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IMAGINED ANCESTORS: THE STORIES ROMAN HISTORY
TELLS ABOUT ITSELF

Ellen O’Gorman

This paper examines early Roman historical writing from the third to
the first century BCE through comparison with the Chinese preimperial
history, the Zuozhuan. It argues that Roman historiography emerges as an
expression of cultural dominance to mirror Roman imperialist expansion in
the Mediterranean. The paper goes on to explore evidence for the earliest
forms of chronicle in Rome, the pontifical records, not to establish definitive
answers about their connection to historical writing but rather to consider
them as a quasi-mythical ‘imagined ancestor’ to historiography. Roman
historians and rhetoricians orient their understanding of historiography
through the attitude they take towards the pontifical records. Criticizing the
sparseness of the records or their undiscriminating inclusion of trivial detail
enables the historian to establish the values of historical investigation and
narrative elaboration. At the same time, the historian deploys the authority
of the priestly record to lend weight to the ‘civic voice’ of his own work,
where he speaks for the Roman people and about their history. Within this
civic voice, however, a tension subsists between the Roman magisterial order
(to which most historians belong) and the Roman people on whose behalf
political and military action is taken and later recorded.



A"awn - NMYNIYIN NAIDDNN N1AN7 NNINY NIMAT 22

SUMMARIES

EARLY CHINESE HISTORIOGRAPHY BETWEEN
DOCUMENTATION AND DIDACTICISM

Yuri Pines

History writing occupied an exceptionally important place in traditional
Chinese culture, resulting in a huge volume of historical works. By contrast,
in the centuries preceding the imperial unification of 221 BCE we have
only one major text — the Zuo Tradition (Zuozhuan) — that resembles major
imperial-era historical texts in terms of the thickness and sophistication of its
narrative. In my article, I explore the reasons for this paradoxical contrast by
focusing on the tension between documentation and didactic usages of the
past in preimperial historiography. On the one hand, the earliest records of
the past starting from the end of the second millennium BCE demonstrate the
scribes’ commitment to the meticulous recording of ‘who, when, where, and
what.” On the other hand, almost simultaneously fanciful accounts of the past
emerged, aimed to validate the theory of the transfer of Heaven’s Mandate as
a manifestation of the ‘just deserts’ principle. The tension between accurate
documentation and commitment to didacticism is palpable in most of the
later historical and quasi-historical texts.

In the article I argue that Zuozhuan is exceptional in the balance it
strikes between documentation and didacticism. Whereas much of the text
is dedicated to the question of ‘why’ the events unfolded and which lessons
could be gleaned from them, it is also fully committed to documenting the
story of ‘who, when, where, and what.” Moreover, Zuozhuan’s incorporation
of a great variety of primary sources results in a much more nuanced and
complex picture of the past than is common in other preimperial texts.
However, in the centuries after Zuozhuan’s composition, what mattered for
competing thinkers of the Hundred Schools of Thought was the clarity of the
didactic message. This resulted in diminishing interest in historical accuracy,
simplification of the narrative, and abandonment of ‘unnecessary details’ for
the sake of the morally compelling bottom line. Consequently, manipulative
stories of the past (‘fake histories’) proliferated, eventually undermining the
appeal of historical argumentation in philosophical debates and, arguably,
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of history writing in general. This trend was reversed when the great Han
historian, Sima Qian (ca. 145-90 BCE) succeeded in rebalancing didacticism
and historical accuracy. Thereafter, history writing regained its importance,
eventually becoming the most prestigious occupation for the imperial literati.

THE HISTORIAN’S TASK IN CLASSICAL GREECE
Nino Luraghi

The essay surveys some key aspects of Greek historiography of the fifth and
fourth centuries BCE. It dwells on the historians’ strategies in order to claim
authority for their texts; on the kinds of practices and information typically
included in their works; on the way they created a chronological scaffolding
for their works, in the absence of a shared system of time reckoning among
the several poleis; on the relation between distance in time and perceived
reliability of historical narratives; on the use of documentary evidence and
the prevalent role of oral tradition and oral information more in general for
the first phase, and the increasing role of written works by predecessors in
a more advanced phase of Greek historiography; on the role of speeches
delivered in oratio recta by historical actors, and on the ways such speeches
were composed by the historians; and finally, on the preservation of historical
information in the individual poleis, possibly in forms resembling the
chronicles found in other cultures and ages.

VII



A"awn - NMYNIYIN NAIDDNN N1AN7 NNINY NIMAT 22

SUMMARIES

EMPIRES WITHOUT HISTORIOGRAPHY: HISTORY, EPIC AND
MEMORY IN ANCIENT IRAN

Michael Shenkar

From the dawn of their history, the ancient Iranians preferred to transmit their
literary and religious compositions orally. Even after they had established
a series of successive empires that ruled a large part of the Middle East for
centuries, no tradition of historical writing had ever emerged in the ancient
Iranian world, and it seems that only administrative and economic texts were
written down. Historical figures and events were molded in epic patterns
and became part of the stories, poems and songs that were transmitted orally
by professional storytellers. The ancient Iranians were concerned not with
preserving the memory of concrete ‘historical events’ or ‘facts,” but rather
with creating a meaningful and colorful story. Another important aspect of
historical memory in ancient Iran was keeping records of the length of each
king’s reign and creating a sequence of rulers. These were the two main
components of historical memory in Ancient Iran.

VIII



	1
	Pines
	Eng



