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FOREWORD 

THE INTERVAL OF REVIVAL
WHITNEY DAVIS

Only in recent years has it become notionally possible to remix the DNA of a Paleo-
lithic human being (perhaps someone preserved in ice) into the gene pool of a present-day 
human population, even though that gene pool has descended from the prehistoric ones in 
the process of evolution by natural selection. But it has always been possible among human 
beings—both prehistoric and more modern—to revive their cultural practices, styles, and 
artifacts, not only as a ‘survival of the fittest’ (the practices, styles, and artifacts must have 
withstood the scourings of time and the traumas of society in a material way, if sometimes 
very faintly) but also as a ‘revival of the fitting’. Revival: Memories, Identities, Utopias ex-
plores the many angles and aspects of this process with particular reference to nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century arts and visual cultures in a wide range of European, British, and 
American contexts. For me, its chief lesson is to remind us of the multiple temporalities 
that must be considered in dealing with revivals as commonly understood by art, design, 
and architectural historians, namely, as the selective and deliberate re-purposing in the 
‘present’ of a practice, a style, or an artifact recovered (and often persisting) from a ‘past’.

In The Idea of History, R.G. Collingwood argued that historians of human affairs—un-
like geologists, who pursue a ‘pseudo-history’—interpret the ‘relics’ of the human past, 
such as Hadrian’s Wall, in terms of human purposes, ‘what the relics were “for”’ in a 
particular situation of making and use. Indeed, he said, the ‘agent’s purpose is a universal 
principle of the idea of history itself ’.1 (It goes without saying that these are widespread 
notions, though Collingwood gave an especially probing and perspicuous account, picked 
up by Michael Baxandall among others in art history.) But if the ‘relics’—the made things 
—can survive, persisting into futures unimagined by their makers, purposes do not. They 
are ineluctably context-specific—that is, historical. The historian’s activity as a historian, 
then, is to recover purposes by ‘rethinking’ them—what Collingwood called ‘re-enacting’ 
them. To re-enact ‘what the relic is “for”’ is, we could say, to re-purpose it; the historically 
specific purposeful thought that went into making it is, Collingwood said, ‘revived after 
an interval’.2 In this sense, and to take one of Collingwood’s favorite examples from his 
own archaeological researches, the present-day historian can come to understand the Ro-
man builders’ purposes in situating the fort at Ambleside just where they did in the overall 
system of Hadrian’s Wall by re-enacting the ‘problem’ they faced and their solution to it.3 

But clearly to ‘re-purpose’ is not only to recover and understand the purposes of histor-
ical agents—a task that must involve intricate historical inquiry and description (at least if 
we are engaging agents’ purposes in making such things as works of art), that likely can 
always only be partial and personal, and that some writers (though not Collingwood) have 
even doubted would be desirable in principle. To re-purpose is also to pursue a purpose in 
and to confer a purpose on the re-enacting itself, namely, the ‘reviving after an interval,’ 
as distinct from a purpose enacted in the past. In the past, survival, revival, and even re-
purposing could have been intended—aspects of what something was ‘for’. But they could 
not have taken the form of the particular way that an actual revival in the future would 
transpire: purpose in the past necessarily lacked the purposiveness of an actual histori-
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cal revival occurring after an interval that could only be in the future of the past. We can 
readily distinguish between retrieving agents’ purposes in the past and realizing purposes 
concerning them in the present in any such re-enactment—in doing such ‘history’. Stated 
most schematically, in revival re-purposing ‘after an interval’ is our purpose, its inten-
tional structure if not its very content, even when—perhaps especially when—we intend 
only to understand the purpose of agents in the past in the present of its revival.

It would appear, then, that the specificity of a revival relative to its sources, templates, 
and prototypes in things made and done in the past is determined in the history of pur-
poses in the interval: a purpose in ‘reviving after an interval’ has emerged even as the past 
purposes of what is revived might have persisted too.

This historical intersection constitutes the complex intentional structure of revivals—
never a duplication or even a reduplication but instead a multiplication of the past, recreat-
ing it in ways that never happened (at least under any particular description of intention in 
the present) for purposes of resituating it in the purposes of the present, producing a partly 
new and different past for it. Of course, this cannot be read directly out of the morphology 
of the revival, its visible configuration: the practice, style, or artifact that is revived in the 
present might look exactly the same as its ancestors in the past, especially when it is a ma-
terial thing persisting from the past now purposefully preserved in a revival. (For the sake 
of argument, we can set aside the inevitable and inherent material variation—the trans-
formation and decay—that this thing must undergo in the meantime, though it might well 
be that the present purpose of reviving it is to engage and even to redress that change.) 
But the ‘look’ has new likenesses, aspects that have emerged historically in the very fact 
that different human agents are using it (even if they are the very same people who used it 
originally in the past) and have coordinated new correspondences for it that have become 
historically possible in the interval. One of the most basic of these horizons of likeness is 
that the thing revived is ‘like’ something in the past (possibly itself) but relates to things 
that have transpired—have been made and used—in the meantime. To excavate this inten-
tional structure, we move from morphology to analogy, an effort of historical description, 
‘re-enacting’ the purposes of the revivalists, in which we reconstruct the ways in which 
something acquired past-likeness not only because it comes from the past (it might be a 
material remnant of the past or it might not) but also because people discovered it in the 
present (where such likeness could only emerge), replicating it purposefully in that light. 

In these terms revivals in art and visual culture—practices, styles, and artifacts made 
to have the appropriate look of a particular past-likeness with purposes in the present— 
are temporary concretions of the ‘ever-moving Now’ that has been an object of phenom-
enology for more than a century.4 In relation to the Now, they situate themselves before it 
as a purposeful creation of interval leading up to it and, of course, away from it too, not 
least because inevitably they must always be continuously falling further and further back 
into the past. Should we say, then, that revivals revitalize the Now by giving it a ‘present’ 
it has had? Certainly they are an intentional activity of producing the history of Now, that 
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is, self-reflectively uncovering a particular possibility in the replicatory stratigraphy of 
human life, an order that is mostly forgotten in the Now as always-the-present.

To be sure, in these terms almost any human practice—any way of making and doing 
things—could be seen as a revival, or as having certain determinate aspects of revival, just 
to the extent that it is a purposeful replication of a past-likeness. But there is a difference 
between doing something because ‘that’s the way we do it’ (being in history) and because 
‘that’s a way we did it’ (history of being). And it is not only the difference in the experi-
ence of the verbal ‘tense’ of a practice—the ‘doing’ and the ‘didding’. It is also a difference 
in the pronominal subject, the agent, of the practice. The ‘we’ who are doing and the ‘we’ 
who were didding are not the same, even if they are the one and the same people; one can 
often rightly say ‘that’s a way they did it’ whether or not the third person applies to oneself. 
Revivals give visibility and form to this objectification of the self in the Now as histori-
cal, creating objects of contemplation standing slightly apart from the Now that are the 
material correlates in the sensible world of the redirection of thought to itself as it might 
have been and, equally important, can become again. For this reason they might be taken 
as aesthetic activities par excellence. Stated the other way around, aesthetic activities are 
always partly in the mode of revival.

Revivals in the arts and culture have often been characterized as ways of constructing 
identity—individual and collective—by way of historicism. But identity, when purpose-
fully engaged, is historicism. What counts in a revival in the ordinary art-historical sense 
—the ‘Celtic revival’ that Collingwood described in Roman Britain, the ‘Gothic revival’ 
addressed in chapters in Revival—is the way in which the material objectification of his-
toricized identity partly impels the very identification in question. One was ‘Celtic’ again 
after the Roman withdrawal from Britain not only because one Celtically expressed the 
historical forms, styles, and motifs of indigenous pre-Roman La Tène artisanship. One 
was ‘Celtic’ after the Roman withdrawal because in remaking the indigenous arts one 
could see ways to be Celtic anew, even if one was not. In pre-Roman Britain, the Celt made 
the art; after the Roman interval in Britain, the art made the Celt.5

Of course, this chiastic characterization of a dynamic process as a polar inversion has 
dramatic and heuristic purposes only. It has no real psychological and social correlate. In 
historical human life—human life as historical—both successions are continuously occur-
ring in ever-moving mutual feedbacks in the multiform extensions of the Now. Art histori-
ans and archaeologists might have an advantage over psychologists and phenomenologists 
because they deal with the material precipitates of this history, with real things people 
have laid down in the world to be looked at in the world in order to revivify ‘theirselves’. 
Here again, something need not look like a revival to be a revival in this sense. But when a 
Celtic or a Gothic revival looks its part—a historical possibility we have to discover about 
the past, reconstruct, because we will never fully see it for ourselves in the present—we 
can be sure that the full structure of recursion was the object of purposeful reflection in 
itself: one was looking at theirselves as they did it. Just as we are doing in writing and 
reading such essays as the ones that follow: for surely art historians and archaeologists are 
the ultimate revivalists.
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