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Donald Kelley describes his Faces of History as a “critical survey and interpretation of the Western tradition of historical inquiry and writing” that begins with Herodotus and Thucydides and ends with the beginning of the modern period (xi).  Contrasting these two historians of classical Greece in a Janus-faced model, he argues for continuity across Western historiography in which competing views of history have taken on the major characteristics of the Herodotean-Thucydidean duality.  In the canon that emerges here, Herodotus represents concern for the remote past and a unified view that laid the groundwork for cultural history; Thucydides stands for a presentist orientation and the motivations of powerful individuals that prefigured political and military history.  Although they provide a framework for bringing together a vast and diverse set of names and approaches to history, the terms “continuity” and “canon” do not denote a neat, well-defined paradigm with which to contemplate the study of the past.  Rather, the canon consists of the results of a long, complex, ongoing conversation about the nature and purposes of history.


After comparing history to myth in the first chapter, Kelley demonstrates that even such a fundamental distinction—although a useful, widely-accepted definition is available—is not a completely settled matter.  Both history and myth may look to the past for explanations of human origins and thereby structure a collective social identity, but the former relies on explanations of change over time while the latter offers no such explanation.  History requires a systematic way of examining texts in all their particularities that makes it more scientific than myth.  In this way, history appears to take on the face of Thucydides, who moved away from “mythistory” to seek verifiable accounts of events.  However, “[h]istory has always been located in the realm of opinion, between poles of truth and falsehood, certainty and probability,” and the “broad horizons” that concerned Herodotus extend the question about the difference between history and myth down to the present (p. 2).  Metanarratives have recently come under attack from postmodernists as myths.  We see Polybius, Dionysius and Diodorus straddling the two, combining mythic description with historical analysis (p. 41).  Thus throughout the book the Janus face appears.


Kelley depicts the classical world as alive with questions about the purposes and meaning of history.  The Greeks and Romans conceived of a world subject to cycles: birth, growth, destruction, rebirth.  Polybius, who bridged the Greek and Roman traditions, envisioned recurrences of unrest, war, and revolution.  Later, Livy applied this theory of change to events that dealt with national identity and the origins and destiny of the Romans.  Also, Plutarch’s connection of history to character development prefigured the public function of history as a producer of proper (aristocratic) Roman character.  The Romans had little use for historical analysis, such as Polybius’s incipient analyses of causes (p. 32), concerned as they were with history as a political tool.  Pragmatic, Thucydidean history (as in the case of Tacitus) figured heavily in the Romans’ sense of their past. 


Rhetoric occupied a central place in Roman civic education.  Through writers and orators such as Cicero and Quintilian, ancient examples of rhetoric influenced the writing of history in the Medieval period and the Renaissance.  Concerned with oratory, the art of persuasion, and eloquence, rhetoric was fundamental to the way that classical historians wrote, presented, and learned history.  Whether its practice leaned toward Tacitus’s conciseness or Livy’s “opulent” style, rhetoric distinguished history from poetry and the politician or soldier from a mere man of words.  It provided the standard for the educated person—a distinction in which history held a vital place (p. 67).   


If the Romans used history as a way of understanding and molding Roman character in the present, the early Christians used it as a link between the earthly and the eternal realms—as a means of grasping the truth about God.  Eusebius, for example, portrayed Christianity as the “most ancient” religion; for him history was the progression of Christianity from the beginning of time (p. 85).  This view required that the ancient concept of cyclical time be replaced with a linear model.  Augustine too infused history and time with theology in the belief that knowledge of God would lead to a broad understanding of the world.  In Augustine’s two cities, then—the City of Man and the City of God—history applied primarily to the latter.  History was not a “human institution”; the unalterable, untouchable past belonged to God.  (p. 95). 


In this new model, the historian’s task was to discern the spiritual meaning of historical events, looking back to human origins and forward to the end of time.  For Jews and Christians, history occurred as part of a “providential plan” (p. 75).  Hebrew tradition, which combined historical functions of genealogy and chronicle with prophecy and law, read their past as a continuously linked, purposeful series of events; in short, they “retrojected” onto old events the foretelling of new events (p. 76).  The Jewish concept of history influenced the Augustinian view, which mapped, for example, a progression from one empire to another according to divine will and human moral rectitude or failure.  Through such a lens, then, the past became important for understanding both the present and the future; and theology was central to understanding the past.  


Kelley applies the metaphor of the Janus to the Medieval period in order to question conventional assumptions of Medieval writers as parochial and lacking innovation.   In some ways, history became more distinct as a discipline and practice during the Medieval period.  Historians increasingly identified themselves as part of a profession, assuming authorship of history and making distinctions between such work and that of mere scribes or copyists.  Some historians, including John of Salisbury, used techniques such as textual criticism to authenticate documents and identify anachronisms in sources (p. 103).  Historians in the Middle Ages adopted the Thucydidean requirement of being as close in time and space to the event as possible, giving the highest authority to the eyewitness account.


Despite some developments in the practice of history, it remained for the most part little more than a “form of day labor” (p. 121); by itself, history in the Medieval period held little intellectual importance.  Writers associated it more with the liberal arts and rhetoric (at one time the pinnacle of formal education) “than with higher forms of knowledge such as philosophy and theology.”  It formed a basis for knowledge, but as such history occupied the lowest rung on the intellectual ladder (p. 101).  Following the Augustinian view, serious Medieval scholars read history with a scriptural interpretation, looking for God and his purpose with an eschatological mindset.

For Petrarch and his humanist successors of the Renaissance, Medieval history was not history.  It lacked an understanding of chronology beyond the present, and it shunned antiquity.  For Renaissance humanists, the ancient style of classical Rome became a model with which to renew culture and the approach to history.  This revival represented a move away from the City of God and toward the City of Man.  Eloquence again became an important component of scholarship, as did the use of history as a tool of political instruction.  This latter function of history—exemplified in the work of Machiavelli—marked a recurrence of Roman civic consciousness and the concern for modeling success.  

Although Renaissance humanism indicated a departure from Medieval conceptions of history, it did not amount to a simple reconstruction of the Roman mindset.  It turned to the culture of “humanly created things” other than just political or military events. Humanists wrote biographies not only of political and religious authorities but also of men of letters and artists (p. 152), and they gave human agency a more central role in historical change than either their Roman or Medieval predecessors.  The mind and motives of the individual became prominent concerns.  

The Janus image of looking backward and forward fits well in Kelley’s discussion of Renaissance historiography.  Greatly involved in knowing the writers of antiquity, humanists called for the appreciation of the remoteness of the past (in a way that disparaged the “Middle Ages”), the records of which they sought to preserve.  Drawing heavily on those records, the humanists wrote their histories for posterity.

Finally, writers of the Renaissance worked out nascent techniques that marked the beginning of modern historical science.  They employed philology to try and understand the ways in which language is used in historical texts.  Through historical criticism—comparing and emending various documents—and paying attention to historical context, the authenticity of texts could be established and anachronisms identified.      

During the Reformation, historians applied philology to interpreting the original languages of the Bible (Greek, Latin, and Hebrew), thus historicizing and humanizing biblical language.  This revisionism aimed to coalesce religious and national identity in ways that would dethrone the authority of the Roman Catholic Church and restore what the revisionists considered to be the true faith.  The language of Reformation history was thus cast in moral terms, and it deeply politicized the interpretation of the past.

The seventeenth century brought to history the scientific model of inquiry that would grow to dominate the modern intellectual world.  Drawing from a Galilean and Cartesian concept of a mechanistic, mathematically-based universe, historical thinking became decidedly secular and empirical.  Observation and the impartial examination of facts composed “a systematic method, oriented toward universals rather than particulars, and so raised above the arts” (p. 193).  For Kelley, the approach taken by Jean Bodin appears to exemplify this method, and it illustrates the Herodotean-Thucydidean dichotomy.  The analysis needed for such an approach was Thucydidean; it entailed the search for underlying causes when examining, for example, political matters.  The Herodotean interest in universals and in human origins drew attention to the “longer perspective” of history and in this way paralleled the aims of what became modern scientific history (p. 199).  The methods the original historians used toward such knowledge differed, however, and Kelley cites Herodotus’s predilection for myths as a major target for early modern, modern (and we might add postmodern) writers of history.

The book ends with the beginning of the Enlightenment.  To summarize Kelley’s treatment of modern historiography, it is useful to compare it with Joyce Appleby’s account of the same in Telling the Truth About History.  I will put the summary in terms of the modern scientific model of truth-seeking that dominates Appleby’s book.  “The facts of technical progress,” writes Kelley, “are not in question, but from one point of view they do not fundamentally alter the historical generational patterns of the history of history” (p. 274).  Moderns have always struggled against the ancients.  Kelley argues that historians must see modern historiography in a broader, pre-modern context.  To do this is to see postmodernism not as a monumental threat to the edifice of history, but as a comprehensible outgrowth of all that came before it.  

Appleby provides virtually no depiction of the context that situates modern historiography.  For her the modern scientific tradition implied by the term “technical progress” plays a prominent role in the historian’s search for truth.  The status of modern science—the extensive application of scientific laws to the social sciences, including history, combined with rapid technological advances in the past century and a half—appears to have no precedents.  And perhaps that is a fair point.  Consequently, the challenge of the new moderns appears to be more novel than Kelley allows.  The very idea of truth, in Appleby’s view, not just as a component of the Enlightenment, but as the thing the historian has always sought, has come under attack.  For this reason, Appleby is far more concerned about the relationship of modern historiography to its Janus counterpart than is Kelley.  

Faces of History is a challenging book to read, but more for the size of its topic than for the complexity of its major argument.  The argument for continuity in the Western tradition through the change that comes from confronting, emulating, and building upon past histories and historians provides a helpful, enlightening framework for a dense historiographical survey that might otherwise be unreadable.    
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