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NOSTRADAMUS BY A LEADING CONTEMPORARY



Be it Great God beyond all space and time

Roused Nostradamus’ rapture into rhyme;

Be he by daemon good or evil stirred,

Or gifted with a soul that like some bird

Soars up to heavens no mortal man may know

To bring back auguries for us below;

Be his a mind so gloomy, dark and dim,

Crammed with gross humours, as to cozen him –

Whate’er he is he is: yet none the less

Through the vague portents that his words express

Like some old oracle he has foretold

For many a year what fate for us shall hold.

I’d doubt him, did not heaven, that to men

Imparts both good and evil, guide his pen.





PIERRE DE RONSARD

(tr. from the Elegie sur les Troubles d’Amboise, 1560)


‘Before us –

Stands yesterday.’

– Ted Hughes from ‘Climbing into Heptonstall’
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MUCH HAS HAPPENED SINCE THIS BOOK was first published in 1993, both on the world stage and in the field of Nostradamus research. As might be expected, some of this has redounded to the prophet’s credit – and, as we shall see, in the most fascinating of ways, at that – while some of it almost equally fascinatingly has not. It was ever so. Given the vast cloud of credulous misinformation that has surrounded Nostradamus in the past (not least in respect of his celebrated ‘1999’ prediction, which will be considered at length in chapter 3), some whittling down of the alleged ‘facts’ is only to be expected. And, as the smoke clears, it is almost inevitable that new, more reliable and, frankly, more interesting facts should emerge into the light of day. The absolutely fundamental ‘Janus principle’ outlined below should serve as a case in point.

First the bad news…

Nevertheless, the less palatable facts have to be faced first. In that same year of 1993, for example, the late Pierre Brind’Amour, of the Department of Ancient Studies at the University of Ottawa, published his ground-breaking Nostradamus Astrophile,8 in which he analysed the 16th-century French seer’s published horoscopes and other astrological works in unprecedented detail – and came to the conclusion that, as an astrologer, he had been quite astonishingly incompetent. This was nothing new. Even the professional astrologers of Nostradamus’s own day had long since reached the same conclusion, and had said so loudly and often. But then Nostradamus himself had never claimed to be an astrologer as such, much preferring the term astrophile, or ‘star-lover’. The very word stands to this day on the plaque beside the door of his house in Salon-de-Provence.

Besides, to all such attacks the wily prophet simply replied that he was ‘divinely inspired’ – which effectively put paid to the argument.

In 1999 Bernard Chevignard, Professor of Language and Communication at the University of Burgundy in Dijon, published a massive further work entitled Présages de Nostradamus,14 in which he reprinted and analysed books 1 to 4 of the huge, newly-restored twelve-book manuscript by Nostradamus’s latter-day secretary Jean de Chavigny entitled Recueil des Presages Prosaiques de M. Michel de Nostradame. This contained no less than 6338 dated predictions by the seer, religiously assembled by this first and keenest of his disciples from Nostradamus’s annual Almanachs and Pronostications – international best-sellers for which the latter was far better known in his own day than for the Propheties with which he is more normally associated today. Since these predictions were all for his own century, it is now of course possible to analyse their success-rate against the historical record of what actually happened. And unfortunately the analysis is not encouraging: for this type of prophecy, at least, Nostradamus’s identifiable success-rate seems to have been extraordinarily low – in the order of 5.73%!

… then the Janus hypothesis

However, also in 1999 a further important piece of research was published. This was the historian and classicist Roger Prévost’s Nostradamus, le mythe et la réalité.49 Unduly sweeping and sometimes factually careless though this intriguing study proved to be, Prévost successfully demonstrated that many, if not all, of Nostradamus’s better known Propheties were based on past events drawn from ancient histories and mediaeval chronicles that can quite easily be identified not merely by the events they describe, but by the fact that Nostradamus often quotes from them virtually verbatim!

This highly original piece of research in turn helped to add a great deal of force to what by then was starting to become known as the ‘Janus hypothesis’. As you will no doubt recall, Janus was the two-faced Roman god who looked backwards and forwards at once – and the suggestion was that Nostradamus, in a sense, had been doing the same.

Whence, presumably, the fact that when, in 1594, Chavigny published the first of his four books on Nostradamus based on his copious written research notes, he entitled it La premiere face du Ianus François, or ‘The First Face of the French Janus’.

On this model, Nostradamus would have arrived at his major prophecies by looking back at major ancient events (or even relatively minor recent ones), then establishing in which signs or houses the various planets were at the time, and finally working out when some at least of these would be in the same positions again in the future. There was absolutely no difficulty about this: numerous sets of planetary tables for doing so had been available ever since the 1540s (some of which we know for a fact that he possessed), and there was even a set of cardboard disc-based computers for achieving the same result (published by the Emperor Charles V’s chief mathematician Peter Bienewitz, better known as Apianus, in his lavish Astronomicum Caesareum, or ‘Astronomy of the Caesars’ of 1540). This procedure would then have given the seer a date when the same event, or something very like it, was theoretically likely to occur again.

I say ‘theoretically likely to’ because astrology has always expressly denied that celestial events actually cause specific earthly ones. The theory has always been that, at best, they provide conditions propitious for them – as the contemporary astrologers were always reminding Nostradamus. And I say ‘a date’ because astrology is of course cyclic, and consequently the potential for any given event’s theoretical recurrence is liable to be there every time the particular planetary pattern recurs again in the future.

The cyclic view of history

This point is important because, by calling them vaticinations perpetuelles or ‘perpetual prophecies’, Nostradamus acknowledged in his original preface that his prophecies were indeed of this type. We know this because later booklets similarly calling themselves Propheties perpetuelles posited just such a cyclic model of human destiny – in their case proposing a basic 28-year cycle on the basis of which they offered a whole series of prophecies extending right up to the present day.

Nostradamus’s model was not nearly so simplistic. His planetary cycles were far longer ones, and not nearly as regular, either. But the principle was the same. History was essentially cyclic. The notion was basic to the very Renaissance in which he played so prominent a role in France. Just as it was widely believed that the golden age of classical Greece and Rome was about to dawn again in Europe by sheer effort of human will, so – in terms of the Janus effect – what had happened at any time was quite likely to happen again, given the right planetary and human conditions. And given that nothing was going to change the planetary variables, the only thing that could avoid or bring about the event in question was human behaviour itself.

The underlying principle may or may not have been scientifically valid, but this at least seems to have been the gist of the idea.

The Propheties thus take on a perfectly useful function. Far from being mere forecasts of inevitable doom, they become a communal project in which humanity can either co-operate or not, their function being to warn, to guide, to encourage. But, by the same token, all prospect of tying the fulfilment of any prophecy down to any particular date flies out of the window. The event may happen in any given year or month: on the other hand the potential for it may be avoided, and its fulfilment put off until next time the relevant planets are in position.

Possibly that is one reason why most of the Propheties are undated – since they can never have been for any one particular date in the first place. The fact that this also allowed Nostradamus and his followers constantly to say ‘Well, it hasn’t happened yet’ was a pure bonus that allowed the prophet to avoid ever being proved wrong.

The Islamic threat

The upshot, then, is that past and present events that loomed particularly large in Nostradamus’s mind tended to resurface in the form of his prophecies for the future, too. By way of a case in point, Western Europe had for centuries been menaced by militant Islam. In the east, the Ottoman Empire had been advancing westwards across Europe even since the mid-15th century, arriving before the very gates of Vienna in the selfsame year as the young apothecary enrolled for his doctorate course at Montpellier. In the south, powerful Muslim pirate fleets continually ravaged the Mediterranean coasts. In the west, the Moors had been finally expelled from Spain only a decade or so before Nostradamus’s birth.

Unsurprisingly, therefore, not only his annual Almanachs, but his Propheties too, continually warn of further Muslim attacks and invasions. So insistent are these warnings in the Propheties that it is possible to cobble together a whole potential scenario out of them. According to my admittedly speculative reconstruction of this, we have (it seems) to expect a massive invasion of Mediterranean Europe by hordes from the East who will be Asiatic, Muslim and red (whatever Nostradamus means by the term). Reaching Italy, the insurgents will also spread along the North African coast and, via Spain, into southern France. The Pope will be forced to flee to the Rhône valley, where he will be pursued, captured and eventually killed. The Vatican will subsequently be destroyed. From southern France the invaders – looting and raping, as well as persecuting the Catholic church in particular – will advance steadily northwards in their millions. With the aid of some kind of aerial fire-weapon they will overrun major defence-lines on the rivers Garonne and Loire, until they eventually reach the English Channel coast. Only at the last moment will an invasion of England be averted, and then more as a result of dissension in the Asiatic ranks than of any efforts on the part of the defenders.

Always assuming, of course, that the West plays its cards wrongly.

But then there are currently signs that we may have got some at least of the answers right. The projected invasion is already overdue. Either that or (as we shall see) it is taking some rather surprising forms.

Then Second World War history will repeat itself (the idea of prophetic repetition, as we have seen, is implicit in the Janus technique itself), as a massive allied counter-invasion is launched. In this case, though, it will set out both from Britain and from Germany. Thanks partly to brilliant invasion-tactics, the invaders will be chased out of a now desolate and largely depopulated France, then out of Italy and finally out of Spain. Later they will be pursued to the Middle East by a charismatic new Western leader who will go on to become ruler of most of Europe after the manner of the former Emperor Charlemagne. An era of unprecedented peace and prosperity will then ensue that will last for over half-a-century.

So, at least, Nostradamus seems to be saying – and he says it repeatedly, vividly and in immense detail. The picture is dramatic, even horrific at times, yet it is by no means all gloom. Moreover, it has next to nothing to do with the one that emerges from most existing accounts of his work – but a great deal to do with the collections of ancient, Bible-based prophecies that were all the rage at the time, and notably the anonymous Mirabilis liber of 1522.

Facing the facts

Fact or fiction, then? Is such a scenario even remotely possible? Even as I write, it is easy to assume that it is not. And yet extraordinary things are starting to happen. In Central Asia, the newly-independent Muslim republics of the former Soviet Union are steadily finding their feet, aided by Turkey and other Muslim countries. Their combined potential oil-wealth is already considerable, their store of armaments (left over from the former Cold War) immense. Islam is recovering its former power by leaps and bounds. There is a longing for a new, charismatic leader who will set everything to rights. Meanwhile, in the Middle East and the Caucasus, the conditions are becoming ever more ripe for some kind of ultimate confrontation between militant Islam and the West, while in the former Yugoslavia the temptation is considerable for the Arab world to intervene in the very heart of Europe itself …

And what then? Are we really in for some kind of Armageddon? Or is the strikingly apocalyptic flavour of many of Nostradamus’s prophecies merely a result of the fact that, once again, both he and his Catholic French contemporaries – assailed as they believed themselves to be by the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse in the form of War, Famine, Plague, and Death, to say nothing of the Antichrist (in the form of Calvin) sitting in Geneva – assumed that they were living in the long-forecast Last Times?

Are his apparent predictions for our times once again merely projections of his own times?

They could very well be. Yet the answers, clearly, lie not in what we believe about them, but in what we do about them. We have been warned. If we respond to those warnings appropriately, the prophecies – this time around at least – will fail.

And so Nostradamus will be proved wrong – which of course is the fate of all good prophets.

The current volume

It seems to me to be of the utmost importance, then, to establish just what it is that Nostradamus predicted, whether for the coming years or for a more distant future. I have therefore rendered his prophecies in the clearest and most appropriate way that I can – namely in rhymed verses of the same type as he himself used. So far as I know, this is the first time that this has been done in English.

True, in the very nature of things, rhymed verse translations necessarily have to take poetic liberties at times – paraphrasing somewhat here, padding out a little there, rearranging as necessary. But then we have both a model and a splendid validation for this. For Nostradamus himself wrote and published such translations (in his case from the Latin) – and in almost every case the results were far freer than anything you will find in this book! Moreover, to the connoisseur it is very evident that, even when writing his own original verses, the prophet himself often distorted what he was trying to say merely in order to make it rhyme, especially when he was running out of space at the end of a verse – which, paradoxically enough, he often seems not to have seen coming!

At all events, the result is, I believe, the first accessible English translation of Nostradamus of recent years. But then, if Nostradamus is right in anticipating the events he does, it may well need to be.

To start with, then, I propose to look briefly at Nostradamus the man and to tell the story of his life. Following this, I shall examine his prophetic and writing career and some of his working methods. In Chapter 2 I shall go on to look at how interpreters and commentators have struggled to make some sort of sense of the baffling riddles left by the prophet of Provence. I shall also examine the laws of prophecy, outline my proposed principles for interpretation and explain briefly how I arrived at the sequence suggested. Chapter 3 will take a look at some of the seer’s predictions that are widely regarded as having been fulfilled already, and finally, in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7, I shall set out in verse his astonishing prophecies for the coming years.

For the present volume the translations have been newly rechecked against the original texts – for quatrains I.1 to IV.53 the 1555 edition, for quatrains IV.54 to VII.42 the September 1557 edition, for quatrains VIII.1 to X.100 the 1568 edition, and for the Présages and Sixains the 1605 edition. In most cases the original French will be found reprinted in my Nostradamus Encyclopedia,34 as will a brief Nostradamus dictionary.

*



Up! Flee far, far across the land!

And let this dark, mysterious tome

From Nostradamus’ very hand

Suffice to guide you as you roam.

GOETHE

Faust (I.1)   
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Seated, he studies secretly at night

On tripod bronze, the quiet eremite:

A tiny flame amidst the lonely night

Bids fair to bring what none should doubt to light.

Century I.1





UNEASE, FEAR, FATALISTIC DREAD – these are among the most usual reactions of people today when the name of Nostradamus is mentioned. The mysterious medieval doctor and seer has acquired something of the aura of a magician, a dark and threatening master of the occult, a delver into unspeakable realms of astrology and witchcraft. Many have come to class him with Mephistopheles himself.

Not because he was necessarily anything of the kind, but because that is how his crabbed and curious verses have come to be seen – especially by those who have never read them.

It is almost as though this eminent sixteenth-century physician and occultist – the contemporary of his British near-equivalent, Queen Elizabeth’s celebrated court astrologer Dr John Dee – were, through his verses, not only predicting the future, but actually controlling it from his grave, dead though he has been now these four hundred years and more.

Certainly, the former leaders of Nazi Germany seem to have believed as much. Either that, or they were determined cynically to exploit popular superstition to that effect. Not only Dr Goebbels’s ministry of propaganda, but also Himmler’s SS delved into the prophecies in a big way. Their aim seems to have been first to descry the future destiny of the world in general and of the Third Reich in particular, and then to convince that world of their conclusions. The British and Americans, no less cynically, retaliated in kind. So, much more genuinely, did one of the best-known French Nostradamus-scholars of the day, Dr Max de Fontbrune. His book on the prophecies of Nostradamus, published in 1938, admittedly foretold the German invasion of France, but it also predicted the subsequent victories of the Allies in North Africa, their invasion of Italy, the disgrace of Marshal Pétain, the triumphant return of General de Gaulle to France and the defeat and partition of Germany. Not surprisingly, the occupying German forces banned the book almost as soon as they arrived in France in 1940. De Fontbrune himself was persecuted by the Gestapo. It was as though they believed that attacking the prophetic conclusions – blaming, as it were, the messenger for the message – would somehow alter the world, too. And strangely enough, there is actually more than a grain of truth in the idea. Prophecies do seem to have a role in conditioning events.

But if so, then it is literally vital that we should not draw the wrong conclusions. If we somehow manage to convince ourselves – as many have – that what Nostradamus foretold for our immediate future was an era of nuclear war, widespread genocide and general hell on earth, then just possibly that is precisely what we shall inherit. Equally possibly, if we discover that his original oracle foretold nothing of the kind, then that realisation, too, may have its tangible, practical consequences.

Whence, of course, the urgent need for a new and more cool-headed investigatory book such as this.

Student and physician

Michel de Nostredame came of humble Jewish-French stock. Born in St Rémy-de-Provence on 14 December 1503 (Julian) to a local merchant’s wife, he was brought up in the Roman Catholic faith, to which his paternal grandfather had converted from his ancestral religion some forty years before out of understandable concern for survival amid an age of growing religious bigotry. The strange, adopted family name was a direct result of this, apparently commemorating the saint’s day on which the conversion had been celebrated.

The eldest of seven or eight sons, he may have been educated initially by his maternal great grandfather, a local doctor and herbalist who no doubt taught him Greek, Latin, mathematics and astronomy/astrology (the two were indistinguishable at the time). He then went on to study at Avignon, and after eight years as a wandering apothecary joined the Montpellier Faculty of Medicine. However, he was expelled from the student body again almost as soon as his course began for having been an apothecary – and for having been rude about doctors, too – and we do not know whether he ever rejoined it. Certainly there is no record of his eventual doctorate either at Montpellier or at any other known medical faculty, even though that of François Rabelais (who would have been his illustrious contemporary there) is duly recorded. His celebrated 1552 medical cookbook (the Traité des fardemens et confitures, finally published in 1555) is clearly the work of an apothecary rather than a doctor, and is prefaced by a Proem admitting quite frankly that he was a self-taught, if well-read healer who had been ‘unable fully to attain the summit of this perfect doctrine.’ Moreover, in chapter 27 of Part I he refers to messieurs les docteurs de la faculté de medecine – some of whom he would subsequently cite as references and authorities – in terms which suggest that he didn’t actually think of himself as one of them.

This would fit the circumstantial evidence, too. At Agen and Marseille (see below) he would later go on to work under the local doctors Scaliger and Serre – just like the traditional apothecary – while at Lyon he would admittedly be placed in sole charge, but only after what seems to have been a bitter row with the city’s medical establishment. If, by contrast, he was welcomed in a plague-stricken Aix-en-Provence (whose archives, significantly, do not describe him as a doctor), it may simply have been because all that city’s doctors had already fled in panic, following the plague-prescription famously offered to his fellow physicians by the celebrated Augier Ferrier of Toulouse: ‘Get out fast, stay well away, come back late.’ Possibly, in other words, it was the very plague itself that would offer the gifted apothecary from St-Rémy the opening he needed to play the role of physician, and consequently lead quite fortuitously to his enduring fame as a leading plague-specialist, and as an established ‘doctor’ to boot. It was a high-risk strategy if so – but the absence of competition of course meant that he could charge virtually anything he liked for his services.

Could this, then, be how Nostredame came to be accepted as a physician – even eventually by the royal family? In view of his acquired fame, certainly, it is extremely unlikely that anybody would have thought to check up on him. Perhaps it was simply that, in the end, he felt he had to live up to the public perception of himself as a ‘plague-doctor’, backed up by subsequent publisher’s hype, even to the extent of posing for the engravers in suspiciously pristine doctor’s garb (see Frontispiece).

Certainly fake degrees were not all that uncommon at the time. The contemporary ‘Doctor’ John Dee has always been so called, even though he never in fact acquired a doctorate, while the equally contemporary Paracelsus, though immensely influential in medicine, never did so either.

Whatever his actual credentials at the time, however, Nostredame had by 1531 taken up a regular medical career. By 1533 he was working with the well-known doctor and philosopher Julius Caesar (or Jules César) Scaliger at Agen, where he prospered and married one Henriette d’Encausse. They had two children, whose names are unknown to us. His good fortune was to be short-lived, however, for soon either the plague or some other epidemic put in its appearance in the town – and both wife and family promptly died from it. This personal disaster not only nearly destroyed Nostradamus himself; news of it all but destroyed his practice too. What price, after all, the medical expert who himself survived, but could not even save his own nearest and dearest?

Further calamities followed. He quarrelled with Scaliger, was apparently persecuted by his late wife’s family and, to crown it all, found the Inquisition of Toulouse starting to take an interest in him because, as a man with reformist Franciscan sympathies, he had allegedly made some sacrilegious remark about the then-prevalent idolatry of the saints. His reaction was predictable. He took to the road again. During the next six years he travelled Europe, everywhere gathering material from local apothecaries for the medical cookbook already mentioned. He also undertook some academic translation-work. Most of his life at this time, however, is a complete blank to us, and so almost inevitably raconteurs and romancers without number have been drawn to fill the vacuum with fanciful tales of startling personal predictions and pieces of almost magical precognition. You may believe them if you wish, though I am afraid that you will have to look elsewhere to find them.

By 1544 the wanderer had returned – this time to Marseille, where that winter’s unusually severe floods, flushing out the rodents from their nests, brought renewed plague in their wake, and consequently more work for Nostradamus too, who (as we have seen) placed himself under the command of the renowned local physician Louis Serre. By May 1546, it was the stricken town of Aix-en-Provence that was appealing to him for help. As ever, Nostredame willingly – perhaps eagerly – responded, subsequently becoming the acknowledged hero of the hour, despite his own admission in his Traité that none of his cures worked, not even the regulation blood-letting. Having subsequently settled at Salon, he was next sent for by the city of Lyon, where a quite different epidemic – possibly whooping cough – was raging. Then, laden with gifts, he returned to his new home again.

His second marriage followed in 1547, this time to a rich widow by the name of Anne Ponsarde, known as ‘Gemelle’ (the Twin). Their house in Salon, which still stands to this day, has recently been renovated in his honour. Now, however, he largely abandoned medicine in favour of writing. Long aware that he was one of a line of natural clairvoyants – though always careful (for obvious reasons) to describe his skill as a gift from God and to link it with the Bible’s prophecy that ‘your old men shall dream dreams and your young men see visions’ – he had already been producing at least one annual Almanach or Pronostication ever since 1550. Now, having converted part of the top floor of the house into a study, he launched into a more all-embracing work altogether. This was a vast collection of general prophecies that was designed to consist of ten books of one hundred four-line verses each – a thousand quatrains in all – predicting in some detail all the major events leading from Nostradamus’s own time to the end of the present age and the inception of the expected Millennium. These comprised the celebrated work that would subsequently be published as the Propheties.

Working methods

Nostradamus’s exact working-methods are fairly obscure. The very first quatrain (quoted at the head of this chapter) suggests a divinatory approach akin to that of the Delphic oracle in ancient Greece. The second quatrain (I.2), which in my translation reads:



Wand placed in hand as once in Branchis’ fane,

He dips in water both his hem and feet.

A dread voice shakes him in his gown amain,

Then light divine! The god assumes his seat.





is similarly redolent of the former oracle of Branchidai (now Didymi in Turkey), once consulted by Alexander the Great in person. Yet both verses are simply paraphrases of the well-known account (De Mysteriis Aegyptiorum) by the 3rd/4th century neo-Platonist philosopher Iamblichus of the divinatory practices of the ancient world – and on a number of other occasions Nostradamus merely says ‘as though on the bronze tripod’. It is fairly clear, then, that these verses indicate not so much what the seer actually did, as the way in which he wished people to view his work. He wanted them to see him, in other words, as a prophet in the direct tradition of the oracles of the ancient world.

In his private correspondence, on the other hand,2,18 he paints a quite different picture. Here he meditates, goes into trance with the aid of ‘magic’ herbs, practices ritual incubation (basically, dream interpretation), even resorts to a form of automatic writing (writing while in trance).

But Prévost’s evidence in particular, backed up by my own research, suggests that this was merely the icing on the prophetic cake. Much more basic was the process that I have dubbed ‘comparative horoscopy’.32,33,34 As I have outlined it under the terms of the ‘Janus hypothesis’ in my Introduction, Nostradamus seems to have conceived it as his basic task to predict, with the aid of the astrological tables available to him (to say nothing of Apianus’s cardboard computers) just when and on what latitudes the major events both of ancient history and of the recent past might strike again.

Not that he was normally prepared to say exactly when that would be. As we have seen, this would actually have been outside the terms of reference of the technique. Being astrologically based, the events were liable to return again and again. It was human attitudes and actions that, ultimately, would decide the issue.

Besides, undated prophecies have a much longer shelf-life than dated ones!

And so Nostradamus simply completed his task by imposing on the resulting visionary scenarios the discipline of working them into rhymed quatrains of a type that would not only render them memorable and difficult to tamper with, but also lend them a fine, incantatory air such as was formerly associated with the ancient Sibylline oracle.

Disguising the prophecies
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