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We tend to take time for granted. The hours, minutes and days pass by at 
what we perceive as a fixed rate. But whilst time itself may be a constant, 
however it is measured (though I am aware that this itself is a contentious 
topic), the way in which we represent it is much more constructed than is 
often acknowledged. In the Middle Ages, such now-accepted basics as the 
way the hands of a clock moved round, that hours were of consistent length, 
or when the year started, were up for negotiation. An apocryphal but con-
temporary story alleged that Napoleon won the Battle of Ulm in 1805 
because the Austrians and Russians were using different calendars, and did 
not realise that the arranged rendezvous date meant different things to each 
army. And it took the arrival of the railways, with their need for a consistent 
time across the country, to end the practice of each town calibrating its 
clocks to local noon. 

Imagine, then, how much more this must have been the case in the Greek 
world, where every polis had its own local calendar, with different starts for 
the year, different ways of identifying each year, etc. Determining when 
exactly something happened would have become increasingly complicated, 
depending on how many poleis were involved. Hence Thucydides chooses to 
structure his account of the Peloponnesian War by years of the war, and 
within that, by winters and summers. To link that system in with those used 
by his readers, he places the Theban attack on Plataea thus: ‘The thirty years’ 
truce which was entered into after the conquest of Euboea lasted fourteen 
years. In the fifteenth, in the forty-eighth year of the priestess-ship of Chrysis 
at Argos, in the ephorate of Aenesias at Sparta, in the last month but two of 
the archonship of Pythodorus at Athens, and six months after the battle of 
Potidaea, just at the beginning of spring ...’ (Thuc. 2.2.1, in Crawley’s trans-
lation). 

It is therefore slightly surprising that a major treatment of the meaning of 
time in the polis has not been attempted before. Yet this is the case. As Phil 
Perkins wrote in 2006, ‘ancient historians and archaeologists do not frequen-
tly discuss time’ (‘People, worlds and time’, in P. Perkins (ed.), Experiencing the 
Classical World. Milton Keynes 2006:44). There are plenty of studies, for 
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instance, of the Thucydides passage quoted above in isolation, why Thucydi-
des writes what he does and what it means; but it is not placed in an overall 
context of how the ancient Greeks thought about time and chronology and 
dates. As Clarke herself notes (49), twentieth-century scholarship moved 
away from interest in chronological and chronographical questions; perhaps 
this is associated with a move away from an approach to history concerned 
with what happened when, to one more interested in sociological trends, 
which perforce cannot be dated. 

Now, however, a major work exists that addresses issues of dates and 
times. OUP’s publicity describes Katherine Clarke’s new book as ‘The first 
study of the ancient world which explicitly treats the key methodological 
question of the use of formal time systems in the writing of history.’ It 
should not have taken so long. 

Clarke begins by introducing ancient ways of thinking about time (1-46), 
beginning with Herodotus’s measure of a man’s lifespan (1.32.2-4), though 
Clarke is careful to assert that this is not a work about abstract and philoso-
phical approaches to time (7). Chapter 2 (‘Making a business of time’, 47-89) 
looks at calendars and ancient chronographical works. Chapter 3 (‘The world 
outside the polis’, 90-168) addresses the construction of chronology on a 
supra-polis basis; here the Thucydides passage mentioned is discussed, and 
his approach to devising a system of dating that was independent of various 
local systems. After that the chapter goes on to look at universal histories, 
including the use of Olympiads for dating, other Panhellenic markers such as 
the Trojan War, and relations between Greek chronological systems and 
those employed in the non-Greek world. Chapter 4 (‘Writing the past of the 
polis’, 169-244) looks at local chronologies and histories employed by indivi-
dual poleis, and the ideological notions that underpin them. Atthidography 
forms a significant part of this chapter, simply due to the greater survival of 
evidence for Athens than for other poleis; but Clarke argues that what can be 
understood of other histories suggests that the model of Athens can be 
applied as a template for other cities. 

Chapter 5 (‘History and rhetoric in the polis’, 245-303) diverges somewhat 
from previous chapters, not least in the character of the evidence being used. 
It examines the use of past history in political speeches, to argue for political 
points of view and support cases being advanced. Here the Attic orators are 
primary material. Chapter 6 (‘Time for the polis’, 304-69) rounds up the work. 
It discusses how the local historian operated as part of the life of the polis, 
and fulfilled a political role. The chapter culminates with an examination of 
how that role in local society was transformed with the arrival of Rome. 
Overall, the book seeks to explain the ideological, political and social factors 
that influence decisions on how to record time and the past. 



 135

If one were looking to find fault with this book, one could suggest that the 
structure of the work does not hang together as well as some of the publicity 
about it might suggest. Chapter 5, for instance, rather, as suggested, goes off 
on a tangent from the thrust of the book up to this point. The subtitle, 
‘Local history and the polis’, looks a little like a misnomer – engagement with 
local polis history is delayed until Chapter 6, and thereafter is sometimes left 
aside while Clarke pursues some related notion that she thinks deserves 
coverage. This is a very discursive work; there are long footnotes that touch 
on matters that Clarke clearly wants to address, but doesn’t feel are directly 
relevant to her main text. This, and the book’s slightly unfocused feel, gives 
the impression that this work originated in a Ph.D. thesis, though in fact it 
didn’t. The problem, such as it is, seems to me to arise from the work trying 
to be two books at the same time; to quote Clarke (vii), ‘a study of construc-
ted time’ and ‘an examination of the writing of history’. The result is that the 
chapters do not seem to share much in common apart from the vague 
notion of ‘time’. 

But in the end, this is merely quibbling. The work overall may be less than 
the sum of its parts, but when the individual parts are this rich and this 
rewarding, such criticism seems churlish. The discursiveness of the work is 
what makes each chapter so worthy of study. To take a few examples: some 
considerable time ago I wrote something (never published) on the date of 
the battle of Eurymedon given by Diodorus Siculus – it would now be 
impossible for me to return to that material without engaging with what 
Clarke has to say about Diodorus’s dating systems. The chapter on rhetoric 
has important implications for how one thinks about the use of Athenian 
history in the likes of Andocides, or Aelius Aristides. The final chapter is 
relevant for the Second Sophistic. One may not always agree with Clarke’s 
conclusions, but they must be taken into account. 

In short, there is something for everyone in this book. It redefines how we 
think about history. It is a key text for Greek history, one that no serious 
scholar of the period can afford to ignore. Hopefully, there is a paperback 
planned so that the work can take its proper place on students’ and teachers’ 
bookshelves. 
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