have lost the capacity to speak to one another across 
intractable political, cultural, and social divisions. We seem eager 
to shout at, to decry, to stigmatize, to negate those with whom 
we disagree. If only, the pundits say, if only we could find a way 
to speak across differences, we might be able to co-exist, if not 
harmoniously, at least less discordantly. 

The meaning of civil discourse in this context is something 
like polite conversation. It suggests that we ought to treat one an
other courteously as we each bring forward our fixed ideas about 
important topics. It is essentially agonistic. It allows perhaps for 
a degree of persuasion. But it is predicated upon the conceit that 
we bring to the table our already settled opinions. 

Civil discourse thus understood takes place in a sort of well
ordered agora, where we bring to market those commitments we 
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have cultivated elsewhere. By managing efficaciously the ex
change of ideas and their evaluation according to the principles 
of the marketplace, we achieve a degree of civility. 

I would say, however, that this is the opposite of what we 
do at St. John's College. The tables around which we gather are 
not like fora where we civilly exchange established opinions; 
they are rather, to borrow a notion from Prologue in Shake
speare's Henry V, the very forges and working-houses of 
thought. Civility may be a precondition of discourse, but it is 
not the purpose of discourse. 

Earlier, I referred to something called the St. John's "com
munity." I would now like to modify that description of our com
mon enterprise. A community is an affective association, a 
circumstantial gathering. We find ourselves living next to neigh
bors, or born into a particular group. What links us to one another 
as a "community" are common interests or shared experiences. 
This may describe St. John's at a superficial level, but it is not 
how we describe ourselves. 

At St. John's we define ourselves as a polity. A polity is or
ganized around clearly articulated principles of governance. We 
are a civil association. A city of a sort. A polis. And one, like all 
polities, constituted towards specific ends. 

At St. John's, our collegium is bound together by speech. Our 
telos is conversation, conducted within the boundaries of our 
constitution. We are a "speaking city." Conversation is both 
what we do and what we are meant to uphold. What we engage 
in, therefore, as a speaking ci~y is quite literally civil discourse. 
Yet, we are not engaged in speech so that our accidental commu
nity might be sustained; we form an intentional community so 
that conversation can be sustained. 

Although we alTive from many points of origin with widely 
divergent experiences, we meet on the common ground of the 
Program. Here we find voices that come from even farther afield 
than we have. They have been cmrying on their own conversation 
over many generations, and we are invited to join them. Om in
terlocutors are not only our companions at the table, but also the 
great books that we read in common. 
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We do not read The Great Books, however, but rather great 
books. And while they may have been characterized as great by 
the consensus of time or even the vicissitudes of chance, they are 
great for our purposes because they are generative of the highest 
order of discussion. We at St. John's have no pretensions to be 
comprehensive. Rather our polity has selected over time those 
texts that suit our ends. While the Program may challenge us with 
many things that we ought to know, we are really engaged in the 
singular project of coming to know ourselves. And we are com
mitted first and foremost to a singular truth- that we come to 
know ourselves best through conversation with others. 

The word that really describes what it is we are after is dia
logue. I have always found this to be an enigmatic term. It comes 
from the Greek dialegein, meaning "speaking through." Through 
what? I have often wondered. In the case of our form of civil 
discourse, I think it means something like speaking through the 
strictures of our polity, through the habits, customs, and mores 
that our common enterprise instills in us as we speak to one an
other. 

Or perhaps it is speaking through a mediating mind. In dia
logue, we do not speak by ourselves (that is monologue) but we 
speak in a circuit of discussion-a dialectic, if you will. We de
pend upon the other for self-knowledge. The mouth has the ear 
as its receiver. Listening is essential. Stringfellow Barr, in his 
"Notes on Dialogue," put listening front and center. This ear is 
the critical component of dialogue, according to Barr: "Plato and 
Shakespeare both speak of the mind's eye, that eye that alone 
sees intellectual light. I suggest there is a mind's ear too, a lis
tening, mindful ear. I suggest that the chief reason that conversa
tions deteriorate is that the mind's ear fails. " 

I am inclined to push us even further. Our commitment to di
alogue is not merely to what is said and heard. In fact, if we 
crudely conceive of logos as speech alone, and dialogue as the 
exchange of speech, we are in the camp of the sophists, who held 
speech to be a sort of plastic thing, bound to an agenda. At St. 
John's, however, we are committed to logos in its fullest mani
festation. We hold firmly that logos is the very principle of order 
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and knowledge. When we engage in dialogue at St. John's Col
lege, we are not simply speaking to one another-we are exer
cising our faculty of reason as we search out the lineaments of 
truth. And in these moments, we are both enquirers into logos, 
attempting to scry the order of things, and agents of logos. We 
are the means through which truth reveals itself. This is the most 
profound promise of dialogue. 

So how do we sustain our enterprise? How do continue to 
fulfill our commitment to dialogue? 

There are three elements that enable our conversations and 
that characterize civil discourse at St. John's: intellectual humil
ity, the recognition of the equal dignity of all around the table, 
and the passion for truth. 

Intellectual humility is the starting point of reasoned dis
course. We are each on this planet for a brief time, making our 
way as best we can. Yet we are buffeted by fear, desire, will, cir
cumstance, and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to. 
The knowledge that we pick up along the way comes to us in tea
spoonfuls, in fragments . It is necessary to hold opinions to make 
our way through life, but we ought to hold them gingerly. 

As we tty to come to seek the truth about things in the com
pany of others, it is imperative that we recognize that we are all 
fellow travelers. We are each equally dignified by our capacity 
for reason. Our dialogue must be attended by respect, patience, 
and fair-mindedness. From these will emerge trust, which in turn 
will elevate our discourse. 

The passion for truth is in the end is what must animate our 
project. Intellectual humility may nudge us away from ignorance, 
but truth must be our lodestar, that towards which we are drawn. 
In the pursuit of truth, we must be scrupulous, fearless and per
sistent. In fact the gap between ignorance and knowledge, sus
pended between intellectual modesty and the hunger for ti·uth, is 
where we join our exemplar, Socrates. 

Now, with great pleasure, I officially declare the College in ses
sion. Convocatum est. 
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Denmark's Challenge 
and Hamlet's Task 

Ian Lindquist 

The end of Shakespeare's play, The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince 
of Denmark, shows three foreigners speaking about the scene 
of "woe and wonder" (V.ii.402) upon which they look. An Eng
lish ambassador, the Norwegian prince Fortinbras, and Hamlet's 
friend Horatio all marvel at the carnage before them-a dead 
prince, Hamlet; his dead rival, Laertes; a dead queen, Gertrude; 
and a dead king, Claudius. Together with the death of the king's 
counselor Polonius earlier in the play, Fortinbras appears to 
hold the political equivalent of a royal flush as he surveys the 
scene and immediately begins to give orders that will lead to 
his conquest of Denmark. Fortinbras's position is so strong that 
he doesn't even bother to hide that he has "some rights of mem
ory in this kingdom/Which now to claim my vantage doth invite 
me" (V.ii.432-33). 

What Fortinbras does not yet know is that Hamlet is respon
sible for all but one of the deaths that have emptied his nation of 
any pretenders to the throne, including himself, thus clearing the 
path for Fortinbras 's conquest of Denmark. Moreover, Hamlet 
has bequeathed his "dying voice" (V.ii.393) to Fortinbras in sup
port of his appropriation of the kingdom that Hamlet's father once 
ruled. F ortinbras owes much to Hamlet for his future dominion 
over the Danes. 

Ian Lindquist is Executive Director at the Public Interest Fellowship in 
Washington, D.C. This essay was originally delivered as a lecture for 
the Graduate Institute at St. John's College in Annapolis on July 25, 
2018 under the title Duty and Love in the Land of the Danes in Shaks
peare s Tragedy Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. All references are to the 
Folger Shakespeare Library edition of The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince 
of Denmark, ed. Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine, (New York: 
Simon and Schuste, 1992). 
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By the end of the play, Hamlet has also successfully fulfilled 
the command of his father's ghost to "Revenge his foul and most 
unnatural murder" (I.v.31) while also obeying the direction to 
"Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul contrive/ Against thy mother 
aught. Leave her to heaven" (1.v.92-3). Claudius is dead by his 
own hand. Heaven has spared Hamlet from killing his mother by 
having Claudius do it. And Hamlet's mind remains guileless and 
untainted throughout his final interactions with the members of 
the Danish court in the last scene. Yet Hamlet has failed as prince 
of Denmark, for he has handed the kingdom off to a foreigner 
who probably has been angling to conquer Denmark since before 
the beginning of the play. 

Shakespeare goes out of his way to draw the viewer's atten
tion to the public aspect of Hamlet's tragedy, starting with the 
title of the play, which is named not only after a character but 
also after a public role. But what is that role? What is Hamlet's 
task as prince? And how well suited is he for the execution of it? 
This paper is an attempt to understand the public aspect of Shake
speare's play. 

The prince's role is inextricably linked to the polity he is try
ing to rule. To understand his role, then, we need to understand 
the task of the prince in Denmark, and that requires understand
ing what is "rotten in the state of Denmark" (I.iv. I 00), as the Dan
ish sentry Marcellus puts it early in the play. 

Part I: Denmark's Challenge and Hamlet's Task 

Denmark is at a critical juncture at the beginning of the play. The 
nation is welcoming a new king- Claudius, the brother of the 
deceased king, Hamlet the Elder. Claudius is eager to demon
strate his legitimacy, and a large part of that demonstration in
volves linking his rule to that of his dead brother. In Claudius's 
first speech to the Danish court, several contradictions describe 
his and others' passions at seeing the ascent of a new king after 
the death of the beloved old king. He intends to reconcile the con
tradictions in his own person in order to unify Denmark. 

... we with wisest sorrow think on him 
Together with remembrance of ourselves. 
Therefore our sometime sister, now our queen, 
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Th' imperial jointress to this warlike state, 
Have we (as 'twere with a defeated joy, 
With an auspicious and a dropping eye, 
With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage, 
In equal scale weighing delight and dole) 
Taken to wife. (1.ii.8-14.) 

The transition from one king to another requires juxtaposing the 
sadness at Hamlet the Elder's passing with the joy of having a 
new king on the throne of Denmark. Gertrude, Denmark's queen, 
provides the seam between the two kings and therefore binds the 
kingdom together by lending legitimacy to Claudius's claim on 
the kingdom. Establishing unity within Denmark and especially 
within the Danish royal court is the first challenge facing 
Claudius. 

As Denmark endeavors to hold itself together during the tran
sition, the enemies sitting on its borders smell an opportunity. 
Claudius immediately turns to this threat after addressing the 
emotional !if e of Denmark and the challenge of internal order: 

Young Fortinbras, 
Holding a weak supposal of our worth 
Or thinking by our late dear brother's death 
Our state to be disjoint and out of frame, 
Colleagued with this dream of his advantage, 
He hath not failed to pester us with message 
Importing the surrender of those lands 
Lost by his father, with all bonds of law, 
To our most valiant brother-so much for him. 

(1.ii.17-25.) 

Claudius then dispatches two messengers , Cornelius and 
Voltemand, to Fortinbras 's uncle, Old Norway, who holds 
some sway over his nephew but nevertheless is "impotent and 
bedrid" (I.ii .29) and ignorant ofFortinbras's intentions. That 
Claudius sends two messengers to a man he knows possesses 
no power, cannot rise from bed, and has trouble hearing in 
order to resolve the threat on the Danish border shows re
markable ineptitude. Claudius seems to be competent regard
ing internal matters of state but much less capable regarding 
foreign policy. 
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Indeed, the threat on Denmark's border has been lowering 
since the opening of the play. We first hear about Fortinbras and 
the Norwegian menace in the darkness on the frontier from two 
Danish sentries, Marcellus and Barnardo, and Hamlet's friend 
Horatio. The whispers about Fortinbras's presence are exceed
ingly ominous in the first scene of the play, as the threat of his 
invasion is linked to the appearance of another thing that unex
pectedly shows up on Denmark's border- the Ghost of King 
Hamlet. 

The Ghost appears at first in silence. It does not speak to 
Marcellus and Barnardo, nor does it speak to Horatio, although 
(or perhaps because?) he is a "scholar" (I.i.49). It approaches with 
"martial stalk" (Li. 77) and dons the "very armor he had on/When 
he the ambitious Norway combated" (I.i.71-2). This was no or
dinary battle- King Hamlet fought Fortinbras the Elder in single 
combat, killed him, and gained a substantial part of old Fortin
bras's lands. Moreover, Hamlet and Fortinbras agreed that who
ever won the lands would pass them on to their descendants. One 
effect of this is to solidify Denmark's power; another is to put 
young Hamlet and young Fortinbras in direct competition. 

This situation had remained for at least a generation, as we 
laterlearn (V.i.146-53), signifying that Norway had been deterred 
from striking back for a long time. Perhaps it was the case that 
because old Fortinbras's losses were "Well ratified by law and 
heraldry" (I.i.99), the situation had stayed the same. But it's more 
likely that the Norwegians were deterred by the Ghost's "martial 
stalk," which King Hamlet once displayed in the flesh. Claudius, 
lacking such a swagger, appears not to deter a man half his age 
from intruding at Denmark's time of weakness. 

Whatever the reason, Fortinbras is on the march, and Den
mark is readying for war. Claudius described Fortinbras merely 
as "young," but Fortinbras has in fact spurred the Danes to pre
pare for war. He has 

Shark'd up a list oflawless resolutes 
For food and diet to some enterprise 
That hath a stomach in 't; which is no other 
(As it doth well appear unto our state) 
But to recover of us, by strong hand 
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And terms compulsatory, those foresaid lands 
So by his father lost. (Li. I I 0-I I 6) 

The Ghost's appearance is linked to this movement on Denmark's 
frontiers by the way he walks and by the armor he wears. It's as 
if the Ghost is trying to tell the sentries that war really is ap
proaching and that sending diplomats to treat with Fortinbras's 
bedridden uncle will achieve nothing. 

But even though the Ghost effectively communicates the 
need for martial prowess to the sentries and Horatio, he never
theless waits to deliver the real news until he meets young Ham
let. We will see what that news is and discover the public task 
that it gives Hamlet in a moment. But first, I want to reflect on 
why Hamlet is the only person to whom the Ghost speaks. Two 
considertions show that this question is worth taking seriously. 
First, the Ghost does not warn the Danish sentries about any 
threats, even though they are in public roles that could help them 
raise the alarm. And second, Horatio expresses confidence at the 
end of the first scene that "This spirit, dumb to us, will speak to 
[Hamlet]" (I.i.186). 

Part II: Hamlet's Reception of the Ghost's Message 

In a world defined by martial assertion, young Hamlet stands out 
for his ability to listen well. He possesses a desire to hear and a 
willingness to believe stories he is told. Whereas his friend Hor
atio would not believe Marcellus and Barnardo 's account of hav
ing seen the Ghost until he had the "sensible and true avouch/Of 
[his] own eyes" (I.i.67-8), Hamlet, upon hearing that Horatio has 
seen the former king, can't help blurting out: "For God's love, 
let me hear!" (I.ii.205.) His questions to Horatio, Marcellus, and 
Bamardo about their interactions with the Ghost are three: Where 
was he? What did he say? What did he look like? None of these 
questions demonstrate any sort of skepticism about the fact of 
the encounter. 

Moreover, his desire to speak to the Ghost is evident from 
the first time its presence is mentioned to him. Hamlet sees com
munication with the Ghost as a heroic task. He says, "If it assume 
my noble father 's person/I'll speak to it though hell itself should 
gape/ And bid me hold my peace" (I.ii.265-7). The sentries and 
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Horatio had been struck with "fear and wonder" at the sight of 
the Ghost, and did not know what to make of it. Hamlet, only 
hearing about the thing, begins to suspect there has been some 
"foul play" and that "all is not well" (I.ii.277-8) in the kingdom. 
In Hamlet's eyes, the Ghost is an omen to be trusted. 

When the Ghost appears, Hamlet unquestioningly, even de
votedly, follows it. Despite his comrades' attempts to hold him 
back, Hamlet insists on going away with the Ghost for a private 
conversation. He says it is a matter of his "fate," which "cries 
out." It's not every man who has a fate, of course, and Hamlet is 
not humble about comparisons: his fate, he says, "makes each 
petty arture in this body/As hardy as the Nemean lion's 
nerve./Still am I called" ( I.iv.91-93). Hamlet sees himselfas Her
cules being summoned to his first labor. 

Hamlet is open to words and stories. He trusts words more 
than the three men with whom he encounters the Ghost, and his 
sense of listening is heightened-the task of listening is height
ened-as he goes to listen to a Ghost, a thing that comes from be
yond the grave, from beyond the human horizon. When the Ghost 
directs Hamlet to "mark" him, Hamlet confidently answers: "I 
will" (I.v.3-4). Listening and the quality of being beyond the 
human horizon are gathered into Hamlet's fate: reception of the 
word delivered from beyond the grave is what he is meant for. 

It is important that Hamlet is the only person in Denmark ca
pable of taking seriously the Ghost's message. By way of con
trast, let's consider two other examples, both of whom are more 
skeptical than Hamlet about what they hear: Laertes and Polo
nius, son and father. Laertes is Hamlet's contemporary and some
time rival, especially in fencing, a sport in which he is reputed to 
be the top athlete, due partly to his training in Paris. Polonius, 
Laertes's father, is the king's chief counselor and a man who 
would talk the ears off a fish if the fish couldn't get out of its 
tank. 

Both father and son offer advice to Ophelia, Laertes 's sister 
and Polonius's daughter, about her liaison with young Hamlet. 
They emphasize that Hamlet's vows and promises are meaning
less. Laertes warns Ophelia that Hamlet's love is subject to his 
duty, and therefore his private voice will give way to his public 
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role, which will not allow him to control his choice of spouse': 
When the time comes, he will have to revise the parameters of 
his promise; he will have to break his vows to Ophelia. Polonius, 
on the other hand, warns Ophelia that Hamlet is in fact a liar, not 
because his love is subject to duty but because he is a passionate 
young lover putting on a show of pious vows in order to seduce 
Ophelia. So both father and son claim that Hamlet's vows cannot 
be trusted. One thinks they are subject to duty; the other thinks 
they are subject to passion. 

Laertes or Polonius might be right about Hamlet's vows. 
Hamlet surely goes back on them later in the play, when he denies 
that he ever promised Ophelia his love. But what is important 
here is that both Laertes and Polonius demonstrate a skepticism 
of vows that Hamlet does not share. For Hamlet, speaking itself 
is an action, a thing that has solidity and integrity. He is enamored 
with words and the hearing of them. 

I will return to this theme of Hamlet's relationship to words. 
But first, I want to examine the Ghost's message to young Ham
let, because it is important for rounding out an understanding of 
his public task and for comprehending the rot that characterizes 
Denmark at the beginning of the play. 

Part III: The Ghost's Message 

The Ghost reveals to Hamlet that his father was murdered by 
Claudius and that Claudius seduced Gertrude. That is difficult 
enough for young Hamlet to hear. But the Ghost seems concerned 
with something else, and if we listen closely, as Hamlet does, we 
can see that he brings young Hamlet a warning that the young 
prince alone is now able to pass on to Denmark. The Ghost's 
message is about public life in Denmark-and about the present 
threat to that public life. 

In addition to revealing the reality of the murder and 
Gertrude's hasty re-marriage to Claudius, the Ghost addresses 
the disparity between the events themselves and the story being 
told in Denmark. "'Tis given out that, sleeping in my orchard,/ A 
serpent stung me. So the whole ear of Denmark/Is by a forged 
process of my death/Rankly abused" (I.v.42-45). The Ghost con
tinues, revealing the identity of the murderer: "The serpent that 
did sting thy father's life/Now wears his crown" (I.v.46-7). The 
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Ghost's main concern is the betrayal of Denmark through decep
r tive story-telling and the presence of an illegitimate king hiding 

/ in plain sight. Similarly, in the Ghost's description of the seduc-
tion of Gertrude, it rails in the first place against Claudius's "trai-
torous gifts," which it decries in the second place because they 
"have the power" to "seduce" (I.v.50-52). And in describing 
Claudius's victory, the Ghost laments the loss of his "seeming
virtuous queen" (I.v.53). It warns Hamlet primarily about treason 
and then about the appearance of virtue in the royal court where 
there is actually corruption. 

The Ghost is concerned about the decay of Denmark, going 
on to implore young Hamlet, "Let not the royal bed of Denmark 
be/A couch for luxury and damned incest" (I.v.89-90). Young 
Hamlet is given the task of restoring the royal bed of Denmark 
by extirpating its corruption. 

The Ghost's revelations show that Denmark's public life has 
no substantial footing. The most essential institutions-marriage 
and the kingship-are diseased. What is worse, the Danes don't 
know it, and as a consequence Claudius could solidify his rule 
quickly and effectively. The more entrenched Claudius's rule be
comes, the worse disease and the more vulnerable Denmark will 
be to being taken over. The problem with corrupt institutions is 
not an abstract one-the Ghost says that Claudius's natural gifts 
are poor compared to those of his brother, and we know that King 
Hamlet used those gifts skillfully to stave off the Norwegian 
threat for a generation. Claudius will not have the same success. 
And the more internal political success he has, the more he will 
be allowed to govern Danish customs and institutions, and the 
weaker Denmark will be. 

The Ghost's warning about the internal corruption of the 
Danish kingdom means that the health of the internal order and 
institutions of Denmark are closely linked to its health and pow
ers facing outward-primarily toward Norway. Indeed, a polity's 
internal organization governs its ability to act outwardly, just as 
the health and order of the body allows it to act energetically to
ward objects outside of it. It is fitting that the two corrupt insti
tutions identified are marriage and the crown, for both have to 
do with foundational loyalties and devotions. Marriage ennobles 
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and governs private love by elevating it into a public union. The 
kingship embodies the country, to which the Danes devote their \ 
public love or devotion. When the private man who fills the pub
lic role is corrupt, the public aspect, which binds people together, 
is not an adequate representation of the private aspect. To put the 
issue another way, both marriage and the kingship concern where 
the heart is properly placed. The Ghost reveals that Danes are de
livering their hearts to corruption. To paraphrase Hamlet, such a 
situation cannot and will not come to good. 

Hamlet's public task is therefore composed of two major 
parts: protect Denmark from the Norwegian threat, and rid Den
mark of the corruption that currently governs it. Once he has spo
ken with the Ghost Hamlet confirms what we already suspected 
and what Fortinbras is exploiting to Denmark's detriment: "The 
time is out of joint. 0 cursed spite/That ever I was born to set it 
right!" (I.v.210-1.) 

Part IV: Hamlet, The Flesh, and Denmark 

Hamlet appears particularly well-suited for his public task for two 
reasons. First, he distinguishes sharply between nature and custom, 
often seeing more clearly than others what has merit by nature, al
though he also mocks the hollow and empty customs of the Danish 
court. Second, he cares for words and vows, as we have seen, 
deeply, which means that he cares deeply about honesty, abiding 
by one's word- indeed, being ruled by one's word. Having as the 
head of one's polity someone who can recognize natural merit and 
insists on his people being ruled by their word seems ideal. 

But although one off Hamlet's strengths is critiquing customs 
and institutions, his critical faculties seem less than admirable 
when we consider his unmeasured animosity toward the body. His 
hatred of the flesh, or what he describes to Ophelia as man's "old 
stock," makes him believe that human beings- and thus their cus
toms, institutions, and public life- are irredeemably evil. For much 
of the play, he does not use his powers of discrimination to recog
nize natural deficiencies and then set about improving them using 
the power and might of the word, as we might have hoped. Instead, 
he despairs of amending human wickedness. All human structures 
are incorrigible. 
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From the first, Hamlet's critiques are not confined to Den
mark but rather go right to the root of being human. For exam
ple, the only new setback he seems to receive in Act I after 
conversing with Gertrude and Claudius is that he cannot, like 
his rival Laertes, depart Denmark to go back to school. Yet he 
exclaims, 

0, that this too, too sullied flesh would melt, 
Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew, 
Or that the Everlasting had not fixed 
His canon 'gainst self-slaughter. 0 God, God, 
How weary, stale, and unprofitable 
Seem to me all the uses of this world! 
Fie on 't, ah fie! 'Tis an unweeded garden 
That grows to seed. (1.ii.129-36.) 

Such despair in the face of his father's death is understandable, 
if extreme. But it demonstrates a desire to escape even his own 
existence. In this first speech, Hamlet already wishes to melt and 
dissolve into dew rather than maintain the tautness of the flesh. 
He wishes that the life-giving tension inherent in the flesh would 
dissipate and vanish. And when he reflects on the corruption of 
the world-the "unweeded garden"-it never dawns on him that 
the world could be possessed by something other than what is 
"rank and gross in nature" (I.ii.136). Only those who are inferior 
by nature are at home in the world. 

Just as Hamlet dismisses the flesh and the world, so he dis
misses marriage entirely because of the corruption of human be
ings and their sinfulness. In a cruel moment later in the play, 
when Hamlet revokes the promises he made to Ophelia, he issues 
the notorious command, "Get thee to a nunnery" (III.i.121). 
There is, Hamlet tells her, no reason for further generation of the 
human species, no reason for he or any other "such fellows" to 
be "crawling between heaven and earth." While Hamlet is "in
different honest," it would have been better had his mother not 
given birth to him. It doesn't matter who it is-there is no re
demption for any human being, and "virtue cannot so inoculate 
our old stock but we shall relish of it" (III.1.117-29). Human be
ings are irredeemable. There should be no more marriages, no 
more breeding. 
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Hamlet's abhorrence goes along with his antipathy to beauty, 
which corrupts honesty. Honesty is simple and direct while 
beauty, especially feminine beauty, is two-faced and deceitful, 
"for the power of beauty will sooner/transform honesty from 
what it is to a bawd than the/force of honesty can translate beauty 
into his/likeness" (I.ii.111-14). Hamlet accuses Ophelia, and 
women in general, of deception: "God/hath given you one face, 
and you make yourselves/another. You jig and amble, and you 
lisp; you nickname God's creatures." Hamlet seems beyond being 
softened by jokes, or dancing, or nicknames. He now regards 
these as fit only for fools who cannot see through the pleasing 
deception to the pessimistic truth. If Ophelia must marry, Hamlet 
advises, she should marry only such a fool- like her father Polo
nius, who should be shut up in his own home so that he can ply 
his foolishness only there. Hamlet has no time for jokes or jesters. 
They have made him mad. 

Hamlet is angry at customs, jokes, dancing, marriage, and 
nicknames, which belie man's incorrigibility. All attempts to cover 
over or transfigure the irredeemable imperfection and sinfulness 
of human nature seem like outright lies to Hamlet. Communal and 
political life is therefore also a lie- it seems like merely another 
way of refusing to recognize the consitutional irredeemable quality 
of man. If man cannot be redeemed, neither can politics, customs, 
marriages, names, or jokes- which are merely opportunities for 
rubbing salt in the wound. We might go further: For Hamlet, even 
salt is bad since it spices food, which is nothing more than carrion. 
Hamlet's view of man as irredeemable renders him infinitely crit
ical, and creates in him an infinite regress of despair. 

Hamlet's extreme critique of man, politics, and customs causes 
him to see Denmark as full of weeds that must be extirpated and 
he doesn't mind extirpating them. But at the same time it causes 
him to see the whole world as an unweeded garden, impossible to 
reduce to order, and so he can have no plan for eventually provid
ing internal order in Denmark. If the public task of the prince is 
twofold- to excise, ruthlessly if necessary, corrupt parts of the 
polity and then to provide a healthy order- then the ruthless ex
cising must be undertaken with an eye to the eventual internal or
dering of the polity. But any such ordering depends on believing 
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that the polity is redeemable, that is, capable of being ordered and 
ruled. If, as is the case for Hamlet, the whole world is corrupt and 
irredeemable, then there is nothing governing his actions, because 

I there is no vision of any eventual order for the state. 

Part V: Hamlet's Turn 

Hamlet's disdain for human things together with the despair that 
underlies it remains characteristic of him until he is sent to Eng
land by Claudius. When he leaves Denmark, Hamlet undergoes 
a change in disposition that moves him closer to fitness for his 
public task. This change in disposition has to do with seeing that 
the human flesh and blood can indeed be directed toward a wor
thy goal. By seeing an example of an active and determined 
prince-namely, his foreign rival Fortinbras-Hamlet learns that 
the appropriation of a quality is more important than its internal 
meaning, and thus that honor is more important than "thinking 
too precisely" on it (IV.4.43). 

What Hamlet learns from observing Fortinbras 's invasion of 
a small, nearly worthless, patch of Polish ground appears in his 
interaction with another rival once he returns to Denmark. Ob
serving from a hidden place the "maimed rites" (V.1.226) of 
Ophelia's funeral, Hamlet sees Laertes's griefat Ophelia's death. 
He becomes incensed. He lashes out, issuing a challenge to 
Laertes and entering into direct competition with him before the 
Danish court, the King, and the Queen. 

What is he whose grief 
Bears such an emphasis, whose phrase of sorrow 
Conjures the wand'ring stars and makes them stand 
Like wonder-wounded hearers? This is I, 
Hamlet the Dane. (V.1.266-271) 

Hamlet's challenge to Laertes is significant: it is the first time 
that Hamlet offers himself for public competition with another 
member of the Danish court, and he does so by affirming his 
Danish lineage. Hamlet will later repudiate his actions by calling 
them "madness" (V.ii.232), and he asks for Laertes's forgiveness 
and pardon, but the episode nevertheless demonstrates an increas
ing willingness by Hamlet to place himself into public competi
tion. Honor, which Hamlet had previously mocked, becomes 
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meaningful to him after observing Fortinbras's daring intrusion 
into Denmark on his way to a conquest in Poland- and he shows 
his newfound appreciation in his public challenge to Laertes. 

Before returning to Denmark and challenging Laertes, how
ever, Hamlet had escaped death in a way that indicates a change 
of disposition in the second half of the play. Recounting the 
episode to his friend Horatio, Hamlet describes finding a note 
sent from Claudius to the English king by way of the envoys 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstem. The note contains a command that 
Hamlet's "head should be struck off' (V.2.28). Understanding 
now the depth of the treachery around him, Hamlet replaces the 
note with a new one instructing the English king to kill Rosen
crantz and Guildenstern instead of himself. He then stamps it 
with his father's signet ring, which he had inherited and which 
was the model for the Danish royal seal. 

Hamlet thus demonstrates both the ability and the willingness 
to use the flexibility of words and the likeness of the royal seal to 
save himself. Moreover, he does not scruple to kill others in his 
own defense. He asserts that he feels no remorse for the deaths of 
the envoys: Rosencrantz and Guildenstem "did make love to this 
employment/They are not near my conscience. Their defeat/Does 
by their own insinuation grow" (V.ii.64-66). After hearing the story, 
Horatio, in a striking and telling response for one who knows Ham
let uniquely, says only, "Why, what a king is this!" (V.ii.70.) 

About his discovery of the letter, Hamlet tells Horatio, 
"There's a divinity that shapes our ends,/Rough-hew them how 
we will" (V.ii.11-12). And he credits "heaven" with providing the 
signet ring that he happened to have in his purse (V.ii.54-6). 
Whereas previously Hamlet had considered man, together with 
man's institutions and actions, to be utterly corrupt and irre
deemable, he now recognizes the presence of "heaven" and "di
vinity" in human affairs. This realization gives Hamlet the 
freedom to use the resources placed before him to his advantage. 

Part VI: Concluding Thoughts 

In taking action, Hamlet shows signs of recovering from despair 
about human things. He finds within himself a more princely dis
position that takes advantage of present opportunities. Neverthe-
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less, the play ends where it begins-with the conquest of Den
mark by Fortinbras, in which he is assisted by Hamlet himself. 
Why does Shakespeare end the play this way? What are we sup
posed to learn about Hamlet from this ending? And what are we 
to learn about what it would take to fulfill duties of a prince of 
Denmark effectively? 

The scene upon which Fortinbras stumbles is shocking. 
There are so many dead bodies strewn about that Fortinbras com
pares it to a battlefield. This pile of corpses reflects the chaos of 
the Danish kingdom preceding the slaughter. Hamlet had strug
gled to eradicate the kingdom's rotting weeds, but in doing so, 
he left it open to foreign invasion. Indeed, Hamlet's very success 
in destroying all corrupt influences allows Denmark to be in
vaded and conquered. By avenging himself upon Denmark's par
asites without replacing them, Hamlet weakens Denmark and 
prepares it for Fortinbras's invasion. 

Hamlet's strengths at the beginning of the play recommend 
him for the kingship of Denmark - and yet he fails to direct those 
strengths toward action on Denmark s behalf. The drama of his 
critique of Denmark manifests itself as a spiritual crisis that ren
ders him ineffective in the public task of internally ordering the 
kingdom. Had he ascended to his father's throne unopposed, with 
no threat on the border and no competition for the crown, then his 
ability to elevate natural merit over vain custom, combined with 
his concern for the integrity of vows would have served the king
dom well. But because the times are corrupt and threatening, his 
strengths create a spiritual crisis he cannot overcome. He fails to 
to understand the complexity of the dark actions necessary to se
cure the throne so that it would be safe to allow his natural 
strengths free rein. While Hamlet was potentially a great friend 
of Denmark, the qualities that made him a great potential friend 
also made him incapable of becoming a friend of Denmark. To 
put this same point another way: If a friend were to woo a bride 
for him, Hamlet would most likely end up being a very good hus
band. But he himself is hopeless at wooing, for he refuses to take 
the actions necessary to make him lovable to the beloved. 

What I have just described as Hamlet 's situation-that is, 
needing to act despite a spiritual crisis caused by corruption at 
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home-is one example of all political situations. There is no 
human context in which all questions of corruption have been set
tled and in which there are no threats on the borders, even though 
the dangers may be temporarily dormant. Healthy polities are con
stantly growing, weeding, and defending simultaneously. And the 
ruler of such a polity can never relax or let his guard down, even 
to attend to a spiritual crisis that requires heroic strength. Inter
nally, his spirit must be constantly taut, ready either to fight on 
the border or to clean out the garden. A spiritual crisis may, as in 
Hamlet's case, be a distraction to the public task at hand. 

Hamlet's spiritual crisis renders him impotent with respect 
to his public task. Although his spiritual condition improves when 
he discovers trust that the divine is present in human affairs, this 
trust also makes him resigned to whatever happens to him. He 
expresses his resignation when he agrees to the duel with Laertes 
in the final scene-even though he has had doubts about it and 
Horatio urges against it. 

There is a 
special providence in the fall of a sparrow. If it be 
now, 'tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be 
now; if it be not now, yet it will come. The 
readiness is all. Since no man of aught he leaves 
knows, what is 't to leave betimes? Let be. (V.ii.233-8) 

Hamlet here lays down his arms and his judgment. Providence 
weakens him by rendering him passive. He may be restored in 
his relationships with human beings and even in his relationship 
with God; but in the end he has not fully embraced the public 
task of Denmark's prince. 

Hamlet's uncle Claudius, more than willing at all times to 
take the dark actions that secure his personal ambitions, seized 
the crown of Denmark for himself. His victory came, as the 
Ghost warned Hamlet, at the cost of wounding the kingdom, hol
lowing out its institutions, and exposing it to its enemies. He cap
tured the kingdom but was no friend to it. We find ourselves 
sympathetic to Hamlet at the beginning of the play because Den
mark is in crisis and he seems to have the virtues necessary to set 
it right. But he stands nearly at the opposite extreme from 
Claudius: He cannot bring himself to see winning the kingdom-
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which would be necessary if he is to become a friend of Den
mark- as a pious act, and he thus leaves the kingdom open to 

I 
1 the ravages of internal corruption and to eventual conquest by an 

/ external enemy. 



36 

The Gate of Speculation, 
Is it Open or Closed? 
On the Possibility of 
Permanent Questions 
Joseph C. Macfarland 

\ 

I offer a sort of opening question in order to spur conversation: 
is our shared activity ofliberally educating ourselves one of ask
ing and trying to answer permanent questions? What kind of 
question is a permanent question, ifthere is such a thing at all? 

Every seminar begins with a question; each night, a different 
question. Even when a tutor begins the seminar on reading she 
has studied and discussed before, perhaps often, she asks a new 
question. Sometimes I notice students writing down each opening 
question in a small book, keeping a log of the opening questions 
for every seminar, generally only the question, 256 unique ques
tions in a row, a Johnnie menagerie. Our questions have variety 
without limit. 

Often we find ourselves asking a question, knowing that we 
have asked this question before, perhaps among different friends, 
prompted by a different book, framed differently. In fact, we read 
and converse on the tacit assumption that this is going to happen. 
We would not endeavor to educate ourselves by reading a stack 
of old books if the questions aroused by them did not intermit
tently recur. I return to the Meno because Meno's question-can 
virtue be taught, or does it come by practice, or by nature?-and 
Socrates's prior question-what is virtue anyway?- remain 
questions for me. I have opinions about the answers, but without 
certainty. Or, to take another example: if you observe every facet 
and phase of Achilles 's anger, you note its occasion and probe its 
roots, and you wonder at its dissolution, you learn something not 
only about Achilles, but about yourself. His anger is never dupli
cated, yet what we are learning about persists. 

Joseph C. Macfarland is Dean of St. John's College in Annapolis, 
Maryland. This lecture was de lived at the College on August 24, 2018. 
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In these two examples I effaced the difference between what 
is explicitly a question-"can virtue be taught?"-and something 
that is enigmatic, but not formally a question. Is it from the books 
themselves from which we take our activity to be asking ques
tions, or from another source? We spend six months poring over 
the details of a book that does not pose a single question: I mean 
Euclid's Elements. The Elements does not even do what many 
mathematical works do: frame and solve problems. A problem is 
literally an obstacle; one seeks a solution, a way to eliminate the 
obstacle. A question seeks an answer; the question is not some
thing that is getting the way, to be dissolved. A question is the 
way one takes aim at an indistinct goal, a way of finding a path. 
We find many satisfying answers in these books, yet very often 
an answer is, for us, the occasion for further questions. We most 
of all dwell on those questions where the answer is not easy to 
find; in which case, what we are occupied with seems to be the 
question most of all. At the founding of the program, \Scott 
Buchanan wrote a list of five criteria for a great book. The third 
is that the book, "raises the persistent unanswerable questions."1 

What is this "persistent unanswerable question," present for the 
author and present for me? 

We try to understand the authors where they are: moment
by-moment our conversations are immersed in the details of the 
text, transposing us for a time into the world the author has 
opened up for us. When a question is prompted by something we 
read, we try as much as possible to answer that question by look
ing to other passages in the book, to discover how the book re
sponds to it, to answer it in the expressions given by the book. 
Thus displaced from the present, we gain a measure of freedom 
from contemporary, generally-accepted opinions. Yet this dis
placement occurs in both directions-the reason I not only read 
the question, but ask it, is because I have something at stake in 

1. Winfree Smith, A Search for the Liberal College (Annapolis: St. 
John's College Press, 1983), 24. Smith adds, "He cited such questions 
as those about 'number and measurement, matter and form, ultimate 
substance, tragedy, and God."' 
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it. I have opinions about plausible answers, opinions that may af
fect how I act in the moment and how I mean to live. Our interest 
in the books is not antiquarian-our aim is not to know what 
Plato thought, as opposed to Aristotle, or as opposed to what 
"we" think now. If we let ourselves be transposed from our fa
miliar environment into the world of the book, we also transpose 
the questions we find there back into our own surroundings inas
much as we expect what we gather there to improve our thinking, 
to make us a little wiser here and now. 

Aristotle says that human beings are political animals by na
ture; let us assume that this statement is questionable, as other 
program authors question it. On the one hand, I delve into Aris
totle's books in order to think through whatever he could mean 
by political, aware that the meaning could be somewhat specific 
to the social phenomena he is observing; on the other hand, I take 
an interest in this question on the assumption that there is suffi
cient congruence in the political for any answer to have import 
and value for me no less than for him. 

We neither force our authors to inhabit our world, nor do we 
concern ourselves much with the historical conditions of theirs. 
We attend to the books in a way that is open to the questions that 
we share, open to what spans the times. We read as if the ques
tions that loom largest are enduring, perhaps permanent. We labor 
with these books as if there is an absolute of some kind toward 
which (or around which) we navigate in thought, whether it be 
what-is-by-nature, an irrefutable proposition (e.g., Gorgias 473b, 
Metaphysics 4), an acute insight, or a persisting question, possi
bly with equally persisting alternative accounts.2 

2. My thinking about this question was prompted a long time ago, first, 
by Strauss's comments on an "absolute horizon" for inquiry, a horizon 
of"fundamental problems" with "fundamental alternatives coeval with 
human thought" (Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History [Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1953], 35), and later, by Gadamer's cri
tique of this notion: "Critiquing the concept of the problem by appealing 
to a logic of question and answer must destroy the illusion that problems 
exist like starts in the sky" (Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 
2nd ed., translation rev. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall 
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In order to think about the form of a permanent question, I 
thought I would pick a single question that has been raised by 
different program authors and examine their respective treat
ments of that question. I will observe the way the question is 
framed and addressed, in order to think about what persists across 
multiple queries. The question I have chosen is-is the world 
eternal, or does it have a beginning in time? Taken naively, it 
seems like a fair choice: as a question about the world, it seems 
likely to be less contingent on social or historical circumstances. 
As a question about what is eternal, it seems a fitting choice for 
thinking about the eternality of the question itself. Of course, be
ginning from this particular example might well skew my view 
of the class, if there is a class. 

To pursue this, I am going to talk about two authors who are 
both wildly inappropriate for the first lecture of the year: Im
manuel Kant, who at this point is known only to. seniors, and 
Moses Maimonides, known to a still narrower and more select 
group: Santa Fe transfers. Still worse, since Maimonides's treat
ment of this question does not have the clarity of Kant's, I will 
spend more time with what is less familiar. I hope to sketch their 
arguments in a way that does not presuppose familiarity. What I 
have to say about each will seem insufficient to anyone familiar 
with either. I trust that, suspended somewhere between the two, 
I can gain some access to the question itself. 

*** 
This dip into Kant 's thinking will be "quick and dirty," which is 
to say, knowingly un-Kantian. I will leap straight to the middle 
of Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, straight to what he calls the 
"antinomies," without having worked through Kant's prior ex
planation of the grounds of scientific knowledge-we will be-

[London: Continuum, 2004], 369. This will be cited as TM.). I benefit
ted much from Stewart Umphrey 's analysis of the permanent problem 
in his article "Natural Right and Philosophy," in Leo Strauss: Political 
Philosopher and Jewish Thinker, ed. K. Deutsch and W. Nicgorski 
[Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 1994], 275-295, although 
this lecture does not intersect with the direction of that inquiry. 
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having our desert before dinner. I will try to minimize the jargon, 
even at the expense of precision.3 

In what Kant calls an "antinomy of pure reason," we find two 
evidently contradictory statements juxtaposed: first, the world 
has a beginning in time and is spatially enclosed within bounds; 
second, the world has no beginning and is infinite as regards 
space and time. Kant provides a proof for each statement (B454). 
Each proof is negative; it proceeds by assuming the opposite 
statement and then showing the absurdity of that opposite. For 
example, in order to prove that the world has a beginning in time, 
let us assume that it has no beginning. On this assumption, at 
each point in time there would have already elapsed an infinite 
series of successive states of the world; but an "infinity" is pre
cisely that which cannot be completed through a synthesis of suc
cessive states; an "infinite series of successive states" is a 
contradiction. Our assumption, that the world has no beginning 
in time, is proven false and, therefore, the opposite is true, the 
world must have a beginning in time. 

There is an analogous proof for the antithesis-the eternity 
of the world-it, too, is negative in form and it is equally valid. 
The. fact that the proofs are negative is important: as Kant says, 
in "a dialectical combat arena . . . any party permitted to make 
the attack keeps the upper hand" (B450). In this combat, there is 
no victor. 

In this metaphysical duel, the thesis and antithesis each has 
its partisans (B493). That the world has a beginning in time is a 
foundation of morality and religion (B494); the thought that the 
world suddenly begins is allied with the thought that not every
thing comes about according to the laws of nature (B473). Some 
appearances can be attributed to a freedom beyond nature, 
whether human or divine. In other words, that the world should 

3. As members of the audience will not have read Kant, and I want the 
language to be as familiar as possible, I will speak of "appearances" 
when the Pluhar translation of Kant says "intuitions," "knowledge" 
where the translation gives "cognition," and I might say "experience" 
when I ought to say "possible experience," etc. (The Critique of Pure 
Reason, tr. Werner Pluhar [Indianapolis, Indiana: Hackett, 1996). 
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have a beginning in time is associated with the view that the 
world itself is a product of the divine will, in an act beyond the 
laws of nature. The mere possibility that God freely created the 
world underwrites the freedom with which we act and make 
moral decisions.4 Trusting in our freedom, we have a reason to 
take this side of the contest. 

On the other side, the eternity and infinitude of the world is 
championed by scientists, especially empiricists (B494). The an
tithesis is framed to ensure that scientific knowledge can expand 
without limit; that everything is by nature (B496-8). We have an 
interest on this side as knowledge-seekers. 

The fact that the opposed partisans each have an interest in 
the outcome helps to perpetuate the contest, but it is not the cause 
of its persistence. The arguments on both sides are valid, yet nei
ther is true. The truth is an alternative that escapes the contrary, 
but not contradictory, formulations (B531 ). The contest is per
petual because it cannot be decided in favor of either statement. 

The conflict arises due to an illusion (B534). In both cases we 
reason about the world as if the world were an object of experi
ence, but the world is not something available to experience in 
this way. The world is an idea, a concept created by reason in 
order to structure and organize all the things that we do know 
through the understanding's grasp of possible experience (B538).5 

The world-as-idea is the "absolute totality of all existing things," 
the totality of all possible experience, a synthesis that therefore 
"surpasses all possible experience" (B447; cf. B384). 

4. "Now, to be sure, we have in fact established this necessity of a first 
beginning, issuing in freedom, only insofar as this is required for mak
ing comprehensible an origin of the world .... Yet having once proved 
thereby . . . the power of beginning entirely spontaneously a series in 
time, we are now also permitted to let different series begin sponta
neously, even in the midst of the course of the world" (B477-78). 

5. "We can in no way intend to mean that the series of conditions for a 
given conditioned is in itself finite or infinite. For then we would by a 
mere idea of absolute totality-a totality provided only in the idea it
self- think an object that cannot be given in any experience; for we 
would confer on a series of appearances an objective reality independent 
of the empirical synthesis" (B538). 



42 THE ST. JOHN' S REVIEW 60.1-2 (2018-20 l 9) 

I should back up a moment and note that everything Kant says 
about this question depends on distinguishing two faculties, the 
understanding and reason (B396). This is the absolutely crucial 
part I have skipped over, and which I will shamelessly sketch. The 
first faculty, the understanding, brings the wide variety of appear
ances under concepts, it unifies the appearances by means of rules 
(B359); understanding is how we come to know objects and make 
correct statements about them. The second faculty, reason, oper
ates at a higher level; it does not deal directly with appearances; 
it manages what is supplied by the understanding, it brings coher
ence to these statements; in bringing order, it seeks the universal 
underlying conditions of those statements (B363). 

At first glance, the world looks like an object of experience, 
something grasped by the understanding, but in fact it is a concept 
of reason, a notion that reason freely creates as part of its work in 
bringing coherence to the statements of the understanding about 
the objects of experience. This concept of reason, the world, is 
barely robust enough for us to raise a question about its origin, 
and not sufficiently robust for that question to have an answer 
(B505). Thus, contrary statements can be made about it without 
consequence. This idea of pure reason that we constructively 
think, but do not experience, is inherently a problem (B510). Note 
that while I began talking about questions, under Kant's guidance 
I have slipped into talking about problems instead. The idea of 
pure reason is a problem in a double sense: on the one hand, it is 
a "problem which admits no solution" since neither the thesis nor 
the antithesis can be true; on the other hand, because we can say 
"with certainty" that no solution is possible, we obtain a "critical 
solution"; the illusion is dispelled (B508-510). The problem is 
perfectly insoluble and therefore perfectly solved.6 

One of the striking things here is that Kant appears to turn the 
word idea inside out. Suppose we were to ask with Socrates, 

6. "No question whatever concerning an object given to pure reason is in
soluble for this same human reason . .. for the same concept that enables 
us to ask the question must also assuredly make us competent to answer it, 
since . .. the object is not to be met with outside the concept at all" (B505). 
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"what is virtue"? We wish to know not just what qualities may be 
called "virtues," but what the form of virtue is-its idea-what is 
it that makes each so-called virtue a virtue? To answer the "what 
is?" question means to grasp in thought the fullness of the idea. 
But for Kant, the idea is not the consummation of knowledge, not 
a fullness of thought, but the opposite; it is a problem for the un
derstanding, a rift in the fabric of human knowledge. 

When reason connects an idea, like the world, to a thread of 
inquiries in natural science, it does not expand knowledge; it sim
ply indicates that this is where knowledge-as-such ends (B498). 
Kant calls this method "skeptical" in that it aims to refute the 
dogmatism of pure reason. It is Socratic, in that he means to de
lineate with maximum clarity what it is that we do not know. He 
brings the contrarian dialectic of pure reason to a conclusion in 
"the Socratic manner, viz., by the clearest proof of the opponents' 
ignorance" (Bxxxi).7 

I seem to have contradicted myself, saying both that Kant is 
Socratic in his treatment of the ideas and that he turns the Socratic 
idea inside out, from the consummation of knowledge to its ab
sence. Is Kant being ironic when he says his mode is Socratic? I 
think not. In many Platonic dialogues, when we observe the re
sponses to what is? questions, even though several possible an
swers are shown wanting, suggesting progress, one often comes 
away thinking that the question has not been definitively an-

7. "Above all, however, [we see the value of] such a metaphysics if we 
take into account the inestimable advantage of putting an end, for all 
future time, to all objections against morality and religion, and of doing 
so in a Socratic manner, viz. , by the clearest proof of opponents' igno
rance . ... Hence the primary and most important concern of philosophy 
is to deprive metaphysics, once and for all, of its detrimental influence, 
by obstructing the very source of its errors" (Bxxxi). Another passage 
that may allude to Socrates: "And what we allow as holding in regard 
to our practical interest, reason may want to pass off as furthering our 
speculative interest; reason may want to do this in order to break .. . the 
thread of physical inquiries and fasten it-with a pretense of expanding 
our cognition-to transcendental ideas, through which we cognize only 
that we know nothing" (B498). 
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swered. Even the question, "what is knowledge?" is not an
swered. Perhaps even in the Platonic dialogues the idea signifies 
not a fullness of thought, but a problem. According to Kant, the 
ideas even for Plato were framed more as a ground for right ac
tion than for the sake of theoretical knowledge (B3 71).8 By de
priving reason of transcendent speculative pretentions, Kant has 
made room for a rational faith that grounds moral action (Bxxx). 

*** 
So how might Kant's account of the idea, understood as a prob
lem, help us to think about our own common experience with 
persisting questions? It helps us to see how a question could be 
permanent; how arguments may be valid on both sides of the 
question; how the question necessarily goes unanswered. The 
idea understood as a problem appears to give us an object of 
thought that invites our inquiry, that has a determinate form, but 
remains elusive. The enduring questions that we maneuver 
around in our conversations appear to have the inside-out struc
ture of Kant's ideas, a sort of photographic negative for the 
mind's eye. 

Yet Kant's account of the idea as a problem seems poorer 
than our naive experience of a permanent question. Having 
shown that the question of the eternity of the world is perma
nently incapable of being answered, Kant does away with any 
interest we may have had in raising the question. This is exactly 
his intention: by showing that neither side can grasp the truth, he 
shows that empiricist scientists cannot do away with freedom, 
and defenders ofreligion and morality cannot put limits on sci
entific inquiry. There is no reason for them to quarrel, and little 

8. Incidentally, this is the context in which Kant suggests that he un
derstood Plato better than Plato understood himself (B370). The worth 
of the ideas lies not only in practice, i.e., moral guidance, but also in 
regulating and guiding speculative inquiry. A cosmological idea (i.e., 
the world) is a rule for the continuation and expansion of experience; 
even though the unconditioned (finite or non-finite) is never reached in 
experience (B537; cf. B672, on the regulative use of transcendental 
ideas). "We interrogate nature in accordance with these ideas" (B673). 
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reason even to talk about it. He means to steer eager young minds 
away from these fruitless debates: too often young people "with 
their desire for knowledge" waste their time on this and similar 
quarrels, exercising their ingenuity by devising clever new argu
ments and "neglect[ing] the study of well-founded sciences" 
(Bxxxi). I don't think Kant would have sent his children to St. 
John's, although I could be wrong. 9 

*** 
Kant enabled us to picture the structure of a permanent question, 
but only by transforming the question into a problem, one that is 
perfectly solved by being shown perfectly insoluble. When the 
question is framed in way to exhibit its permanence, it seems to 
lose its character as a question. With Maimonides, we see the 
question take on an analogous structure, of parallel, undemon
strated propositions, but perhaps retaining its question-hood. 

About the eternity of the world Maimonides says there are 
three opinions: first, the opinion of the Law of Moses, that God, 
through his will, brought into existence out of nothing all beings 
as they are, including time. 10 Second is the opinion is of all the 
philosophers, including Plato, that it is not possible to bring a thing 
into existence out of nothing, and, hence, there exists matter that 
is as eternal as the deity; the deity works on this matter as a potter 
works on clay; out of this the earth and the heavens are generated. 
Third is the opinion of Aristotle and his followers, which is the 
same as the preceding opinion, except Aristotle thinks the heavens 
do not come into being, but are perpetual and everlasting (2 .13. 
281-284). Without warning, Maimonides adds a fourth opinion, 
the opinion of Epicurus and his following, who do not say that a 
deity exists, and who think that all things come into being and 
pass away by chance (2.13 .285). The four opinions are quickly 

9. Of course, Kant neither married nor had children. 

10. Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines, 
2 Vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), Pt. 2, Ch. 13, 282. 
This work has three parts; it will be cited by part, chapter, and page num
ber separated by periods; the above citation would be Guide 2.13.282. 
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reduced to two: the opinion of Epicurus is said to be irrelevant 
since the existence of the deity has already been demonstrated; 
and the difference between the opinions of Plato and Aristotle is 
quickly set aside, on the ground that the essential question is 
whether matter is created or coexists eternally with God. 

I will briefly consider arguments for the creation of the world 
and for its eternity in order to get a synoptic view of the question. 
As Maimonides's treatment has many more facets-there are, for 
example, four proofs of creation based on ten premises-I will take 
longer, getting deeper into the weeds, while abbreviating even more. 

Maimonides finds the proofs for the creation of the world want
ing because the premises are faulty (1.73-74). I will mention two 
premises. First, the authors of these proofs, the theologians, do not 
admit the distinction between substance and accident, between a 
nature that endures and a changeable attribute (1.73.200-201). The 
proofs, in effect, assume that nothing occurs by nature; everything 
is only an attribute brought about directly by God in an unceasing 
act of creation. They assert, "everything you consider a form is an 
accidentl} . . . there is no difference between the substance of iron 
and the substance of cream" (1. 73 .208). 11 Second, the most impor
tant premise adopted by the theologians is not acknowledging the 
difference between intellect and imagination; they assume that 
whatever can be imagined is an acceptable notion for the intellect 
( 1. 73 .206), and that what is possible or impossible according to the 
imagination is possible or impossible simply. As a result, they do 
not recognize the stable nature of what exists. 

By contrast, for Maimonides, the difference between imag
ination and intellect is made evident in mathematics. In math
ematics there are things that cannot be imagined, but 
nevertheless can be established by demonstrative proof. One 
example is the relationship of the hyperbola to its asymptote: 
one cannot imagine that the two lines will come closer than any 
given distance and still never meet, and yet this feature of the 

11. This statement actually follows from the second premise mentioned 
here; its relevance to the first premise signals their connection. 
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hyperbola is proven (1.73.210).12 Here, the impossible and the 
necessary are correctly identified only by means of the intel
lect. 13 This distinction between the intellect and the imagination 
is useful to the believer as well, since by means of the imagi
nation one may easily think that God is a body or a force acting 
in a body ( 1. 73 .211 , cf. 1.49 .109), whereas it is the intellect that 
establishes that God is not a body. But the intellect also puts 
limits on what may be believed: "the impossible has a firmly 
established nature" that cannot be changed by any agent, in
cluding God (2.13.283). Creation out of nothing is impossible 
according to the intellect, and it cannot therefore be attributed 
to God (cf. 2.14.286). 

Maimonides also raises doubts about Aristotle's arguments 
for the eternity of the world. The most important argument for 
the eternity of the world is that that motion as a whole does not 
come into being or pass away; each motion is caused by a pre
ceding motion; either this series goes on to infinity, or there is 
an unceasing motion prior to all others (2.14.286). 14 This eternal 
motion is the motion of the heavens, which, being circular, has 
no contraries, no reason to stop. Aristotle sought to refute Epi
curus, who thought that the world, even the heavens, came 
about only by chance (2.20.312). Thus, he sought to show that 
the heavenly spheres move unceasingly through natural neces
sity (2.19.306). All this is familiar to readers of Aristotle's 
Physics. Against this Maimonides points out that the various 
heavenly bodies have quite different motions- they travel in 
different directions and at different speeds; Aristotle's account 

12. The imagination in each particular use seems wedded to a particular 
scale, but the increasing closeness of the hyperbola and asymptote for
ever changes scale. What unfolds in thought cannot be coherently pic
tured, but only thought. 

13. In another mathematical example, the mutakallimun apparently do 
not acknowledge that the side and the diagonal of the square are incom
mensurable (1.73 .198). 

14. Maimonides says the method is correct but not sufficient as a proof 
(2.17.297); his argument is rehearsed below. 
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of the permanent causes of motion do nothing to explain this 
variety. What Aristotle has to say about the heavens is therefore 
only conjecture. 15 

Maimonides is at pains to point out that while Aristotle's 
argument is not demonstrative, Aristotle knew it was not 
demonstrative; he knew what it was that he did not know. 16 This 
awareness that he had opinion rather than knowledge distin
guishes him from his philosophical followers (2.15.290-2). Ac
cording to Maimonides, "no cogent demonstration" can be 
brought to establish either the eternity of the world or its cre
ation in time, "this is a point before which the intellect stops" 
( 1. 71.180). When there is no demonstration of either of two 
contradictory viewpoints, he says that it is preferable to let this 
matter remain a "problem," or, if one accepts one of the two 
viewpoints, to do so without pretending it is proven (2.16.293-
4). 

When Maimonides says, "this is a point at which the intellect 
stops," one is naturally reminded of Kant's account of the ideas 
of pure reason.17 As there are two fundamental opinions, one re
ligious and one philosophical, the question mirrors the simplicity 
of Kant's antinomy. Here, as well, neither opinion gains an undis
puted, dialectical supremacy over the other. The Guide of the Per
plexed is peppered with analogous notices on the boundaries of 
the intellect. "Man should not press forward to engage in specu
lative study of corrupt imaginings . .. when the thing he seeks 
does not seem to him to have been demonstrated . .. he should 

15. Guide 2.19.306-8; 2.22.320; cf. 2.3.254. The cause of the motions 
of the heavens are intellects. Thought-thinking-itself does not "will" in 
the proper sense of the word because it is impossible that it will any
thing contrary to what it does (2.21.314, 2.22.319). 

16. Guide 2.15.289-290; Pines cites De Caelo 1.10 (279b4 ff.). This 
awareness that he had opinion rather than knowledge on this point dis
tinguishes him from his philosophical followers, who dogmatically mis
take the argument for a proof (2.15.290-92). 

17. Of course, only by substituting "intellect" for "understanding." 
Much more could be said here. 
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refrain and hold back." 18 In the face of such doubtful matters, 
"human perfection" is not-deceiving yourself into thinking that 
you have demonstrative knowledge when you do not, and not
aspiring to know that which you cannot know (1 .32.68). He says 
that the intention "is not, however, wholly to close the gate of 
speculation and to deprive the intellect of the apprehension of 
things that it is possible to apprehend" (1.32.70). Maimonides's 
coordinated treatment of the two opinions, in which neither is 
demonstrated, has the double effect of preserving scientific 
knowledge of the things that are, while also preserving obser
vance of the divine law. "For I reach the goal that every [theolo
gian] desires, without abolishing the nature of existence and 
without disagreeing with Aristotle with regard to any point that 
he has demonstrated."19 

As neither the eternity of the world nor its beginning in time 
have been demonstrated, the advantages of holding one opinion 
or the other take on greater significance. The eternity of the 
world, especially the eternal motion of the heavens, has the ad
vantage of making fully manifest the stability of nature. In addi
tion, the eternity of the heavens is the premise on which is 
demonstrated the existence, unity, and incorporeality of God as 
pure intellect. 

There is a very significant disadvantage to the eternity of the 
world: it "destroys the Law [of Moses] in its principle," for it de-

18. Guide 1.32.70, cf. 1.32.66, 1.72.193, 3.436-7, etc. The affinities 
between Maimonides and Kant have been explored by Shlomo Pines, 
"The Limitations of Human Knowledge According to Al-Farabi, ibn 
Bajja, and Maimonides" in Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Lit
erature, ed. I. Twersky (London: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 
although Pines focuses on knowledge of separated substances. Josh 
Parens provides a critique of this view, together with a review of the 
literature, in Leo Strauss and the Recovery of Medieval Political Phi
losophy (Rochester, New York: University of Rochester Press, 2016), 
137-147. 

19. Guide 1.71.182. For the sake of simplicity, I have said, "theolo
gians," where Pines gives, "Mutakallimun," a transliteration of the Ara
bic. The word is sometimes translated "dialectical theologians." 
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nies miracles, and it renders meaningless the rewards and penal
ties given by the Law (2.25.328). If the motion of the heavens is 
eternal and necessary, then the basis of this motion, the deity as 
intellect, is unchanging; such a deity cannot will one thing and 
then another (2.14.284). This kind of God cannot be the author 
of the Law because laws do not exist by necessity; they require 
choice and particularization (3.26.509). There is no necessity, for 
example, that one sacrifice a lamb in one circumstance and a ram 
in another, even if sacrifices are useful (3.26.509).20 

Maimonides means to protect the stability of the impossible 
and the stability of nature, while also building a "great wall" 
about the Mosaic Law (2.19.303; 2.17.297-8). Both premises
eternity and creation-are consistent with the existence, unity, 
and incorporeality of God (2.1.252). In addition, creation is con
sistent with a God who lays down particular laws, whereas eter
nity can be the basis of demonstrable knowledge of God's 
existence. One premise is preferable, but both are possible, and 
human perfection is recognizing that you do not have demonstra
tive knowledge of either. 

*** 
While Maimonides shows that both the eternity of the world and 
its creation have not been demonstrated, he nevertheless affirms 
that he is among the followers of Moses, who believe in the cre
ation of the world, and he provides an argument in favor of this 
belief. The argument runs thus: for each thing produced in time, 
the nature of the thing that has attained its final state is different 
from the nature of the thing when it is being generated. Someone 

20. Aristotle's deity of pure thought, which moves the eternal heaven, 
acts only by necessity; it cannot account for why one heaven moves 
east and another west, one faster, another slower; it cannot account for 
why the stars are dense here and sparse there; these variations appear 
to require "particularization." With belief in the creation of the world, 
God is conceived as one who can will one thing and then another; mir
acles and the Law are both rendered possible (not necessary or demon
strated, of course [2.25.329]). Note: Maimonides does not claim to have 
a demonstration that the deity is one who particularizes. 
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who observes a thing only in its final state, cannot infer from its 
final state what its nature was before, while it was being gener
ated. For example, an orphaned male on an isolated island, who 
has never seen a female of a mammalian species, could not an
swer the question, how did he come to be generated? (2.17 .295) 
Without viewing an embryo, one cannot know what is generated 
first, the heart or the gonads, the veins or the bones (2.17 .298). 
Aristotle, looking only upon the nature of what exists, and seeing 
it in its stability and perfection, cannot conceive an earlier state 
through which this whole was generated. But the inability to 
conceive this earlier state does not entail that such a state is im
possible, it does not render impossible a prior process of natural 
generation (2 .17 .296). Maimonides's critique clearly does not 
prove that the world was generated: it is not intended to be 
demonstrative. It only establishes that, on the basis of the nature 
before us, one cannot deny the possibility of the generation of 
the world. 21 

The argument is surprising if you think about it. For Mai
monides, it is the theologians who characteristically err in not cor
rectly identifying what is possible, impossible, and necessary. 
They judge what is possible on the basis of the imagination, when 
the intellect is a more definite guide. The philosophers, by con
trast, know about and are guided by the intellect, and therefore 
understand better the nature of the possible, impossible, and the 
necessary (1.68.166). But here, it is the philosophers who distin
guish the possible and the impossible incorrectly, thinking the gen
eration of the natural whole is impossible. 

The particular error in judging the possible and the impossi
ble points to a deeper difficulty. Every school of thought has 
some opinion about what is impossible, and in every case, power 
over the impossible is not ascribed to God (3.15.461). For exam-

21. Furthermore, it establishes the possibility of the creation of the 
world in a way as that permits what exists to have a stable nature. The 
mutakallimun sought to establish the possibility of the creation of the 
world in time, but they did so only in such a way as to render impossible 
the stability of nature. 
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ple, all men of speculation think that it is impossible that God 
should create a second like Himself, or impossible that he should 
annihilate himself. Some men of speculation, the theologians, 
think that it is possible for an attribute to exist without being in 
a substance, and others, the philosophers, think this is impossible. 
Faced with sorting out the various opinions about the impossible, 
Maimonides makes a surprising concession: 

Would that I knew whether this gate is open and licit, 
so that everyone can .. . assert with regard to any notion 
whatever he conceives; This is possible; whereas some
one else says: No, this is impossible because of the na
ture of the matter. Or is there something that shuts and 
blocks this gate so that so that a man can assert deci
sively that such and such a thing is impossible because 
of its nature? Should this be verified ... with the help 
of the imaginative faculty or with the intell~ct? And by 
what can one differentiate between that which is imag
ined and that which is cognized by the intellect? ... Is 
there accordingly something that permits differentiation 
between the imaginative faculty and the intellect? And 
is that something altogether outside both the intellect 
and the imagination, or is it by the intellect itself that 
one distinguishes between that which is cognized by the 
intellect and that which is imagined? (3.16.460-1.)22 

22. Elsewhere it appears to be the intellect which is responsible for dis
tinguishing the two: "the intellect divides the composite things and dif
ferentiates their parts and makes abstractions of them, represents them 
to itself in their true reality and with their causes . . . the imagination 
apprehends only that which is individual and composite as a whole, as 
it is apprehended by the senses; or [it] compounds things that in their 
existence are separate" (1.73.209). It is not clear to me whether Mai
monides thinks the intellect in itself cannot be known with precision 
(cf. 3.9.436-7), or whether its "quiddity" can be known (1.68.163), but 
it is unclear in the actual exercise of the two faculties where one begins 
and the other ends. This question is connected with other vexed ques
tions in the Guide: the nature of prophecy (as the prophet is one perfect 
in imagination and intellect) and the prophecy of Moses in particular 
(whose prophecy is said to make no use of the imagination). 
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In the case of the asymptotes of a hyperbola, or in the case 
of the incommensurability of the side and diagonal of a square, 
the proofs are valid in spite of distrusting imagination; such 
proofs help to establish that the intellect yields a conception of 
the impossible and the necessary that is different from the imag
ination's. But to establish that the two faculties are distinct in 
several cases is not the same as distinguishing them in every 
case. It seems the philosophers who thought the eternity of the 
world was proven, somehow judged the matter with the imagi
nation even when they thought they were judging on the basis 
of the intellect. As Maimonides says, "passions get the better of 
all sects, even of the philosophers."23 The distinction between 
the imagination and the intellect remains somehow indetermi
nate, leaving ambiguities about the possible, impossible, and 
necessary. 

I should give some context for the image of the gate: Mai
monides gives an extended parable about a ruler in his palace 
(3 .51 ). People are scattered about inside and outside the city. 
Some wander around searching for the gate, others have entered 
the gate and the antechambers; I will not pause to lay out the 
several concentric rings. The highest rank, the rank of the 
prophets, who are strongest in intellect, have entered the inner
most court. Maimonides says they ask questions and receive 
answers, speaking and being spoken to, in that holy place 
(3 .51.620). Set in this context, the passage I read a short while 
ago, about whether the gate is "open and licit" or closed, pres
ents a puzzle. In other passages, if the gate is open, this means 
there is something that can be grasped by the intellect; if the 
gate is closed, then the matter lies beyond the intellect. Here, 
closing the gate signifies that the intellect's determination of 
the impossible is correct. Conversely, opening the gate signifies 
that we do not know if the intellect is correct in its determina
tion of the impossible, and, yet, in this state of ambiguity, the 

23. Guide 2.15 .292. Here, Maimonides says Aristotle knew that the 
"gates" were "closed" regarding the possibility of proving the eternity 
of the world. 
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gate is there to be passed through, perhaps to enter the inner
most chamber, where the intellect attains its highest exercise, 
asking questions and receiving answers. 

*** 
The question about the eternity of the world is a question about 
what's out there, about nature, rather than about the self. One 
may have supposed this would make the question more 
tractable, yet the objectivity proves illusory. The question about 
the world cannot be explored in depth without opening a corre
late question about the nature and the powers of one's own soul. 
Kant and Maimonides both show this in different ways. For 
Kant, the question concerning the eternity of the world is a per
manent problem because its insolubility is demonstrated on the 
basis of the distinction between the faculties of understanding 
and reason. For Maimonides, the question concerning the eter
nity of the world continues to perplex and invite inquiry pre
cisely because the faculties of intellect and imagination, 
however separate, lack a final, satisfactory typology. 

In a better form of this lecture I would put these two accounts 
of the soul to the test. Is the power of imagination somehow ac
tive in Kant's account of knowledge? Does this have anything to 
do with reason's "fictive" power in creating deceptive ideas? This 
is a gate I am not prepared to pass through; I will make some ob
servations while loitering before it. First, I believe Maimonides 
is wiser for his caution. In solving the problem of the antinomy, 
Kant employs a "skeptical method" which aims "to discover the 
point of misunderstanding" (B451-2). The method is Socratic in
sofar as it seeks to know what it is that one does not know. Yet 
"the skeptical method" has a dogmatic edge; Kant says it "aims 
at certainty"; it reveals not what one person knows or does not 
know, but the limits of knowledge for human beings as such. To 
accomplish this requires an unambiguous and satisfactory ac
count of the nature of knowledge; I am not confident Kant has it. 
Maimonides seems to reflect more accurately my experience 
reading great books, that even those who rightly place a premium 
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on distinguishing knowledge from opinion, nevertheless may 
prove to have confused the two.24 

Second, I would observe some differences in the way the 
question is framed by each author. Kant's frames each antinomy 
in terms of a single thesis and antithesis , the view of natural sci
ence and the view of religion and morality, or, better, our view 
as knowledge-seekers and our view as rational-moral actors. This 
framing is intended to subsume every possible philosophy and 
every religion. It must be able to subsume under itself all previous 
speculation on these subjects, if it is to put an end to the unfruitful 
exercise of ingenuity. 

Maimonides 's framing of the question is immersed in detail, 
disordered and enigmatic. He lists four opinions about eternity 
or creation; he quickly reduces them to two, but the third spon
taneously reemerges as a serious option. He argues that you can
not on the basis of the present, perfect state of existence, deny 
the possibility of a prior state in which that which now exists, 
was naturally generated. In proving that Aristotelians lack the 
grounds to deny creation, he shows the viability of Plato's view 
that even the heavens were generated. Several chapters after 
hastily setting Plato aside, we are told, "[Plato's] opinion," unlike 
Aristotle's, "would not destroy the foundations of the Law" or 
give the lie to miracles (2.25.328).25 

24. To be more explicit: Kant has answered definitively the question, 
"what is knowledge?" while Maimonides, like Socrates, seems to lack a 
definitive answer to this question. It is the definitive account of what 
constitutes knowledge that permits closing the question about the eternity 
of the world, or the lack of that account that keeps the question open. 

25. Since Maimonides frames the question concerning the eternity of the 
world by opposing Aristotle to the law of Moses, Plato's periodic reemer
gence is puzzling. On the supposition that the heavens are eternal (Aris
totle), the deity that is the cause of their motion acts by necessity (3 .20). 
If the heavens come into being (Plato), then the deity that is their cause 
seems capable of particularizing them, and therefore compatible with a 
deity who particularizes the laws. Yet Maimonides also says that Plato 
and Aristotle agree that first matter is not created, and therefore both are 
in conflict with the law on the essential point (2.13 .284; cf. 2.26). 
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Similarly, although Maimonides speaks of "the opinion of 
Aristotle" on the eternity of the world, a theory based on the uni
form circular motion of the heavens, he is acutely aware that 
mathematical astronomy had made great progress since Aristotle, 
even up into his own times; he is also aware that astronomy con
tains important, unanswered questions.26 He is doubtful of un
derstanding the nature, causes, and motions of the heavens, but 
serious consideration of the question concerning eternity or cre
ation for him requires serious study of the intricacies of contem
porary astronomy and physics.27 

Just as Maimonides does not frame the opinions of the 
philosophers or mathematicians in generalized terms, so on the 
other side, he does not treat the question concerning eternity in 
reference to religion and morality in general, but in reference to 
one religion, his own. The creation of the world in time is a belief 
shared with Christians and Muslims (1.71.178). He is clearly fa
miliar with their beliefs, and the opinions he reports from the 
"theologians" generally come from Muslim and, to a lesser de
gree, Christian writers. Despite the shared interest of the three 
religions, he addresses the question within the context of the spe
cific requirements of his own, even the requirements of his own 
religion in his own times. 28 

26. Guide 2.24.322ff. Perplexities include the choice between the 
epicyclic and eccentric hypotheses, as well as the uncertainty about the 
placement of Mercury and Venus relative to the sun. 

27. Guide 2.24.327: "the deity alone fully knows the true reality, the 
nature, the substance, the form, the motions, and the causes of the heav
ens. But he has enabled man to have knowledge of what is beneath the 
heavens . . . . Let us stop at a point that is within our capacity." Mai
monides refers to his admonishment here as an instance of "poetic pre
cociousness,'' and he refers to his perplexity as evidence of his "extreme 
predilection" for investigation. Kant as well exhibited a predilection for 
astronomical investigation by contributing to the nebular hypothesis. It 
is the sort of account Maimonides argues is at least possible, one that 
shows the natural generation of the earth and heavens. 

28. Some precepts in the law were framed in order to free people from 
paganism; as paganism no longer poses the same threat, the precepts 



ESSAYS & LECTURES I MACFARLAND 57 

Maimonides troubles over the details of mathematical astron
omy and the variety of philosophical and theological arguments 
because, even if nothing has been demonstrated and the question 
remains a problem, it is not closed either, and so all the details 
still have import for the question. Surveying the particular state 
of mathematics, philosophy, and his religion, enmeshed in its de
tails and the motivating context, Maimonides's formulation of the 
question loses something of its permanence and universality. 
Given the present state of physics, for example, I could not learn 
from the Guide the truth of the eternity or generation of the world, 
but I might see better how to reframe the question in the present. 29 

*** What is it that we are doing, when we ask questions that seem to 
be permanent? Sometimes we come across a convenient, often 
three-word, formulation-oh, that's the problem of reason and 
revelation , or justice versus expediency, or fate and free will
and my heart sinks a little, because the phrase, so formulaic, 
drains all import out of the conversation. The crispness of the for
mula implies that it is futile to say more, that it has all been said 
already. Without the attendant complexity, we lack the traction 
to think effectively or to care. 

That kind of reductionism is rare around here, but the way 
we converse does introduce a small measure of abstraction. The 
fact that we pursue our questions together entails that we frame 
them in a way that we can share in them. Each one of us reads 
and raises questions in reference to one's own experience and 

should be interpreted accordingly. For example, despite the emphasis 
on sacrifice within the law, prayer and fasting are preferable means of 
worship; contemplation of the deity better still (3.29; "Silence is praise 
to thee," 1.59.139; cf. 3.51.621). 

29. This thinking about the importance of Maimonides situation for posing 
his question has been influenced by Gadamer's critique of permanent prob
lems: "The concept of the problem is clearly an abstraction, the detachment 
of the content of the question from the question that in fact first reveals it 
[the content?] . .. . Such a 'problem' has fallen out of the motivated context 
of questioning, from which it receives the clarity of its sense" (TM 369). 
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circumstances, beliefs and hopes, but we articulate our questions 
in way that is meant to be meaningful for everyone around the 
table. We abstract enough from our particular circumstances to 
pose our questions from the point of view of a shared humanity. 
Or perhaps, every question is tacitly double, a question for me 
and/or us, close but not quite the same. 

The abstractness of Kant's presentation of the antinomy may 
be relatively far from the way we pose persisting questions, but 
through its abstractness it reveals something about the source of 
persistence of these questions. The dialectical contest of the an
tinomies is played out at the boundaries between the secure 
knowledge of natural science and the fictive power of pure rea
son, between the speculative enterprise of the understanding and 
reason's practical employment.30 Sometimes the boundary seems 
clear: in one vivid passage, Kant says that, as far as morality is 
concerned, "experience is the mother of illusion" (B375): you 
cannot derive what you ought to do from what is done; the 
boundary between reason and understanding must be recognized 
and respected. Other times the boundary is less clear: recall that, 
while the world is an idea, a concept of pure reason and not an 
object of experience, the idea nevertheless subsumes the totality 
of our experiences, and so proves useful for organizing our ex
periences and extending our knowledge. Metaphorically speak
ing, one has to cross over the boundary from experience to ideas, 
precisely in order to broaden and deepen one's grasp of objects 
of experience. 

Kant appears to have marked out, somewhat schematically, 
the territory of persistent questions. Maimonides similarly passes 
from mathematically demonstrative arguments, to hypothetical 
arguments, to probable ones, to poetical precociousness and al
legorical interpretations, and back again across the spectrum. 
Sometimes the aim is simply to know the true reality of what is, 
sometimes he considers what must be thought for the individual 
to act well or for the community to thrive. There seem to be two 

30. For reason as a "fictive" power, see B608 ("invention" in Pluhar; 
dichten in German). 
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axes: one a passing from knowledge, through opinion, to igno
rance; the second passing from theory to practice. Unless I am 
mistaken, for Kant, the two axes coincide: you cannot derive 
what one ought to do from what is; the domain of pure reason, 
though prone to illusion, is also the ground of morality, whereas 
productive speculation [i.e., learning] occurs only on the side of 
the understanding. For Maimonides, the axes are askew: what 
ought to be done is based on knowledge whenever possible, on 
conjecture when not. Either way, in the kinds of questions I am 
talking about, it is difficult to know where you stand on either 
axis: is the account before us demonstrative, hypothetical, ana
logical? Is my interest purely speculative, or is it tacitly informed 
by how I mean to act and live? 

Moreover, in raising questions, we might put more emphasis 
on one axis than the other. It probably struck you a long time ago 
that the question concerning the eternity of the world may be a 
poor example of a persisting question, given that the prevalent 
view in physics today is that the world, the universe, has a be
ginning in time. As I think is obvious, my own interest in the 
question has been connected to another question, the question 
concerning how religious belief may be weighed against philo
sophical or scientific inquiry. The cosmological question was 
most explosive when religion and science appeared on different 
sides of it. The question concerning eternity or creation led us 
back, on the one hand, to the question, "what is the nature of the 
soul and its powers?" On the other, the question is motivated for 
many by the question about philosophic inquiry and religious be
lief: "what are those principles on basis of which I should act? 
How are they given or discovered?" The question concerning 
eternity leads in two different directions, towards the study of the 
soul and the nature of knowledge, on the one hand, and towards 
morality, religion, and politics, on the other.31 In this narrative, 

31. I add "politics" because Maimonides aims to draw a "great wall about 
the Law," that is, to preserve that which binds and protects his community. 
There is a political dimension, though much less in evidence, to Kant's 
treatment of these questions as well, the possibility of a community, per
haps universal, in which freedom is maximized (B373). 
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Kant appears to prioritize the first, Maimonides the second. If 
several fundamental questions intersect, how you answer one 
must be affected by the order in which you decide to treat them, 
by how you prioritize them. Kant means to put an end to meta
physical speculation, to complete metaphysics as a critical enter
prise, but by marking out the multiple dimensions of the space 
where these problems are analyzed, he is more successful in 
showing why we cannot stop thinking metaphysically. The gate, 
of course, remains open. 



A Note on Virgil's Account of Hell 
in Dante's Inferno 

Samuel A. Stoner 

0 you who have sound intellects, 
consider the teaching that is hidden 
behind the veil of these strange verses. 1 

For the listener, who listens in the snow, 
And, nothing himself, beholds 

Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is. 2 

61 

This essay examines Virgil's account of the structure of Hell in 
Dante's Inferno. It has two goals. First, it aims to highlight the 
fact that Virgil's account of Hell is incomplete. Second, it seeks 
to explain why Virgil offers this incomplete account. It will pay 
special attention to the fact that Virgil does not account for the 
sixth circle of Hell or the heretics who are punished there. 

First, some context: Virgil offers an account of Hell in Canto 
XI of the Inferno, while he and Dante are in Hell's sixth circle, 
which is the first of the four circles of "lower Hell" contained 
within the walled city of Dis, the circle in which the "arch
heretics of every sect" and "all their followers" are punished (In
ferno, IX.106-129). When Virgil presents his account of Hell, 
he and Dante have almost completed their journey through the 
sixth circle. As they near the steep pass down to the seventh cir
cle, they are overwhelmed by an "unbearable foul stench" and 

1. Dante, Inferno, IX.61-63. All citations from the Commedia refer to 
the Canto number (Roman numerals) and line numbers (Arabic numer
als) in Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, tr. Robert and Jean Hol
lander (New York: Anchor Books, 2000). 

2. Wallace Stevens, "The Snow Man,'' 13-15, in Wallace Stevens: The 
Collected Poems (New York: Vintage Books, 2015), 10. 

Samuel A. Stoner is an Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Assumption 
College in Worcester, Massachusetts. 
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are forced to retreat (Inferno, XI.4-5). Virgil then proclaims that 
he and Dante must "delay descending" in order to acclimate 
themselves to this "vile stench" (Inferno, XI.I 0-12). Though he 
might have wondered how Hell's foul reek could bother a dis
embodied shade, Dante ignores this difficulty and asks that Vir
gil find some useful way to pass the time as they wait. In tum, 
Virgil assures Dante that he has had a plan all along- he will 
pass the time instructing Dante about the structure of Hell (In
ferno, XI.13-15). 

Virgil begins his account of Hell's structure by teaching 
Dante about Hell's lowest three circles, which punish violence, 
fraud, and treachery, respectively. More specifically, Virgil pro
ceeds by noting the order in which these three sins are punished 
and by explaining the way in which each of the final three circles 
is subdivided (Inferno , XI.22-66). As one might expect, the de
tails of Virgil's account are confirmed by the remainder of the 
Inferno . But, this fact should not distract us from the several 
ways in which Virgil's account of the lowest three circles of Hell 
is puzzling. First, though Virgil offers an extended, detailed ac
count of the subdivision of the seventh circle, he does not ad
dress the subdivision of the ninth circle at all. Second, Virgil's 
overview of the sins punished in the eighth circle is out of order, 
or, at least, it does not list the sins it mentions in the order in 
which Dante and Virgil will soon encounter them. Third, Virgil's 
list of the sins punished in the eighth circle is incomplete- he 
only lists eight of the ten sins punished in the malebolge, leaving 
out all mention of those who offer false counsel or those who 
promote schism. While each of these three perplexities deserves 
to be investigated in greater detail, for the purposes of the pres
ent essay, I must limit myself to noting that that heretics tend to 
spread their heretical views, that propagating heretical beliefs 
might be categorized as a species of false council, and that in
fluential heretics are especially likely to promote schisms in both 
church and state. 

In any event, Dante is quite pleased with Virgil's overview 
of the lowest three circles of Hell (Inferno, XI.67-9). But, refus
ing to rest content with a merely partial account, he immediately 
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inquires about the sinners that he and Virgil had encountered be
fore entering Dis: 

But tell me, those spirits in the vicious marsh, 
those the wind drives, those the rain beats down on, 
those clashing with such bitter tongues, 

Why are they not punished inside the fiery city 
if God's anger is upon them? 
And ifnot, why are they so afflicted? (Inferno, XI.70-5 .) 

Virgil answers Dante 's questions, but not before criticizing Dante 
for having to ask the question in the first place. Dante, apparently, 
should have figured out the answer to his own question: 

Not often do your wits stray 
far afield, as they do now-or is your mind 
bent on pursuing other thoughts? 

Do you not recall the words 
Your Ethics uses to expound 
The three dispositions Heaven opposes, 

Incontinence, malice, and mad brutishness, 
and how incontinence offends God less 

. and incurs a lesser blame? 

If you consider well this judgment 
and consider who they are 
that suffer punishment above, outside the wall, 

you' ll understand why they are set apart 
from these wicked spirits and why God's vengeance 
smites them with a lesser wrath. (Inferno, XI.76-90.) 

This passage concludes the account of the structure of Hell that 
Virgil offers in Canto XI, and the conclusion seems decisive. For, 
it appears to provide a framework for understanding the structure 
of Hell as a whole. Drawing on a distinction Aristotle makes in 
Nicomachean Ethics VII.1 (1145a15-20), Virgil suggests that the 
whole of Hell can be divided into two regions-one outside Dis's 
walls in which the various forms incontinence are punished and 
the other within Dis's walls, in which sins of malice and brutish
ness are punished. 
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Despite its apparent exhaustiveness, there are at least two 
perplexing features of Virgil's account of Hell, both of which 
indicate that Virgil's account is incomplete. First, when Dante 
inquires about the sins punished outside the walls of Dis, he fails 
to mention Ante-Hell and Limbo- he only inquires about the 
sinners punished in the second, third, fourth, and fifth circles. 
More surprisingly, especially in light of his recent criticism of 
Dante's lack of insight, Virgil does not correct Dante's omission. 
One might attempt to explain Virgil's oversight by suggesting 
that he is only answering the specific question Dante asks, rather 
than offering a comprehensive account of Hell. But then it seems 
difficult to explain why Virgil mentions malice and mad brutish
ness. Alternatively, one might point out that, strictly speaking, 
Ante-Hell is not a part of Hell and that the souls being punished 
in Limbo are only in Hell because they were not baptized. "They 
did not sin" as Virgil points out in Canto IV, and "though they 
have merit, that is not enough, for they were unbaptized, I denied 
the gateway to the faith that you profess" (Inferno, IV.34-6). Per
haps Virgil only intends to give Dante an account of the sins and 
sinners that Hell punishes. This explanation would be satisfying 
were it not for the fact that Virgil claims all the souls punished 
outside Dis's walls are guilty of incontinence (Inferno, XI.85-
90). Perhaps, then, we are meant to recall that Virgil is damned 
to Limbo and that Dante joins the ranks of the great pagan poets 
during his journey through Hell's first circle (Inferno, IV.64-
102). Do Dante and Virgil both have a vested interest in ignoring 
this circle? 

The second perplexing aspect of Virgil's overview of the 
structure of Hell is that Virgil does not account for the sin of 
heresy. Though we get an account of the sins punished in the sec
ond to the fifth circle and in the seventh to the ninth, the sixth 
circle is conspicuously absent from Dante's and Virgil's conver
sation. Indeed, heresy is the only form of sin punished in Hell 
that Dante and Virgil fail to mention. This fact seems especially 
surprising given that Dante and Virgil are in the sixth circle, 
among the heretics, as Virgil gives his account! What are we to 
make of Virgil's silence about heresy? 
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One might attempt to explain this silence by pointing out that 
it is possible to fit the sin of heresy into the overarching schema 
that Virgil presents. For, if we follow the lead of Aquinas's ac
count, heresy names "a species of unfaithfulness belonging to 
those who possess Christ's faith, but who corrupt its dogmas" by 
willfully choosing to believe "the things that his own mind sug
gests to him, rather than the things that are truly handed down by 
Christ."3 Heresy, then, cannot be a sin of incontinence in which 
perverted desire overcomes reason; it must be a sin of the will in 
which reason itself is perverted. Accordingly, heresy must be cat
egorized as a form of malice or brutishness that belongs within 
Dis, right where it is, with the other sins of the will. 

Such an account has a certain appeal. After all, we know that 
Dante studied Aquinas with care, and we know that Aquinas's 
theology exercised a considerable influence on the Commedia . 
Accordingly, it seems plausible to suggest that Aquinas's defi
nition of heresy captures the essence of Dante's understanding 
of this sin because Dante's understanding of heresy is derived 
from Aquinas's writings. Moreover, the general schema of Hell 
that Virgil sketches in Inferno XI does leave room for heresy. 
Be that as it may, Virgil does not make these points. The fact 
that it would not have been difficult for Virgil to account for 
heresy only makes the question of why he did not do so more 
pressing. 

One might attempt to answer this question by suggesting 
that Virgil does not find it necessary to mention heresy because 
he and Dante have just finished discussing this sin during their 
trip through the sixth circle. But, this explanation is not suffi
cient. For, conversing with heretics, knowing what heresy is, 
seeing how heretics are punished, and learning why heretics are 
punished the way they are-these are not the same as under
standing how heresy fits into the overall structure of Hell. It is 
perfectly possible to have knowledge of one part of Hell without 

3. Thomas Aquinas, On Faith: Summa theologiae, Part 2-2, Questions 
1-16, tr. Mark D. Jordan (Notre Dame, Indiana: Notre Dame Press, 
1990), 216. 
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having knowledge of the whole and a fortiori knowledge of how 
the part fits into the whole of which it is a part. 

Alternatively, one might attempt to answer the question of 
Virgil's silence about heresy by claiming that that Dante is re
sponsible for Virgil's oversight because Dante fails to ask Virgil 
about heresy's place in Hell. But, we have already seen that Virgil 
is quite critical of Dante for his failure to understand his account 
of the structure of Hell. It may be interesting to consider why 
Dante failed to ask Virgil about heresy, but regardless of one's 
answer to this question, the fact remains that Virgil was perfectly 
capable of pointing out Dante's oversight. Why didn't he do so? 

There seem to be two possibilities: either Virgil's silence 
about heresy is an intentional omission or it is an unintentional 
oversight. If it is the former, one must ask why Virgil chose to 
leave heresy out of his account of Hell. One might speculate that 
he does not give heresy a place in his account of the structure of 
Hell because he does not believe that heretics belong in Hell
perhaps Virgil does not believe that heresy is truly a sin deserving 
of eternal damnation. If so, it would make sense that Virgil wants 
Dante to forget about this sin as quickly as possible. Followed 
out to its logical conclusion, this explanation of Virgil's silence 
implies that Virgil willfully denies the reality he observes for 
himself-after all, heretics really are damned to Hell in the world 
of Dante's Inferno-and that Virgil self-consciously seeks to de
ceive Dante precisely when he claims to be revealing the whole 
truth about Hell. 

Without simply rejecting this possibility, one must acknowl
edge that the characterization of Virgil it implies is extremely dif
ficult to square with Virgil's account of himself as a divinely 
sanctioned guide (Inferno, II.49-120), with Virgil's ability to call 
upon heavenly aide to sack the city of Dis (Inferno , IX.31-109), 
with Virgil's persistent concern with leading Dante toward the 
truth, and with the fact that Virgil is permitted to controvert the 
otherwise inviolable order of the created cosmos when he departs 
Hell and ascends Mount Purgatory. In light of such intransigent 
evidence of Virgil 's honesty, his good will, and his acceptability 
to God, the searcher of hearts, one is compelled to consider the 
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possibility that Virgil simply made a mistake-that his silence 
about heresy is, in the final analysis, an unintentional oversight. 
And yet, one must not rest content with the thought that the wise 
poet Virgil made a seemingly silly mistake. To the contrary, one 
ought to seek out an explanation for Virgil's mistake, if one ex
ists. Thus, we must wonder: What led Virgil to overlook heresy 
in his account of the structure of Hell? How was Virgil's over
sight possible? 

An answer to this question begins to emerge if one takes se
riously the fact that Virgil was a pagan, who "was born sub Julio, 
though late in his time, I and lived at Rome, under good Augustus I 
in an age of false and lying gods" (Inferno I.70-72). Of course, 
the fact that Virgil recognizes the Roman gods as lies in the In
ferno implies that he recognizes the falsity of paganism. More
over, we know that Virgil witnessed Christ's descent into Hell 
(Inferno, IV.52-54) and that he has a preliminary understanding 
of its significance (Inferno, IV.55-63; VIII.124-130). That being 
said, Christ the Harrower is not Christ the King, and familiarity 
with what happened upon Christ's descent into Hell does not en
tail a comprehensive knowledge of the ultimate significance of 
the Crucifixion. Virgil, we must remember, is not permitted to 
witness the wonders of Paradise. Virgil's status as a soul damned 
to Hell seems to prevent him from having adequate insight into 
the significance of Christ's death and resurrection. Thus, Virgil's 
position in Hell seems to guarantee his ignorance about the true 
meaning of Christ's teachings and, a fortiori, about the corruption 
of these teachings that constitutes heresy. Such a conclusion 
would be in keeping with the Christian theological tradition's 
more general claim that pagan wisdom only presents a partial or 
limited view of the whole and cannot, therefore, have access to 
the whole truth about the whole. This line of thinking suggests 
that Virgil leaves heresy out of his account of Hell because he is, 
in principle, incapable of understanding the sin of heresy and 
therefore incapable of seeing its proper relation to other sins. 

Two considerations support such suggestions about the lim
itations of Virgil's wisdom. The first is the fact that Virgil cites 
Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics as the authoritative source of his 
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account of Hell's structure. For, though the Ethics highlights 
many vices, heresy is not among them. Indeed, the very notion 
of heresy is unthinkable independent of special revelation 
through written law or incarnate example. A second, closely re
lated consideration that suggests the decisive limitations of Vir
gil's wisdom is the fact that Virgil cites only three texts by name 
in the entirety of the Commedia: Aristotle's Ethics (Inferno, 
XI.80) and Physics (Inferno, XI.101) and Genesis (Inferno, 
XI.106). It may be a coincidence that Virgil cites all three texts 
in Inferno XI, precisely in the context of his account of the struc
ture of Hell, but, it is not coincidental that all three works that 
Virgil mentions antedate Christ's Incarnation, death, and Resur
rection. Virgil, it would seem, is unfamiliar with the New Testa
ment and is incapable of appealing to the events and speeches it 
depicts. And, if this is true, then we should not only not be sur
prised that Virgil fails to capture the full truth- we should expect 
such a failure. 

Thus, it would seem that Virgil's silence about heresy in In
ferno XI points beyond itself to the limitations of Virgil's wis
dom, as such. Of course, Virgil's guidance is sufficiently reliable 
that it successfully leads Dante to the gates of Paradise. Accord
ingly, we can assume that Virgil's example will not be harmful 
to casual readers or unsound intellects. But, for those "who have 
sound intellects" and who read the Commedia with sufficient care 
and rigor to follow the Poet Dante's directive to seek out the 
teaching hidden "beneath the veil" of his "strange verses" (In
ferno, IX.61-3)- a directive that Dante gives shortly before Vir
gil's account of Hell- Virgil's silence about heresy necessarily 
calls his authority into doubt. It is, perhaps, no accident that Vir
gil's incomplete account of Hell follows immediately on the foot
steps of his inability to win entry into the city of Dis unaided. 
Indeed, one might suspect that Virgil chooses to teach Dante 
about the structure of Hell precisely in order to win back Dante's 
confidence after his defeat and retreat at the gates of Dis (Inferno, 
IX.1-14). If so, then Virgil's attempt to reestablish his authority 
by demonstrating his knowledge only serves to undermine his 
authority even further. In any case, the incompleteness of Virgil's 
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account of Hell compels serious readers to seek an authority that 
transcends the limiting horizons of Virgil's insight. 

Even ifDante is aware of the limits of Virgil's wisdom, how
ever, this awareness does not prevent him from explicitly ac
knowledging Virgil as his own "teacher," "author," "leader," 
"lord," and "master," nor does it keep him from triumphantly 
crowning Virgil the "glory and light of all other poets" (Inferno, 
1.85; II.140). In Dante's judgment, at least, Virgil is the greatest 
of his predecessors and the pagan poet par excellance. Thus, any 
attempt on Dante's part to point toward the limits Virgil's wis
dom-and it may be that his depiction of Virgil's incomplete ac
count of Hell is one of many-can be read as a criticism of pagan 
poetry as such. Further, if the limits of pagan poetry, like the lim
its of Virgil's wisdom, are determined by its paganism, then 
Dante's criticism of the tradition of pagan poetry necessarily 
points beyond itself to Dante as the poet who comprehends both 
the pagan and the Christian traditions. Dante does not rest content 
with being welcomed into the rank of the great poets of the past 
(Inferno, IV.64-102); he must establish his singular ascendency. 
It is no accident that Dante goes beyond depicting a descent to 
the underwo.rld, as do Homer and Virgil, to compose a poem that 
shows his own ascent to, and description of, the heavenly spheres 
that were necessarily inaccessible to his pagan predecessors. 
Dante, it would seem, is not satisfied by his status as the first 
great epic poet of the Christian tradition; he must actively estab
lish his authority as the greatest poet of all time. 

That said, one must resist the temptation to over-exaggerate 
Dante's estimate of the status and worth of his own poetry, lest 
one make the unjustified assumption that Dante is, in the final 
analysis, a resentful poet characterized by foolish pride or op
pressed by an "anxiety of influence."lt would be a hasty over
simplification to suggest that Dante's self-understanding is 
wholly determined by his role as the poet of the Commedia. In
deed, Kathryn Davis has highlighted the need to supplement the 
traditional distinction between Dante the Pilgrim and Dante the 
Poet by positing a third figure-call him Dante the Thinker
who transcends and governs both Pilgrim and Poet. Once we do, 
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it becomes impossible to assume that Dante the Poet of the Com
media is an unchanging, absolutely reliable narrator. Davis goes 
so far as to hypothesize that Dante the Thinker intentionally de
picts an evolution or transformation in Dante the Poet over the 
course of the Commedia's three parts from an Infernal Poet, to a 
Poet of Purification, to a Paradisiacal Poet. Thus, just as Dante 
the Pilgrim is overtaken by desire when he encounters the lustful 
(Inferno , XI.88-142) and angry when he encounters the wrathful 
(Inferno, VIII.31-60), so too, Davis claims, we must consider the 
possibility that Dante the Poet of the Inferno is somehow cor
rupted by the infernal images he imagines and depicts.4 This ad
mittedly speculative hypothesis suggests the possibility that 
Dante the Poet is so corrupted by the infernal images he depicts 
that his sketch of Hell is necessarily a distortion of reality. And 
it suggests that Dante the Thinker recognizes this distortion and 
intends it as such. Is it possible that the entire image of Hell pre
sented in the Inferno is inaccurate? Does Dante the Poet neces
sarily corrupt the truth that Dante the Thinker recognizes? Is the 
Inferno fundamentally heretical? Are poetic images always al
ready heretical? If so, then the incompleteness of Virgil's account 
of Hell in Inferno XI points beyond itself to an account of the en
tire Commedia as a poetic reflection on the power and limits of 
poetry- as a sort of"critique of pure poetry." Such a conclusion 
would cohere with Dante's repeated claims in Paradiso that it is 
simply impossible to represent or communicate the ultimate 
Truth. 

By way of conclusion, I would like to draw together several 
earlier lines of thought that may futher this attempt to understand 
the meaning of Virgil's silence about heresy. 

Let me begin by returning to the claim that Virgil 's silence 
about heresy can be read in light of two seemingly exhaustive log
ical possibilities, as an intentional omission or as an unintentional 

4. Davis developed this point in her lecture "What Virgil Sees in Dante's 
Divine Comedy,'' delivered at Carthage College in Kenosha, Wisconsin 
on February 26, 2015. I have greatly benefited from a munber of private 
conversations with Davis on this topic and on the Commedia as a whole. 
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oversight. If this disjunction seems exhaustive on the level of Vir
gil's motives, however, it is not valid on the level of philosophical 
explanation. For it possible to claim that Virgil's silence about 
heresy is both an intentional omission and an unintentional over
sight if one argues that it is an unintentional oversight that leads 
Virgil to make an intentional omission. Indeed, one might plausi
bly argue that Virgil intentionally omits certain parts of Hell 
(Ante-Hell, Limbo, and the Sixth Circle) from his account of 
Hell's structure because he does not believe the occupants of these 
circles deserve to be damned while one also maintains that that 
Virgil's beliefs about divine justice are grounded in an incomplete 
grasp of the truth about God, justice, or both. Or, to express the 
same conclusion in a different way, one could say that Virgil's 
limited, pagan wisdom leads to an unintentional but nevertheless 
problematic misunderstanding of the nature of reality, which mis
understanding leads him to provide an intentionally incomplete 
account of Hell. Of course, one might also deny that Virgil's omis
sion is intentional, but an adequate account of Virgil's intentions 
would require a complete interpretation of Inferno and Purgatorio, 
a task that is far beyond the scope of the present essay. 

Next, let us return to the apparently conflicting claims that 
Dante depicts Virgil offering an incomplete account of Hell to 
highlight the limits of Virgil's wisdom and emphasize his own 
poetic supremacy, on one hand, and that Dante's depiction of Vir
gil's silence points beyond itself to an overarching critique of po
etic wisdom, on the other. Both suggestions are speculative, to 
be sure, and proving either, let alone both, would exceed the 
scope of this article. That being said, it is worth noting that the 
two claims are not incompatible. For, it could well be that Dante 
intends to highlight the limits of Virgil's wisdom, that he also in
tends to suggest the superiority of his own poetry, and that he si
multaneously wants to suggest the decisive limits of poetry per 
se. Indeed, Dante may believe his own poetry to be superior to 
that of his predecessors precisely because it points beyond itself 
to a poetic critique of poetry. Such a conclusion would be con
sistent with an interpretation of the Commedia as a Christian 
poem whose images always already point beyond themselves to 
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the Truth, Beauty, and Goodness of God, who necessarily tran
scends all images, speech, and logic. 

Finally, I want to indicate how the sin of heresy is itself im
mediately related to the preceding suggestions. For heresy, more 
than any other sin, depends on the activities of reason and speech. 
Indeed, heresy might be described as an attempt to tell a false 
story about revealed truth. If we believe Hesiod's suggestion that 
poets are distinctive because they "say many lies as if they were 
true,"5 heresy seems to share much in common with poetry. In 
this way, heresy comes to light as a distinctively poetic sin. But, 
heresy is not simply the act of lying, which act is also character
istic of other sins, such as giving false council. Heresy is distinc
tive for the specific way it distorts the truth. Heresy is one thing; 
apostasy is another. Unlike apostasy, which abandons Christian
ity, heresy does not deny the truth of Christianity. In fact, heresy 
claims to assert the truth about Christianity. And yet it lies by fo
cusing on one aspect of the truth and presenting this partial truth 
as if it were the whole truth. It is highly significant, then, to notice 
that this is precisely what Virgil does in Inferno XI-he presents 
an incomplete account of Hell as if it were a complete account 
of Hell. Thus it would seem that the sixth circle of Hell is the 
perfect context for Dante to highlight to Virgil's limits. Virgil en
acts his own heresy amongst the heretics, while Dante points be
yond Virgil's heresy to his own attempt to write a true poem. 

5. Hesiod, Theogony 27 in Hesiod: Theogony and Works and Days, tr. 
Richard Caldwell, ed. Stephanie Nelson (Newburyport, Mass.: Focus 
Publishing, 2009), 23. 



The Books As SuperGlue, 
Holding Us Together 
Marlene Benjamin 

In Memoriam, Keith M. Harrison, SF 1977 
November 1956-August 2018 

Let me be straight: there's nothing poetic 
About my loss or frustration. Against my will 
There is Senecan anger, the kind which that Stoic 
Urged us to extirpate, knowing it did us no good. 
Corrosion is character's fate; the good life, its amulet. 

I'm working on that, but not getting far, 
Even with that Roman slave's costly advice. 
The schedule of that work traces back 
To a few nights' past when I called you, 
In my half-awake condition, unable 

To sleep, telling you in a rage 
How you've undone me, leaving as you have. 
And you spoke back in a language that rattled. 
You are gone. Dead. Never again to speak. 
This fact I discovered two months after you died. 

How could this happen? How could I not know? 
Our constant emails, our less constant phone tags? 
How could I not know you were leaving? 
Seneca, in his prison cell, told someone. 
Did Karen and Michaele and David know? 
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Are they enraged, or is sorrow their compass? 
As for us, I cannot escape our references 
After forty-four years, to the books we read together. 
What about all that, which undergirded 
Our friendship as it deepened its decades? 

I have, still, almost all those books: 
The glue that holds so many of us together. 
But for you and me, now, the bond must 
Be tended as a fragile plant: the gardener's craft 
Who is unafraid to mix her metaphors. 



Eight Poems 

Louis Petrich 

If only I could cry her name 

If only I could cry her name from me, 
As I wring the wet from my swimming wears, 
Having breached her surface, new heights to see, 
Soft bottom gardens supplicating stairs. 
Or if I could only mix her letters 
To make spell a neutral paralleled lass, 
Or learn to see them by love unfettered, 
As symbol without gravity of mass. 
If only I could forget face and voice 
That accompany the name as summons, 
Or plead my power to make but one choice 
Of woman to stead, winters to summers. 
But by naming my love I came untied 
From spring's fastening arms, to fall allied. 

Inflections 

Abrupt inflected inklings beyond sense, 
skin hairs vibrate, eyes dart for evidence
his demeanor enfolds at my trying 
of delusions, while friends essay dying, 
and me next. I'm learning from her what 
philosophy never could teach me, but 
I hate her media of expectations: 
scanning for her name, the revelations 
never come, yet her words I breathe as air, 
addicted to unnecessary care 
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until my next fix. If I were stronger, 
in the river I'd throw her, as belongs one 
who announces that life is but motion, 
ever streaming. Upward, eyes' devotion! 

What would Montaigne say of my condition? 
Of pleasure and pain, perform addition 
and discard the whole if cost proves a thief 
to self possessed soul. But what cost in grief 
at losing my muse while gaining back myselfl 
Thymos, will you make a deal for our health? 
Not honored by her choice, will being read 
supply you blood to keep the vampire fed? 
Tedious reason says, "she's not right for you, 
as should have been learned repeatedly true
besides, you're taken, old, confined, and through." 
Yet love's words keep coming, like the raccoon 
who tips the garbage by night, and what's strewn 
we clean up in morning, but not the stuff 
that counts, which in his blood still coursing, mounts. 

Here's something we readers can agree on: 
she who makes bold to profess perfection 
in love and honesty, can't perform both. 
We've played Iago and the misanthrope: 
he wants her to feel full dread in the waist; 
the other, amour, stripped of armor, faced. 
I want a parting well-made for meeting 
again with smiles when Caesar's down bleeding
history rewritten, time fooled of change, 
like lovers first smitten as death keeps strange. 
But we know the comedy must permit 
memory to pinch like old clothes unfit. 
Flabby arms shovel food to smacking mouthed 
consumers caressing screens, mission couched. 

How happens it friends grow old so quickly? 
Crinkling, squinting, shrinking, heading sickly 
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home to sleep. No power in love to keep 
them from surrendering softly the deep 
inside to that great enemy of pride. 
My son's taking all things from me denied. 
Must I be made to taste bitterest shames 
that used to make ready sinners for flames? 
She writes casually of him to me, 
and I write expertly to her of me. 
Goodness, I think I would hang on the cross, 
and come down from there to hold tight from loss 
that creature, none before like her in love. 
Capable was I of every enough 
lightened by my God, until she tendered 
me words incarnate to live unsurrendered. 

Where is she now? What's she doing? With whom? 
I don't really want to know. Love is doomed 
to create itself from nothing in mists 
no sword can cut, as Homer sings in lists. 
Can I keep her in head, motion at will? 
Or ifl could spy, would I take my fill 
of fascination that spiders who muse 
in corners patiently do not abuse? 
Beware of lurking to catch the secrets. 
Philosophers question without regrets
voyeurs, some of them, jealous to discover 
that the things they love abide no other 
time and place than their bodies delightful. 
How many followers have turned out spiteful? 
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(Aix-en-Provence, Spring, 2018) 

I March 

Winds whistle 
and night cries 
over cracked 
window seals. 

Le Mistral is the French name of 
a violent, cold, northerly wind 
that accelerates when it passes 
through the Rhone River valley 
to the Mediterranean coast. Its 
namesake is Frederic Mistral, the 
1904 Nobel Prize winner in liter
ature, for poetry that reflects the 
natural scenery and Proven9al di
alect of his people. 



78 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 60.1-2 (2018-2019) 

Unparalleled lies 
the sea seaming sky, 
her lip lassoing lip, 
crooked teeth, raining. 

Bar kings 
hail rescue 
on shores 
abandoned 
by rest. 

My thoughts, 
wrung with wear, 
weary days tear, 
stir madly round. 

Calls home break on rocks. 
Knees gnaw at the ground. 

Unfit for one bed
wrested unwed-
what are the gods 
doing to me? 

Selves: must I pull you 
together, giving 
form to spent livings? 
Or with wind-waves be 
Thrown several, crying 
"Hold! Hold!" arms flying? 

Never the answer. 
Monotonous panther, 
heart barred up-lie down! 
Dancing drowned. 
Worlds found 
no more 
beyond 
before. 
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II. April 

Comets careering 
Across heaven cut 
Chords: angel-less 
Dispensation. 
Still born man tries 
To construe some 
Compensation: 

Ever-turning souls, loosed in empty space 
By flamboyant smash of crystal desires 
Forever and forever shake farewell. 

What life, for love awhile, we wear, we fell. 

Newton asks hypothetical questions 
To discover real laws of unfair worlds
Supported by no cause, 
Wits bend with women's curls. 

To unravel 
His tapestry 
And all night 
To weave 
From the threads 
A finer hanging! 

Oh fool, I shall go mad. 

The far side 
Of the spinning moon

N ever seen, 
Trespass 
Into privacy

All the words 
That would remain 

Unspoken 
I seek there 

To convert the guard 
Who keeps the rough 
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Shining jewels 
From tossing, 

Blinded anyway 
By lightning rushes
Loosed locks of gold hair 
Stealing happiness. 

III May 

What adornment yet remains that is good 
And healthy for two to take delight in? 
Such lonely fear freezes near, sorrow sifts, 
No redeeming qualities adhere-save 

(Please, gods) 

A sincere love of some things-as wave 
After wave of breath-chiseled scrupulous 
Character diminishes to nothing. 

Love needn't say anything. 

Dry lips crack, unavailable. 
Whispers distort, unreadable. 

How long? 

Like Cordelia? 

Winds howl on ... in hide wings .. . 

Until old gods are done deserting things. 

These questions black stir feathers light. 
Before Mistral blew alpine rifts, 
To breath it belonged, on soft heights
Excellent sound-gentle now it lifts! 

All my fond full love, 
blown up like heaven, 
takes up cause with earth. 
Look there, take up me!-
tyrannical for strawberries and cream. 
Worlds elsewhere garnered up here, 
high-hearted throne aflame!-
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Nave to neck, open warm. 
Thank you, darling. Done storm. 
Gracious silence softly captures, 
yielding shielding charming raptures. 
To secret blood songs my goddess weds, 
dancing lavender, our laughter beds! 

Lines Like Us 

Sleepless again. Not the coffee. It's you. 
Your motions I try to parallel: spokes 
untrue, wheels rub against brakes, heating my 
waist; shoulders stoop in broken devotion 
to equality between lines, trespassed 
by gesticulations bred for all kinds. 
I trace back from our letters and lettings 
to void you, like a check mistakenly 
written, by a line on my ledger drawn
a breath in length cancels whole areas 
and depths in one straight swipe of this arm. 
Even and smooth let motions prosper after! 
Intersections to come, but not another 
with you. Impossible for lines to do 
that, once through. Intuitions nicely suffice: 
no gods cross the furious river twice. 

"Are people like lines?" I ask the students, 
as we contemplate two bored triangles, 
sharing a side. "Is that line one or two?"
Coinciding, yet separable if 
we pull the figures apart and redraw 
them each the same. "Are we matter like that?" 
Indistinguishably one in reason 
concentrated upon demonstration, 
nodding our mutual assent in time, 
step-by-step, perhaps surprised, delighted, 
but ever in the same way satisfied 
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by consistencies amounting to truth, 
laid out plain for all to see exactly, 
present even so from the beginning-
our first union was "yes" to self-giving. 

"Or aren't we rather," I ask again, "like 
"the diagonal and side of that square 
Socrates paused to consider in speech 
with a slave boy supposed to remember 
truths about doubling lengths and areas." 
Their lines, which impart the fate of our souls, 
have nothing internally common, no, 
no matter how tiny the experience 
or vaporous the thought, diminishing 
forever beyond thinnest horizons, 
we'll never speak the word that makes them one, 
even for an instant. That's a hard thing 
for a boy to remember, to believe. 
No wonder Euclid spent so much power 
on trying to draw from within a reprieve. 

Crazy thinking, that we can be like lines, 
and yet how you always draw me aside 
maddens me; I kneel what's bent, since demons 
deform souls in war with the Holy One, 
and though I do hate you for posing me 
to deny postulates of creation 
for metamorphoses of unkind shapes, 
still beautiful, proofs timelessly performed 
by mortal souls share no choice, given 
determinations to save perfection 
and lay the bedrock to stars that wander. 
But that was all wrong- even then they knew. 
The reason why the seven stars are no 
more than seven is not pretty, but plain: 
because they are not eight. Bitter accord, 
our studied beds of light eschew solid 
foundations for fluid possibilities. 
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What sides, angles, or positions shall we 
take, having so badly wanted to keep 
paralleling while sliding base-to-base? 

How wretchedly front-to-back every fair 
face turns, like fine proofs once present to mind. 
Maybe they're right who maintain you must be 
committed before you turn yourself free, 
or you'll not be able to end and say, 
"that was very good, let's reread the play." 

You make me feel the greatest temptation 
to be born again in relaxation, 
not withholding love, miserly not me. 
Moliere knew the type and gave remedy: 
grow in good excess, like hyperbolas, 
whose straight and curved mate, touch infinity, 
conjugal pearls that lie in sweet abyss, 
no more bobbing in halves, bodies amiss. 

Make an accident happen to draw blood 
and tears, so that like a child I can flood 
with cries all my need to be done with eyes 
of the jealous monster who breeds these flies 
that keep me awake at night in despair 
over not being able not to care 
about lines, whether they ' re like us or not
one, two, or many?-of common ground, begot? 
Answers sought in sands; how we stand, forgot. 

Love Lesson, #1 

Hurricanes trail well north of our island. 
What home welcomes the warrior's full might? 
Yet their surges rake up rocks and pile sand 
on the low platform where I smoke at night 
beside shore and do sit-ups in sun's heat 
to recall the tone promises ago. 
Those round tables and square stools of concrete-
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we paused there, breadth and depth of life to know 
in plunge and ascent, to plot our brief air-
they're now cracked, toppled, and dispersed by swells 
from tempests that hurried by to declare 
fury in dying habits. Might their shells 
be painted and filled as planters, backed flat 
against the sea wall, secure from pirate 
waves beyond call? One learns to think like that 
about elementals. It's not the fat 
you give good or what she betters by two 
that fights to protect the full-empty core 
from other breathing. When shaken anew 
and swept away, house reef sighted no more, 
let in caress of wind from love untorn, 
which carries squalling gulls, plunging beach-born 
for hatched turtles scraping madly to sea. 
Watch how few get there unshorn, wetted free. 

My Insides 

My insides rearranged themselves for you. 
Without your practice, they range about, now. 
Farewell, my fine superstitions! Somehow 
we must organize for conditions new. 
This will take some trying time, I'm afraid. 
Much is gone missing, large the absence felt: 
shadows without edges keep; icebergs melt; 
broken arms encompass infinite staid. 
If you have something to say, please refrain, 
else the bottom you've kicked up I should see 
nothing through, guessing at what to believe 
among the vicissitudes, or disdain. 
I must make things up as I go along, 
wonderfully, as once yours, pray not so wrong. 



POEMS I PETRICH 

Homecoming, Like Theseus 

Some steps back, this prayer: 
"Gods, keep homeward behind!" 
stood intact, hip-side, kind 
to Athens' hero-player. 
Now he fears the world sends 
to splay him, as horn rends 
loins, so his cause upends. 
He ruminates ruining 
what's best spent pursuing. 
Tears curse round blind comers, 
banished words marooning 
years of obeyed borders. 

Suddenly, he's eloped with hand
enveloped heart! Lines lavish, 
ungrammatical, strand 
memory at hairs that ravish
touch is so thin that way. 
Arms tremble to delay 
dropping cords. Practiced words, 
as before (love, ever more), 
against which no power 
may keep dry, shower him 
in butterfly wings to brim 
of soft-lying, towered kings. 

Expertly goddessed, he reaps 
winds behind, full throttle! 
Why go to bed and sleep? 
The monster morrow's deep 
labyrinth he reenters-
blind fingers seeking centers
happiness knobs forever
offense, abuse-never! 

85 



86 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 60.1-2 (2018-2019) 

Taus mes fureurs-she better! 
Oh gods!- whose lurking demons 
from lurid hell, home seams in 
with pitch!-towards which, begin. 

What is it you want from me? 

What is it you want from me, I call mine? 
And what is it, more, you're not moved to find? 
I should've asked before, inwardly to mend, 
especially (since fruit rots) the second. 
Unanswered, I cultivate delusions-
is it hard for you with my profusions? 
Painful the pressure to contain your share
I've tried to learn how, but failed not to care. 
Equal glut I crave of you as there's me, 
living with yes and more, as if I were free. 
Thus do my delusions delude themselves. 
Would answers above be good to compel? 
When questions of want come begging for words, 
answers milked below bleat best of the herd. 
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