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The Historian's Work

A historian needs manuscripts as a bricksetter needs brick .
Without them he can do no work at all . However ready a
good brick setter may be to use concrete , breeze —blocks , or
stone in appropriate parts of his building , he relies on bricks
for the main construction , and spends most of his working
hours patiently and skillfully laying course upon course . In
the same way a good historian , especially if he is a
medievalist or an ancient historian , will use archaeological ,
place — name , numismatic , and topographical evidence ,
whenever he finds it relevant and useful . He may not
appreciate the technique of archaeologist or aerial
photographer , and he will probably fall to follow the linguistic
arguments of the place-name scholars, but he will eagerly
consider the conclusions of these experts to see if they
supplement and verify his own knowledge. Yet, for him,
nothing can take the place of the written word field-patterns,
potsherds, and coins are impersonal compared with the most
formal manuscript, and since the historian is essentially
concerned with people, their lives, thoughts. Actions, and
beliefs. His truest most valuable material must always be the
words and the pictures which men and women have written
and drawn on clay Parchment, and paper.

To acquire manuscripts is only the beginning of the
historian's work. All writing is subjective, and consequently
liable to error and personal bias, so that the historian, who is
himself subject to prejudice and capable of mistaken
interpretations, has to attempt to assess the value of each
piece of his raw material and fit it into his general picture of
the age he is describing. It is essentially his picture, and the
reader is free to accept or reject it according to his own
preconceptions of the period.
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