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Historical Introduction

Nostradamus’s Worlds

The Prophecies of Nostradamus published as a classic? The last time someone tried it in the United States was in 1942, when the Modern Library, Random House’s esteemed collection, released the Oracles of Nostradamus. Nostradamus had entered the country a century earlier, but he became a household name only during World War II. He was everywhere—in newspapers, on movie screens, even in Nazi propaganda—and Random House’s president, Bennett Cerf, paid attention. Priced at ninety-five cents, and with a cover teaser telling readers that the book made “for fascinating reading when related to the catastrophes announced daily while the world is in crisis,” the Oracles was a hit. Only five Modern Library titles sold more copies that year, among them W. Somerset Maugham’s Of Human Bondage and Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment. “We have our ears to the ground as editors,” Cerf told a journalist, “and I point to such titles as Nostradamus to prove to you what I mean.” Cerf had dug up these Oracles—an 1891 publication whose author, an Englishman named Charles A. Ward, had selected and commented on random verses by Nostradamus—and simply patched on an afterword and a new cover. Nostradamus had entered the Modern Library, but strangely enough the Prophecies themselves were nowhere to be found.

This tells us a few things about Nostradamus in modern times. His Prophecies are ubiquitous, especially during times of crisis, and yet they remain elusive. They often play upon the mercenary instincts of cultural promoters high and low. And the people and institutions that bestow symbolic recognition seldom acknowledge the book’s literary qualities. The ever-candid Cerf confessed that he had included the book in his collection with his tongue in his cheek. Could he do otherwise when respected journalists were denouncing Nostradamus’s disjointed words and uncouth French? Ever since the Frenchman Michel de Nostredame (pen name Nostradamus) published Les premières centuries, ou Prophéties in Lyon in 1555, no secular or religious canon has deemed his predictions fit for inclusion. The book has not made it into school curricula or college syllabi or onto the lists of prestigious publishing imprints. No institution, no political or religious group, has taken on the task of consecrating or preserving the Prophecies. If a classic, following one definition, refers to an old work canonized by widespread admiration, then the controversial Nostradamus was doomed. The Nobel Prize–winning novelist J. M. Coetzee once suggested that a classic is a book that has drawn the attention of professional critics and overcome them. This has not been the case with the Prophecies.

Until recently, that is. Over the past decade or so, scholars have begun reconsidering this book and its mix of astrology, prophecy, melancholy poetry, magic, and history. The first reputable dissertation on Nostradamus’s poetics was defended in Stockholm in 2005, by a scholar named Anna Carlstedt. Other books and articles have followed. Did this happen because of turn-of-the-millennium enthusiasm? Because scholars came to see the modern age as one not only of scientists and engineers but also of magicians and Spiritualists? Or because they had to recognize that Nostradamus’s predictions continue to capture the West’s collective imagination (if not the world’s at this point)? A bit of all three, no doubt. But there is a paradox at work. The Prophecies of Nostradamus have outlasted most of the writings published during the late Renaissance. People have read and parsed the work for close to five centuries. And yet, it seems to float in some distant realm, out of our reach, broken up into fragments or hidden behind interpretations.

The time is ripe for a new translation and a new look at a work whose formal organization, stylistics, evocative powers, and enduring resonance defy comparison. Beyond the predictions that may or may not have come true, beyond the intimations of world’s end, beyond the strange tales about a wizard who buried himself alive in his grave, the Prophecies contain the universe—as the avant-garde writer Max Jacob, a fervent reader of Nostradamus, once proclaimed. The singular book that sought to encompass its worlds—past, present, and future—tells us as much about its era as it does about our own and about yearnings that remain as conflicted today as they were during the Renaissance.

When the first edition of the Prophecies came out, Nostradamus (1503–66) was fifty-two and living in the southern French town of Salon-de-Provence, halfway between Avignon and Aix. He was something of a celebrity by then. In the 1530s he had made a regional name for himself as a plague doctor. Epidemics afflicted Provence every other year, and many physicians fled. Nostradamus, however, braved physical danger and potential threats to his reputation (remedies and prophylactics could fail, after all) and stayed. Salon summoned him when the plague reached the town, and he liked its climate enough to settle there, start a family, and set up a medical practice. His diagnostics, like those of other Renaissance physicians, rested on bodily humors as well as the stars, which were believed to govern parts of the body and mirror character traits. Nostradamus soon branched out and began calculating detailed horoscopes that provided insights into people’s character and destiny. He knew what his customers expected: not a stream of favorable predictions, but truth and sufficient warning to chart the best course of action. They wanted an astrologer who would unveil the workings of fate and reinforce their faith that humans, if warned, could parry the worst blows. Illness and misfortune were unavoidable, but people also expected a satisfying existence and reason to hope. Nostradamus provided it all. Valleys follow peaks, he said. Pleasure and joy are intermingled with sorrow. But moderation and perseverance outline a sound path forward.

Nostradamus’s thriving practice enhanced his reputation. His customers addressed him as their friend, and this was what he provided: friendship as a virtuous bond of equality, reciprocity, and moral commitment between reasonable, virtuous men who shared interests and professional goals and sometimes emotional attachments as well. This was a humanistic notion, and Nostradamus was a Renaissance humanist through and through. He had learned the traditional curriculum in Avignon: grammar, rhetoric, and logic coupled with arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy. He had then studied medicine at the University of Montpellier, built a sizable library, and mastered Latin, Greek, Italian, Hebrew, Spanish, and perhaps Arabic in addition to his native French and Provençal. He read widely—poetry, the classics, history—and worked on a French translation of the Greek physician Galen. (Renaissance doctors frequently engaged in such pursuits, partly to garner prestige.) One of his earliest projects was a verse riff on the hieroglyphics of Horapollo, which had been discovered in 1419 and translated into Greek in 1505. He exchanged letters with educated men throughout Europe and interspersed references to Lucillius and other classical authors in his missives.

But Nostradamus ventured beyond such circles. In 1550 he published his first almanac, a short and flimsy publication that contained a calendar, tables of the phases of the Moon (known as ephemerides), and weather forecasts. He wrote at least one almanac per year, along with prose narratives called prognostications, which described weather patterns, epidemics, wars, and even the behavior of men with soft or bellicose temperaments for the year to come. Like his horoscopes, these publications rested on his astrological calculations of planetary conjunctions and revolutions and cosmic cycles. Almanacs had become the popular medium of the day. The world of print was booming: printers and publishers created new genres and altered the ways in which people organized knowledge. Nostradamus flourished in this market, partly because he managed his editorial ventures with skill, and partly because he was in sync with his world. He read other astrologers and classical authors and almanacs and synthesized all this material into publications that were sold across France and abroad as well. His massive output of cheap vernacular publications exemplified the media culture that was now taking form and would grow in the West.

The prose writer was also a poet. He adorned his almanacs with four-line predictive poems—called présages, or portents—that he claimed to have composed out of natural instinct and poetic frenzy. Each almanac contained one portent for the whole year, one for each month, and sometimes a fourteenth one at the end. This was Nostradamus’s signature. The blend of prose and poetry was characteristic of a man who moved constantly from one realm to the next, who was present in all of them and yet confined to none. He was Catholic and French but a resident of Provence (recently incorporated into France), with two grandparents who had converted from Judaism. His family of middling merchants was close to the local elite, yet not quite part of it. He attended a prestigious medical school but contested his teachers’ formal course of study and spent decades on the road, a peripatetic adventurer who followed his curiosity wherever it led him. The French queen Catherine de Médicis invited him to the court of France, but he never became a courtier. Nostradamus was both an insider and outsider, an establishment figure who followed the rules and a maverick who skirted around them. His liminal position enabled him to encounter people from various walks of life, to tap different forms of knowledge, and to grasp the aspirations and fears, the violence and contradictions of his world.

Nostradamus’s Prophecies built upon his almanacs and went further. The fundamental similarity: the quatrains, which were now arranged in series of one hundred called Centuries. The 1555 edition contained 353 quatrains and a preface to Nostradamus’s eldest son, César. Over the next few years, publishers in Lyon and Paris released other editions—sometimes with additional quatrains. In 1568, two years after Nostradamus’s death, there came a final edition with 942 quatrains spread over ten Centuries. It also contained a second preface, addressed to the late king Henri II. The odd number of quatrains remains mysterious. We do not know whether Nostradamus intended it as such or simply lacked the time to complete his work. It is also possible that some quatrains went astray in publishers’ workshops or, less likely, that he fit as many as he could in the sixteen-page leaves that publishers routinely used. Nor do we know why the last three Centuries were published posthumously. Some commentators believe that someone else composed them after Nostradamus’s death, but this is conjectural. Regardless, most readers believed at that time and afterward that Nostradamus had penned the 942 quatrains and two prefaces. This is the core of the book that has traversed the centuries.

There were other book-length predictions and other collections of Centuries during the Renaissance, but none that built on the author’s preexisting fame and that mixed poetry, astrology, and prophecy in this fashion. Astrologers provided interpretations of celestial signs according to a method. Prophets, in contrast, were elected by God to convey augurs to humanity; they typically proffered warnings or requested renewed devotion. Nostradamus did not resemble familiar prophetic types. He was neither a lowly, unorthodox man nor a pure figure who disregarded his body nor a divine envoy who interpreted Scripture to help a leader overcome adversity. After all, he claimed that no human being could comprehend the secrets of God the Creator and assured his readers that he would never arrogate such a sublime title for himself. Still, the book’s title is revealing. While he stayed within the boundaries prescribed by the Catholic Church, Nostradamus combined facets of the Jewish prophet who brought together past, present, and future; the Christian prophet who could accomplish nothing without divine power; and the melancholy, Aristotelian prophet who could connect with the soul of the world. Alone in his study, scrutinizing the sky, guided by “natural instinct & accompanied by poetic furor,” overcome by prophetic inspiration, and dabbling in white magic (he wore laurel crowns and a sky blue stone ring during these sessions), Nostradamus composed what he called “nocturnal & prophetic calculations.”

The Neoplatonists believed that poets could contemplate and render meaningful mysteries that startled ordinary mortals, and in this spirit it is important to emphasize the primacy of words in Nostradamus’s enterprise. Like formulas and incantations, words had obtained therapeutic or magical powers during the Middle Ages. They embodied hidden verities and divine ideas and the essence of things and people. By the Renaissance, they brimmed with meaning and could modify the natural world and sometimes transcend the symbolic realm to become analogies of the cosmos.

The following quatrain provides a taste of Nostradamus’s words. It is the sixty-fourth of the first Century (1.64):


At night they shall believe the sun does shine

When at the half-human pig they get a peek :

Noise, song, battalions battling in the sky

Shall be perceived & brute beasts heard to speak.



These verses capture the book’s distant authorial voice (Nostradamus rarely uses the first person in the quatrains) and the imposing authority it conveys. They also display the opacity that, even in an age of mystifying prophecies, allegorical engravings, and analogical means of reasoning, befuddled many contemporaries. The prophet seems to have relished obscurity. Perhaps he sought to capture the volatility of his era, the instability of the human condition, the hidden workings of the world, or the mysteries of the cosmos. Perhaps he sought to join a brotherhood of prognosticators whose authority rested on arcane language and expert knowledge. And perhaps he understood the value of dissimulation—and the dangers of exposure—while coming of age in tumultuous times. To succeed as a soothsayer in the sixteenth century, one had better learn how to assuage secular rulers as well as religious authorities.

This quatrain also captures Nostradamus’s terse bleakness. Even if readers did not fathom all the verses, they could not miss the gloomy tidings, the harrowing violence, the apocalyptic battles that expressed the eschatological mood spreading across the continent during a century of diseases, wars, marauding armies, inflation, and famine. Signs that the Last Days approached seemed to multiply, from the Protestant Reformation to the sack of Rome by troops of Charles V in 1527 to Ottoman advances. Astrological prophecy, which focused on the Last Judgment and the struggle against Satan, made inroads. Even if many Christians contemplated their future with equanimity, a sense of foreboding permeated European society. Nostradamus voiced the two dimensions of Apocalypticism. Readers of the Prophecies could find looming cataclysm and suffering as retribution for a society that had succumbed to sin. They could also uncover a more optimistic horizon, with prospects of universal peace, empathy for people who had sinned out of ignorance rather than evil, and a merciful God whom devout and humble Christians could placate.

In this quatrain as in others, Nostradamus left no domain untouched. He wrote about princely marriages, losses of property, and religious councils. This was a world in which all lives, eminent as well as base, were interconnected, and all human activities had an impact on one another. Nostradamus piled it on, but he also created connections between all realms, from the highest political reaches to the ordinary concerns of everyday life. His enumerations and repetitions express the abundance of his world as well as the dread of emptiness—what contemporaries called horror vacui. Nostradamus did not invent a literary form—other writers penned prose prognostications or quatrains—but he stretched the boundaries of existing ones and filled them with words that were at once precise and evanescent. His taut, bulging concentrates of the mundane and the arcane are filled with infinite possibilities and a forcefulness that belongs to Nostradamus alone.

In one respect, we may read the Prophecies as exactly what their title indicates: perspectives on the future. Certainly many readers were awed by his apparent predictive powers, even if Nostradamus was less precise here than in his almanacs. The book mentions only nine dates, from 1588 until 3797, which some have linked to the end of the world and others to the end of a world. And yet, nothing was straightforward. The author explained that he could distinguish neither the present from the past nor the past from the future. The book contains a cyclical notion of time, in which past figures and political states return at set intervals, with cycles of growth, renewal, and decline. There is also a biblical conception of time, with its progressive unveiling of a hidden message and the ineluctability of the Apocalypse. Finally, there is the Roman idea of Fortuna, with unpredictable yet formidable disturbances. Nostradamus spoke in one of his almanacs of “transmutations of time,” as if time had a dynamic energy of its own and could alter, perfect, and destroy. While time moves in some quatrains, there is no flow, no steady progression, no sense that the words are confined to any single era. Nostradamus sometimes uses the present tense and sometimes no verb at all, giving his verses the feeling variously of predictions, comments on current affairs, and considerations on human passions and interactions. They tell universal stories about human choices, conflicts, emotions, and consequences—the present, future, and eternal stuff of life.

In terms of geography, too, the book straddles boundaries. Editions of the Prophecies often included the following subtitle: Represents Part of What Is Now Happening in France, in England, in Spain, and in Other Parts of the World. The innumerable place-names contained within the book are stopovers in a far-flung exploration that begins in France and ranges from Scandinavia to the Mediterranean, via eastern Europe and Italy and the Ottoman Empire. The Prophecies are at once a screen on which realms distant in place or time are projected and a mirror on which the European maelstrom of the time is reflected. Many of Nostradamus’s contemporaries recognized in the pages of the Prophecies depictions of the era’s hardships and the major shifts that altered the way they saw the world. The Copernican revolution was removing humanity from the center of the universe while providing a rational purchase on the cosmos. The discovery of the Americas and its pagan inhabitants emboldened new conquests while shifting the borders of the known world and making some people wonder whether Christ had truly spread the good word to all. The printing press broadened the intellectual landscape and spread ideas while undermining dominant institutions. The Protestant Reformation’s assault on Catholicism, finally, fed yearnings for true spirituality and social equality while outlining strikingly different ways of being a good Christian.

Everything was in flux, and so was Nostradamus. The man and the words that hovered between realms captured this founding moment of Western modernity in its full tension, with its shifting fault lines and the conflicting forces that propelled the Renaissance in chaotic and often disconcerting ways. Nostradamus seemed to have special knowledge about the emotions of sovereigns and the hidden forces that governed people’s lives. There were other such cornucopian texts, but the Prophecies had a scope, a sharpness, a plasticity, and an urgency of their own. The cryptic book distilled sinister moods and anxieties into fragmented yet meaningful stories, as if their author, the man who circulated across realms without fully belonging to any one of them, had grasped each one from the inside and from the outside. The references to strange figures, plots, and collusions unveiled the workings of this chaotic world. The hundreds of quatrains named the era’s confusion, made it visible and tangible, and expressed what readers sensed but could not—or dared not—put into words. Opacity and darkness could prove meaningful for people who contemplated the present and future with bewilderment or trepidation—especially with the verses anchored in regular, codified series of quatrains, in which surprises and reversals take the same form and the same words recur again and again. Everything holds together in the Prophecies. And, in Nostradamus’s view, things happen for a reason.

Some writers responded to formidable calamities by accepting the limitations of language, its inability to express what was unspeakable. They wrote about what they could not express, or told readers that the meaning of such catastrophes was that there was no meaning. The Prophecies, in contrast, spoke about catastrophes head-on, endowed them with dramatic form, and placed them in continuums that exuded mysterious power. His words resonated during the French Wars of Religion (1562–98) and continued doing so afterward—when the French monarchy faced a political rebellion around 1650 (the Fronde), in the midst of the English Civil War and Glorious Revolution, in the wake of the fire of London in 1666, during the French Revolution, and then throughout most modern wars. (The appendix delves into Nostradamus’s presence during such collective crises.)

The French poet Guillaume Apollinaire once referred to these wars and other collective crises as “Martian periods”—in which people feel they are living through an era of anxiety, with time growing slower and denser, obsessional concern with future developments, the norms that regulate what is acceptable and what is not changing almost overnight, events seeming to unfold outside one’s sway, and outlets for action hovering out of reach. Apollinaire wrote about this in 1915, from the trenches of World War I; earlier that year, he had lauded Nostradamus as a great poet. Why do people consult the Prophecies during such periods? To name and make sense of cataclysms and forces that seem distant. To feel the tremors of events that, however violent and irrepressible, acquire a majestic, world-historical grandeur. And to uncover horrendous tidings about other people, countries, or even eras and then return to their own hardships with greater fortitude. Immediate and yet distant, Nostradamus’s vast predictions make it possible to reframe distressing circumstances and substitute a specific, imminent fear for floating anxieties. Whereas anxiety tends to draw people apart, fear pulls them together. Nostradamus’s evocative words can thus make fear palatable as a controlled, communal feeling that displaces the solitary terror of the unknown. The book’s presence in the West has changed over the centuries, and so have the ways in which people from different countries and backgrounds have perceived and made sense of the quatrains. But some things have endured.

By World War I, Nostradamus’s original almanacs and prognostications had vanished, but his Prophecies continued to circulate across western Europe. There have been hundreds of editions since his death. Unlike most classics, which rarely change once they are in print, this book was at once fixed and unstable. The quatrains and prefaces remained, but competing publishers added subtitles, biographical sketches, and guides to his anagrams and metaphors. Some publishers even inserted new predictions (including fifty-eight six-line poems, the sixains, in 1605). If there is a parallel, however distant, it is the Bible, but there is a major difference, too. No institution or collective group embraced the singular Prophecies, and this left it free from norms and controls. Open and open-ended in all senses of the words, the Prophecies could thus lure all kinds of people, from different backgrounds and religions. Besides publishers, there have been compilers, translators, forgers, and innumerable interpreters. These individuals have tended to reside or end up on the fringes of society, within a Nostradamian underworld, as it were. They have conversed and competed with one another, reframed the Prophecies, and sometimes broken the book down into its component parts. But they have also kept Nostradamus visible and vibrant within the mainstream.

This autonomy has freed the Prophecies from gatekeepers. No one has decreed who could parse these predictions and how. This is not the kind of book that one needs to read silently, or in one go. One may start anywhere, stop and resume at any time, and engage with it as one sees fit. Over the centuries, its readers have ranged from monarchs to prelates, lawyers to military officers, social workers to retirees. Some have relished the challenge of decoding arcane predictions, gaining confidence in their interpretative powers and making their own world legible. Others have beheld with awe mesmerizing words and forces that they could not understand but that still proved meaningful. Others have approached the quatrains as a political template, fodder for whatever ideological or religious cause they embraced, or a source of delight and entertainment. And still others have delved with a mix of feelings into a supernatural realm that hovers precariously between prophecy and superstition. Curiosity and ambivalence could overlap with sentiments of shame that people did not always acknowledge to themselves. These men and women have both read the words of Nostradamus and done things with them, whether annotating its margins, sharing quatrains and debating their meaning, or even imitating them for themselves or others. Many have also moved from one way of apprehending Nostradamus to another. Words that speak to such distinct yearnings, that lend themselves to so many relationships between words and their readers—without external constraints or policing—are bound to appeal across social, cultural, and religious divides.

The Prophecies are too mystifying, however, to provide easy or rapid access. One nineteenth-century commentator—his name was Pierre Chaillot—asked his readers whether they had “the noble courage to venture into the labyrinth of the Centuries.” Courage might help, though other readers presumably yearn for something more tangible, such as a road map. There are plenty to be found. A cottage industry of interpreters has long come into being, fully convinced that Nostradamus had seen or said something of importance but expressed it in coded language. By using the right method, it is possible to untangle this thicket of words and provide clarity of meaning. It is all about the key. Chaillot’s resided in what he called the “torch of erudition.” Drawing from his knowledge of Latin and mythology, he linked quatrains to past events and clarified their grammatical constructions, their classical references, and the true meaning of their anagrams. He and others have suggested, for instance, that the great “Chyren” designates King Henri or Henry (Henryc in Provençal), “Rapis” Paris, and “Car.” or “Carcas.,” the French town of Carcassonne. The “lion” is a warchief; the “Castulon monarque” is Emperor Charles V. “Snakes” stands for heretics, “hell” for the Châtelet prison, and “whites” and “reds” for French magistrates who wore robes of those colors. Other interpreters have insisted that, below the surface of the quatrains, there lies another, deeper layer of meaning. Take quatrain 1.53:


Alas one shall see a great nation bleed

And the holy law & all of Christendom

Reduced to utter ruin by other creeds,

Each time a new gold, silver mine is found.



According to one François Buget in 1862, the references to gold (d’or) and silver (d’argent) in the last verse pointed to the d’Orléans family, New Orleans, and the marquis d’Argenson, president of the Council of Finances. Having established this, Buget considered numbers. He added 153, 1555 (the Prophecies’ date of publication), and 5 and 3 to arrive at a total of 1716. This was the year in which the Scottish economist John Law—recently appointed Controller General of Finances by the French regent Philippe d’Orléans—had set up the Banque Générale in Paris. Shortly thereafter, Law issued handwritten notes for the development of Louisiana—a scheme that led to a bubble that burst in 1720. The marquis d’Argenson resigned after the collapse. Nostradamus, Buget concluded, had seen it all two centuries earlier.

Readers of the present edition will decide for themselves what to make of this and other keys, and whether Nostradamus looked to the past or commented on the present or projected himself into the future. Perhaps he did all three. Regardless, the arcane Prophecies remain open to all readings and projections. This has been a central reason for its enduring appeal over the centuries.

Success has not, however, endowed the book with legitimacy and cultural worth. The elusive author and his predictions seemed suspect and came under attack from the start. They were too powerful and popular, too seductive and dangerous. Many people recoiled before the prognosticator who was everywhere and nowhere, before verses that captured the contradictions of the modern West, and before predictions that said so much and yet could not be pinned down.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, detractors went after the Prophecies and the man himself—a poor astrologer, a false prophet, an impostor, a satanic envoy, or a charlatan. By the eighteenth century, they targeted credulous, superstitious followers who trusted their passions rather than reason. A century later, they denounced the interpreters and publishers who used Nostradamus to attack science, spread magical thinking, and become celebrities in their own right within a consumerist society. By the twentieth century, finally, Nostradamus captured the fear and panic that, like a disease, fed conspiracy theories and predictions of world’s end while whittling away at modern civilization from the inside. For close to a half millennium, then, the all-encompassing Nostradamus has also proven appealing as a way of denouncing threats linked to change and modernity, distancing oneself from offensive yet seductive forces, and reaffirming norms. In this respect, too, the Prophecies reside at the core of the modern West.

Which brings us back to the Modern Library’s 1942 edition. It is easy to include Oracles of Nostradamus in a story in which the media and propaganda outfits exploit and distort the quatrains, play up the darker overtones, dismiss their wondrous or moral dimensions, and oftentimes leave the verses themselves behind. All that remains, from this vantage point, are unfathomable pronouncements that frighten people into accepting irrational forces instead of contemplating the injustice of the world. The elusive quatrains thus accrue power during an era that is governed by fear, an era that searches in vain for trustworthy authorities, an era that pledges allegiance to recognized facts while lacking the time or desire to ascertain them.

And yet, to immerse oneself in the dense, unsettling Prophecies is also to witness the immensity of time and history in the making. The verses continue to dramatize the haphazard and sometimes catastrophic violence of our world and the pain, the afflictions, the sorrow that ensue—all of them marks of the human condition. In so doing, they remind us of our frailty, allow us to express oft-concealed vulnerabilities, and put us in touch with emotions that, from resentment to desolation to empathy, we cannot always pinpoint. As in the Renaissance, they provide deeper knowledge and reprieve from too much information. We can still delve into horror while keeping it at a remove; we can still participate in our own fate while securing protection and a sense of community. At once ephemeral and covered with the dust of ancient origins, Nostradamus’s cascade of words draws us into past worlds, the worlds in which we must live and those that we anticipate, and perhaps deeper within our internal world as well.

This is enough to meet some definitions of a classic. Unless of course it is the opposite, and the Prophecies deserve our attention as an anticlassic, a work that has endured by charting a course of its own. After all, the writers who have found the quatrains most enthralling belong to avant-gardes that, by definition, distrust canons and academies and the very idea of a classic. In 1916, the Romanian artist Marcel Janco came across the Prophecies on the shelves of a Zurich bookstore. Janco, a founder of the Dada movement, was so enthused that he purchased the book and promptly read selections during one of the group’s soirées at the Cabaret Voltaire. His fellow poets and artists, he later related, were astounded by this suggestive, mystic, abstract verse. “The sound, the associations, the alliteration—it was these that made it a true new poetry.”

The Dadaists felt a shock of recognition before opaque mash-ups that upended grammatical and social conventions and unleashed the playful and corrosive powers of language. By fusing high and low cultures and pushing against the outer limits of expression and understanding, the Prophecies invited readers to consider their world, and themselves as well, with greater discernment. The poet Tristan Tzara found these verses so powerful that he slipped fragments into his writings. “[T]o the north by its double fruit / like raw flesh / hunger fire blood.” Tzara circulated in different circles from Bennett Cerf, but he would have agreed with the American publisher on one point: Nostradamus makes for fascinating reading in a world in crisis.

STÉPHANE GERSON


Suggestions for Further Reading
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Translator’s Introduction

The Poetics of Futurity

When I was initially approached about undertaking a fresh translation of Nostradamus’s complete Prophecies—or the Centuries, as they are also known—I had never read a single line of his work. Even for someone who considered himself relatively well versed in the canon of sixteenth-century French poetry, Nostradamus was simply off the map—a name vaguely associated with the heavy breathers of apocalypse, dotty maiden aunts, late-night viewers of the History Channel, or those consumers of astrology columns whose mass delusions Theodor Adorno had, during a visit to Los Angeles in 1953, so trenchantly exposed in The Stars Down to Earth and Other Essays on the Irrational in Culture. But as I made my way into the project (thanks in part to the encouragement of my colleague Stéphane Gerson), I discovered in Nostradamus a compelling poet, perhaps not one of the magnitude of his French contemporaries Maurice Scève, Louise Labé, Pierre de Ronsard, or Joachim du Bellay, but a genuine poet nonetheless, certainly deserving of inclusion, in his own homespun and wayward fashion, within that larger visionary company defined by the vatic tradition of Virgil, Dante, D’Aubigné, Du Bartas, Milton, and Blake.

As a versifier, Nostradamus exhibits a formal range that is slight indeed, especially if compared to the exuberant strophic and prosodic experiments of the poets of the Pléiade. With the exception of a few spurious late six-line sixains, the entirety of his published poetic corpus is composed of rhymed (abab) decasyllabic quatrains—a popular vehicle in the French sixteenth century for matters as various as biblical psalms, Calvinist hymns, humanist adages, courtly epigrams, and moral instruction for the young. Nostradamus’s Prophecies, the first installment of which was issued in 1555, were designed to add up to one thousand such quatrains in all, subdivided into ten books (or Centuries) of a hundred quatrains each. Fifty-eight quatrains are missing from the work’s seventh Century—no doubt because of the editorial vagaries involved in the serial composition and publication of an endeavor of this scope; as a result, when the complete edition of the Prophecies appeared posthumously in 1568, its 942 quatrains fell somewhat short of the millenary originally envisaged. The nearest contemporary equivalent to this arithmetic permutation of identical poetic modules is Scève’s 1544 Délie, composed of 449 decasyllabic dizains of ten lines each. In both cases, the reiterative hammering home of a single poetic chord, each time the same, each time warped into a slightly different overtone, produces what John Ashbery (speaking of Scève) has termed “a fruitful monotony, ideal for repetitions with minimal variations”—either a hallmark of modernist composition by field or grid, or a symptom of that black and brooding melancholia from whose anatomy Renaissance humanism never quite manages to escape.

Although they have been more or less continuously in print in French for nearly five hundred years—bibliographers count some two hundred different editions—the Prophecies were in fact not the work that catapulted Nostradamus into European celebrity: the belated translation of the complete True Prophecies into English by Theophilus de Garencières in 1672 is proof that his magnum opus did not really take off until the seventeenth century. Instead, during his lifetime, his meteoric rise to fame was fueled by the almanacs he published on a yearly basis from 1550 until his death in 1566. Also known as his Présages or Prognostications, these ephemeral chapbooks benefited from the success of that vast body of predictive astrological literature that, with the spread of printing, already had become so bloated that it was ripe for parodic puncture in Rabelais’s satirical Pantagrueline Prognostication for the Year 1533. Nostradamus’s almanacs observed the standard conventions of the genre, featuring as they did calendars, ephemerides, lists of movable feasts, and weather forecasts, as well as increasingly alarmist prose vaticinations that provided monthly auguries of the latest news of the world, as espied from the prophetic vantage point of his provincial hometown of Salon de Craux in southern France. By the end of his life, the steady sales of his almanacs, together with his far-flung network of wealthy (and sometimes royal) clients seeking private horoscopic advice, had made Michel de Nostredame a prosperous man.

Scholars have ventured several explanations for the extraordinary “Nostradamus effect” that generated countless imitations, plagiarisms, and translations of his Présages during the late Renaissance. Some point to the deep eschatological anxiety that held Europe in its grip during this period of fierce religious and political strife; others invoke the environmental, epidemiological, and economic disasters that beset the plague- and famine-ridden continent during the severe climate changes of what has been called its Little Ice Age. Cultural historians in turn underscore the swift expansion of a reading public hungry for titles in the vernacular and the concomitant explosion of the book trade, especially in places like Lyon—where Nostradamus’s publishers savvily merchandised him as a brand name, issuing additional volumes of his pharmaceutical recipes and paraphrases from Galen to buttress his reputation as a “Doctor of Medicine” (which was how he appeared on the title page of all his almanacs). But the characteristic innovation that set his chapbooks off from those of his competitors was (starting with his Prognostication nouvelle of 1555) the introduction of portentous quatrains keyed to the various months of the year. By fusing science with prophecy, astrology with vernacular poetry, Nostradamus had hit upon a winning formula.

Here is what these calendar poems sounded like in English in a cheap eight-page Almanacke for the Yeare of Oure Lorde God, 1559, Composed by Mayster Mychael Nostradamus, Doctour of Phisike:


February

Grayne, corruption, pestilentiall ayre, locustes.

Sodayn fall, newes, newes shall rise,

Captives yroned, swift, high, lowe, heavy,

By his bones, evil which wold not be to the King.




August

The earthen potte found, the citie tributory,

Fields divided, newe begylynges,

The Spaniard hurt, hunger, warly pestilence

Obstinate mockery, confusedness, evyl, ravying.



As a trained apothecary and herbalist, Nostradamus tended (like his fellow student at the Faculty of Medicine in Montpellier, François Rabelais) to organize his universe into lists—hence, in the above quatrains, the agrammatical declension of nouns and modifiers, elliptically spliced together by commas and featuring virtually no verbs to govern logical sequence. Though they might initially strike one as sixteenth-century Dada, these crude English translations—without rhyme or apparent meter—nonetheless manage to register the basic architectonics of Nostradamus’s verse, whose decasyllables are invariably cut in two by a strong rhythmic and semantic break falling after the fourth syllable, creating a caesura that often has the force of a colon. Thus one might repunctuate (and modernize) a few of the above lines as follows :


Sudden fall : news, news shall rise

Fields divided : new beginnings

Obstinate mockery : confusion, evil, raving



To my ear at least, this rings uncannily like the kind of folksy sententiousness one finds in Ezra Pound’s translations from the archaic Chinese of The Confucian Odes—a model I have kept in view throughout my translation.

But to the English ear of 1559, just in the process of discovering the mellifluous Petrarchan syntax of Wyatt and Surrey, this kind of choppy, paratactic verse not only sounded uncouth: it was deemed positively subversive. As one contemporary commentator remarked of the above almanac, “our craftye Nostradamus coulde wrappe hys prophesyes in such darke wryncles of obscuritye that no man could pyke out of them either sence or understandying certayn.” Like “the devyll at Delphos” who inspired the oracles of Apollo, these quatrains were “obscure, double, and suche as myght chance both waies.” Given the still-fragile condition of the English polity—the young, untested Elizabeth Tudor had just been made queen that same year after fraught contentions for the crown—Nostradamus’s “blinde enigmatical” ambiguities threatened to cause the populace so to “waver” that they would abandon the “heavenly fountayne of hope” for “the bottomlesse pytte of utter desperation.” Dismissed as arrant nonsense, yet at the same time feared because they invited their readers into a world teetering on an alarming surplus (or abyss) of meaning, Nostradamus’s almanacs spawned a slew of doomsday imitators in Elizabethan England. Shakespeare, writing a generation after the craze, unerringly captures all the rhetorical and astrological commonplaces of Nostradamian dread in Horatio’s speech at the outset of Hamlet, just before the appearance of the Ghost :


As stars with trains of fire and dews of blood,

Disasters in the sun; and the moist star

Upon whose influence Neptune’s empire stands

Was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse.

And even the like precurse of feared events,

As harbingers preceding still the fates

And prologue to the omen coming on,

Have heaven and earth together demonstrated

Unto our climatures and countrymen.



The distant shade of Nostradamus can even be heard haunting the battlefields of Richard II:


The bay-trees in our country are all wither’d

And meteors fright the fixèd stars of heaven;

The pale-faced moon looks bloody on the earth,

And lean-looked prophets whisper fearful change…



From age forty-seven onward, during the last sixteen years of his life, Michel de Nostredame churned out almanac after almanac, saturating the market while whispering fearful change. His Prophecies, by contrast, composed over a short span of four years (1554–58), define a notable parenthesis within his more commercial output. Far more ambitious in scope, more carefully designed and composed, they would seem to represent his attempt to legitimize his work in the eyes of educated readers while hoping to attract royal patronage of Henri II—although, curiously enough, precious few direct references to his magnum opus on the part of his contemporaries have survived. The first edition of the Prophecies of “M. Michel Nostradamus”—the more gentlemanly “Monsieur” having replaced the “Doctor of Medicine” of the almanacs—appeared in Lyon in May 1555, under the imprint of Macé Bonhomme. Handsomely printed, with a title-page woodcut of its full-bearded author seated at his table with open book and armillary sphere as he looks out at the starry firmament beyond his window, it consisted of 354 quatrains, preceded by a preface addressed to his son César. A second Lyon edition, published by Antoine du Rosne in 1557, cumulatively expanded the number of Centuries to seven (though mysteriously cutting off halfway through the final section). A third edition, comprising the last three Centuries (eight through ten), was apparently brought out by Lyon publisher Jean de Tournes in 1558, though not a single copy of it has ever turned up. If this edition is indeed not apocryphal, it would provide proof that Nostradamus had with his huge new work-in-progress attracted the attention of the leading humanist circles of Lyon: Jean de Tournes was after all the highly respected publisher of Aesop, Ovid, Dante, Petrarch, Du Bellay, Labé, and Scève. After a rather inexplicable ten-year hiatus, the complete edition of the Prophecies (still missing fifty-eight quatrains, but including an epistle to [the late] king Henri II inserted as a preface to the final three Centuries) was issued by Benoist Rigaud in Lyon in 1568, two years after its author’s death. Some scholars have doubted the authenticity of the three hundred new quatrains included in this posthumous edition, suggesting possible editorial mischief on the part of Nostradamus’s faithful amanuensis, Jean-Aimé de Chavigny. Having closely pored over this final portion of the poem—the zaniest of the lot—all I can say is that its author’s idiosyncrasies of diction and syntax are palpable in every line.

The first page of the Prophecies invited its readers of 1555 to imagine the Magus alone at night in his study, seated on a metaphorical bronze tripod like the Pythia of yore, intoxicated by the vapors emanating from the pit where Apollo once slew the Python, and moved to prophetic utterance by the flickering flame of the gases produced by its decomposing body—a description derived from the De mysteriis Aegyptiorum of Syrian Neoplatonist Iamblichus and the De occulta philosophia of German occultist Cornelius Agrippa :


Estant assis de nuict secret estude

Seul reposé sus la selle d’aerain :

Flambe exigue sortant de solitude,

Fait proferer qui n’est à croire en vain.



This was first rendered into English by Theophilus de Garencières in 1672 as :


Sitting by night in my secret Study

Alone, resting upon the Brazen stool.

A slight flame braking forth out of that solitude,

Makes me utter what is not in vain to believe.



Garencières justified his literal translation by claiming that “the Crabbedness of the Original in his own Idiome can scarce admit a Polite Eloquency in another.” But on closer inspection, his translation proves far less literal than it pretends, for he invents first-person pronouns (“my secret Study,” “makes me utter”) where there are none in the original, entirely missing the point that these Prophecies enact a proto-Mallarméan “elocutory disappearance of the poet who henceforth leaves the initiative to words”—indeed, in the entire thirty-five-thousand-word corpus of the Prophecies, there are only five occurrences of the pronoun “I.” Within this poetics of vatic anonymity, the crucial verb that leaps out in the lines above is proferer—from the Latin pro-ferre, “to carry forward,” hence “to utter”—a verb whose subject is not a person, but rather the “narrow flame” emanating from (decomposed) tradition. In my translation of this same quatrain, I have inflected this verb toward its etymological cognate, “prophecy”—from the Greek pro-phetes, “one who speaks beforehand,” or perhaps more accurately, “the one who speaks for, that is, who translates the vaporous images of the oracle into concrete poetry :


Being seated at night in secret study

Alone upon a stool of bronze at ease :

Slim flame issuing forth from solitude

Fuels prophecies not futile to believe. (1.1)



Still paraphrasing Iamblichus in Latin, the subsequent quatrain moves from Delphi to the ancient oracle of Didymus at Branchidai (or Branchus) in Asia Minor. Nostradamus maintains his impersonation of a female sibyl (in the third person this time), while throwing in an erudite pun (capitalized so the printers would get it) on the branchlike legs of the tripod :


Wand in hand set in the midst of BRANCHES,

With water he wets both his hem & feet :

Vapor & voice aquiver in his sleeves :

Splendor divine. The god here takes a seat. (1.2)



In the original French the closing hemistich reads, “Le divin près s’assied.” Or in Marsilio Ficino’s terse neo-Latin, “subito deus adest.”

In the volume’s preface, addressed to his infant son César, Nostradamus further elaborates upon these moments of divine visitation. Arising, as they do, as he studies at night, scanning the stars for signs, their sacred intensity (or furor) guarantees the authenticity—and, more importantly, the veracity—of his prophetic utterance :


But, my son, I’m speaking to you here a bit too abstrusely: as for the occult vaticinations inspired in us by that subtle spirit of fire which sometimes exercises our minds as we sit up nights contemplating the stars on high, finding myself (to my surprise) prophesying, I write it all down, pronouncing myself without fear, free from
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