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On Being in Time:  

History, Death, Text

History as Therapy

After the Fact

To bind time into meaning, you have to know how it 
comes out later.

Philip Weinstein, Unknowing

This first chapter lays the groundwork for what follows, discussing his-
tory as such and its underpinnings in conceptions of time and tran-
sience, the development of literacy, and the effects of material agency. 
To begin, it should be noted that change and hindsight seem to be 
crucial to a historical consciousness. It is usually when something is 
lost or gained, or turns into something else, that the mind seeks to 
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comprehend what happened, and investigation follows that might lead 
to a historical rendition of the occurrence and give it meaning. It is 
when beliefs or other towers crumble, love or other fortunes run out, 
or a world view falls away to another under the impact of a new light 
that narrative tends to follow the breach—descriptive, reconstructive, 
or explanatory as the case might be, after the fact.
 To take three examples: it was only when the ancient islanders of 
Sardinia encountered visiting foreigners in any numbers that they 
came to feel Sardinian—at least that was when they began to portray 
themselves in distinctive statues and statuettes replete with accou-
trements that they probably had not thought about twice before, but 
that now came to express self-awareness. It was only when canonical 
Christianity had lost its exclusive grip on faith in modern Europe that 
comparative theories of religion developed, opening up for a whole 
new field of study and contextualization.1 And it was only when the 
Persian Wars in ancient Greece had ended that history was born, in the 
sense that the term is understood today: Herodotos’ Historiai, written 
in the wake of the conflict in the fifth century BCE, is considered to be 
the oldest work of history that we possess. Significantly, this war had 
threatened the very identity of the Greek communities, thus bringing 
many things into question. We will return to the issue of identity and 
its intersection with history.
 History, then, is a Greek term, and it signifies inquiry. In its tradi-
tional definition, it also implies words. But the past that these words 
relate is something that no longer is, something quite beyond us even 
as we seek it, invent it, or create it with images, things, and especially 
words. And words are themselves inescapably historical: not only do 
they too come about after the fact (of thought), elaborating (ordering, 
expressing) the thought that preceded them, they also carry past elabo-
rations, sedimented in grammar and syntax as well as in vocabulary, 
some of which developed through millennia, and much of which most 
of us are unaware of. Whether we know it or not, the historical nature 
of language governs what we can say and how we say it, and it is itself 
an aspect of our historicity. There are other ways of telling, of course; 
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wordless arts can be used for sequential events too, like the biblical 
story of humankind’s fall and redemption told in a single image (see 
chapter 3). But by and large, history relies on words.
 Orally, they can be woven into poems and songs ordering events 
into sequences for recital. This kind of narration often leads to attempts 
to transfer moments in time to concrete things and places, natural or 
artificial: the jagged cliff where X fell, the jasper amulet she wore at the 
time, and so on. Some of the tangible memorials that mark (or rather 
make) such moments can even become milestones of sorts: objects and 
sites said to “encapsulate” or “capture” some part of a past, from small 
relics to vast battlefields, can be visited and revisited for generations, 
as points of reference, as heritage sites. Or destroyed, or forgotten. The 
same goes for texts. For if the words that express and carry notions of 
the past are written down, then they take place too, they take up not 
only the time of their recital but also a lettered space; they become 
located and they locate, no (other) monument required. The text itself 
becomes a site: a book, like any other material emergence, can be vis-
ited again and again. Or neglected, or destroyed.
 The double nature of text has recently been interrogated anew, in the 
wake of philosophical developments within the academic world. There 
was a time when archaeology, an eminently object-oriented field, was 
thought of as merely illustrative to history, an eminently literary ven-
ture. But this is no longer so, as academic history was profoundly af-
fected by late twentieth-century deconstructive philosophy, while 
archaeology more comfortably came into its own with the rise of mate-
rial agency theories. One significant side effect of this development was 
the explicit recognition that texts effectively straddle and bridge the 
construct of a material-literary divide. Texts (on pages, stones, build-
ings, coins, pots, cloth, bodies) had of course long been studied by both 
historians and archaeologists, the former seeking contents in time, the 
latter forms in space, as it were. But the traditional historian may not 
always have felt or smelled or even quite seen the processed parch-
ment for all the words on it (and often gave over any images entirely, to 
art specialists), and the traditional archaeologist may not always have 
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sensed the poetic puns harbored in the lettered incisions on clay or 
marble, for all their material realities.
 Today, scholars of both disciplines (and beyond) tend to recognize 
the doubleness of text (the word is Latin and means something wo-
ven, a weave). Meanwhile, wordless objects have transcended their 
traditional remit (archaeology) and entered mainstream history (in its 
several forms), as potentially “readable” remnants rather than merely 
illustrative matter. Taken together, these advances promise greater plas-
ticity to most humanistic queries. The scope of this book, for example, 
makes it well suited for a broad-ranging approach—it even demands 
such an approach, given the complexities involved. As noted, I there-
fore bring together things and texts from diverse times and places, as 
well as make use of findings from several fields under the umbrella of 
the humanities.

What and How

What is this ghoulish pact we have struck with the dead? 
And, more pointedly, what has our contract to do with the 
living?

Charles W. Hedrick, Ancient History

What is history, then? And what is the historian’s task? American 
teacher of ancient history Charles W. Hedrick responded pithily to the 
first question by stating that “history is a story the present tells itself 
about the past,” and that “its meaning lies in the interaction of the two.”2 
On the second question, French philosopher Paul Ricoeur concluded 
that historians (should) construct reliable narratives based on records 
of the past. He too added a tag regarding meaning, or rather origin and 
function: this is on the order of some six hundred pages, and comprises 
his last work, La Mémoire, l’histoire, l’oubli,3 where he argued that his-
tory stems from witness accounts and memories on which historians, 
by inquiring, selecting, and verifying the evidence, base their writings. 
The last, writing, has been essential for European elaborations.


