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THE HISTORY OF TIlINGS

solar system, both in grams of mass and in centimeters of di,
ameter.S

Both astronomers and historians collect ancient signals hlta
compelling theories about distance and composition. The as..
tronomer's position is the historian's date; his velocity is OUt
sequence; orbits are like durations; perturbations are analogous
to causality. The astronomer and the historian both deal with

past events perceived in the present. Here the parallels diverge,
for the astronomer's future events are physical and recurrent
ones, while the historian's are human and unpredictable ones.
The foregoing analogies are nevertheless useful in prompting us
to look again at the nature of historical evidence, so that we may
be sure of our ground when considering various ways of classing
it.

Signals. Past eventsmay be regardedas categoricalcommo-
tions of varying magnitudes of which the occurrence is declared
by inbuilt signals analogous to those kinetic energies impounded
in massesprevented from falling. These energies undergo various
transformations between the original event and the present. The
present interpretation of any past event is of course only another
stage in the perpetuation of the original impulse. Our particular
interest is in the category of substantial events: events of which
the signal is carried by matter arranged in a pattern still sensible
today. In this category we are interested lessin the natural signals
of physical and biological science, than in the artifact signalsof
history, and among artifact signals we are concerned less with
documents and instruments than with the least useful of artifactS
-works of art.

All substantial signals can be regarded both as transmissions
and as initial commotions. For instance, a work of art transnUtS

a kind of behavior by the artist, and it also serves, like a relay,as
the point of departure for impulses that otten attain extraordiJla11
magnitudes in later transmission. Our lines of communication
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. h the past therefore originated as signals which become com-
W1t..ons emitting further signals in an unbroken alternating se-II1otl . al d d

. al
ence of event, Sign, recreate event, renewe sign, etc.

i::lebrated events have undergone the cycle millions of times
achinstant throughout their history, as when the life of Jesus is

:OJIlIIleIIloratedin the unnumbered daily prayers of Christians.
To reachus, the original event must undergo the cycle at least
once,in the original event, its signal, and our consequent agita-
tion.The irreducible minimum of historical happening thus re-

quiresonly an event together with its signalsand a person capable
of reproducing the signals.

Reconstitutedinitial events extracted from the signals are the

principalproduct of historical research. It is the scholar's task to
verifyand test all the evidence. He is not concerned primarily
withthe signalsother than as evidences, or with the commotions
they produce. The different commotions in tum are the proper
territory of psychology and aesthetics. Here we are interested
mainlyin the signals and their transformations, for it is in this
domainthat the traditional problems arise which lace together
the history of things. For instance, a work of art is not only the
residueof an event but it is its own signal, directly moving other
makersto repeat or to improve its solution. In visual art, the

en~e historicalseriesis conveyed by such tangible things, unlike
,:rmen history, which concerns irretrievable events beyond phy-
Slcalrecovery and signaled only indirectly by texts.

Relays. Historical knowledge consists of transmissions in
whichthe sender, the signal, and the receiver all are variable ele-
me~tsaffectingthe stability of the message. Since the receiver of
a Signalbecomes its sender in the normal course of historical
trans"
di

In1SSlon(e.g. the discoverer of a document usually is its
e tor)
headin' we may treat receivers and senders together under the
in th g ~f.relays.Each relay is the occasion of some deformation
are~oong~ signal. Certain details seem insignificant and they
th . pped 1nthe relay; others have an importance conferred by

elr relati shion p to events occurring in the moment of the relay,
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