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 The False Prophet 
  I have seen the future 

and, brother, it’s murder. 
Leonard Cohen

tHE LITERAL MEANING OF SOOTH 
(as in the term soothsayer) is truth, but the 
word is closely related to the English word 
‘soothe,’ meaning to assuage or to comfort.
   The latter meaning is, in fact, more 
fitting to the job description of prophets. 
The real purpose of divination is not so 
much to help us to understand what lies in 
our future, but to reassure us that some 
logical, discernible order lies behind all 
the apparent chaos of life and history.
   All this was no doubt on the mind of a 
certain charlatan named Michel de 
Nostredame (AKA Nostradamus) in 1555, 
as he composed 942 rhymed quatrains of 
semi-gibberish for his gullible patrons—
most notably, Catherine de Medici.

   To be sure, Nostradamus is anything but 
soothing: Plagues, earthquakes, wars, floods, 
and other disasters figure predominantly in 
the quatrains, as befits a prophet seeking the 
favor of a bellicose, paranoid royal patron. 
(Similarly, the verses are replete with the 
names of planets, elements, numbers, and 
other occult devices often used in astrology, 
numerology, and regal coats of arms.)
   Tossed together in enough combinations, 
such vague descriptions lend themselves to 
people reading into the quatrains whatever 
they wish to, especially since most lack dates.
   To add to the obfuscation, the verses are 
written in an obscure blend of medieval 
French, Latin, Greek, and Italian, and make 
liberal use of word play. That leaves those 
seeking to decipher their ambiguity at the 
mercy of transcribers and translators, both 
of whom vary widely in their interpretations.



   In one translation, for example, a quatrain 
reads, “Five and forty degrees, the sky shall 
burn / To the great new city shall the fire 
draw nigh / With vehemence the flames 
shall spread and churn / When with the 
Normans they conclusions try.” Some 
observers have interpreted the ‘new city’ to 
be New York, implausibly claiming that the 
verse predicts the terrorist attacks of 9/11.
   Another oft-cited verse, “In the place very 
near not far from Venus / The two greatest 
ones of Asia and of Africa / From the Rhine 
and Hister they will be said to have come” 
is purported to describe Hitler meeting with 
Mussolini to plan the Second World War.  
   This ignores the fact that Hister was a 
common description for the Danube River, 
and wars between European powers were 
business as usual in Nostradamus’s time.
   Ironically, Hitler himself was a fan of 
Nostradamus, ordering his propaganda 
minister, Josef Goebbels, to find ways to 
use the prophecies to the Nazis’ advantage. 
(Goebbel’s dutifully complied by dropping 
over Europe leaflets of false Nostradamus 
quatrains predicting the defeat of France.)
   Similarly, Pau, Nay, Loron is claimed to 
be a scrambled version of ‘Napoleon,’ but 
the name means ‘Lion of Naples’, so why 
not just assume it refers to Naples (which, 
not incidentally, appears frequently in the 
quatrains) rather than a 19th century dictator?
   Or take one the few verses which actually 
provides a rough date: “The year 1999, 
seven months / From the sky will come a 
great King of Terror / To bring back to life 
the great King of the Mongols / Before and 
after Mars to reign by good luck.” 
   Alleged by Nostradamus fans to presage 
everything from a nuclear war to the return 
of Elvis, nothing that could conceivably fit 
the prediction happened in July of 1999.    

  The much more plausible explanation is 
that Nostradamus was describing not future 
events but projecting events of his own and 
earlier times into the future, based on 
astrological alignments, and disguised in a 
sort of coded language. (Nostradamus was 
under constant threat of being accused of 
practicing magic by religious authorities.)     
   The 9/11 passage, for example, probably 
refers to the capture of Naples (Neapolis, or 
‘new city’ in Greek) by the Normans 400 
years prior in 1139, a year marked by a 
major eruption (fire) of nearby Mt. Vesuvius.
   A quatrain allegedly describing the death 
of Catherine’s husband, Henry II, in a joust-
ing contest—often cited as the source of the 
Queen’s interest in Nostradamus—first 
appeared in print 55 years after the event.
   One thing Nostradamus oddly failed to 
predict is that he would spawn a one-man 
prediction industry in the 20th century.
Googling “Nostradamus predictions” with 
the current year results in nearly a million 
results, proving that as popular a money-
making scam as prognostication was in his 
own day, it can’t hold a candle to today.    
   The recently-invented printing press was,  
in a way, the social media of Nostradamus’s 
time, and even during his lifetime he was 
trolled mercilessly, with one critic citing “a 
certain brainless and lunatic idiot, shouting 
nonsense and fantasies on the streets.”
   That said, one of Nostradamus’s many 
predictions was undeniably accurate. On the 
evening of July 1, 1566, after reportedly 
telling a priest, “You will not find me alive 
at sunrise,” the prophet died later that night. 
   Even if true, however, the prediction loses 
its sting when it’s known that Nostradamus 
was fatally ill and on his deathbed at the time.  
In fact, the priest in question had probably 
just served him the Last Rites. ◾


