Tristo è lo discepolo che non avanza il suo maestro
(“Poor is the pupil who does not surpass his master”)
– Leonardo da Vinci, ca 14931
“Was this still history? I would say so […]
but labels are of little importance.”
– Carlo Ginzburg, 20072

Andrej
Slávik

The book that you have just started reading is perhaps best described as the outcome of an experiment in practical epistemology. Like most other experiments
in the long history of scientific inquiry, it started out as little more than a hunch.
Over three days in late February of 2012, the School of Photography (now
part of the Valand Academy) at the University of Gothenburg hosted a seminar
about artistic research under the heading Writing with Practice. It was the fifth
of a total of seven similar events organized within the framework of the project
Changing Identities and Contexts in the Arts (CICA), a collaboration funded by
the European Commission’s department for Education and Culture that also included two other research institutions, as well as four art institutions in Gothenburg, Helsinki and Leeds.3 Among the participants at this particular installment
was the artist and writer Magnus Bärtås, professor at the Konstfack University
College of Arts, Crafts and Design in Stockholm, who took the seminar as an
opportunity to develop some aspects of his recently completed dissertation in
fine arts.4 As for myself, I had been invited to provide some comments on his
presentation.5
Although I came to the seminar as an outsider, I was not entirely unprepared for the task. To begin with, my own dissertation – even more recently
completed – dealt with what should reasonably be described as a chapter from
the prehistory of artistic research.6 In addition, I had already followed the local
debates in and around that rapidly developing field for a number of years and
even made some minor contributions to it.7 For this particular occasion, I had
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taken the time to read up on not only Magnus’ thesis, but also some of his previously published work.8 With all of this in the back of my head, I arrived at the
intuition that, as I put it at the time,
Magnus Bärtås isn’t just any kind of storyteller. He is an historian – or, to
be even more precise, a contemporary audiovisual microhistorian. An ugly
duckling if I ever saw one.9
A contemporary audiovisual – what did he just say? To be honest, I was far from
certain myself: at the time, my notion of microhistory was vague at best. Still,
what little I knew, in juxtaposition with what I had just learnt about Magnus’
work, seemed to make some strange kind of sense. Nor was I the only one to
think so, judging from the reactions of the audience (among whom were, in fact,
some of the contributors to the present volume).10 I was not sure why – indeed, I
am still far from sure – but the idea did seem to have ‘struck a note’, as the saying
goes. That was at least the way Magnus would describe it when he got back to me
by e-mail a few weeks later:
I appreciated our talk in Gothenburg […] It really struck a note when you
brought up the term microhistory and then sketched a little genealogy. For
a while now, I’ve been thinking about an application for funding from the
Swedish Research Council for a project that would include different people:
artists and theoreticians. It will build to some extent on my dissertation
and be based in the field of film. But I am also fairly open as far as results
and forms are concerned […] Now that I’ve started outlining the project,
the word microhistories has come to the surface and I’m even thinking of
naming the project just that: Microhistories (in the plural).11
As you will already suspect, it was with growing excitement that I read these lines
and the rough draft that followed. The goal of the project, Magnus explained,
would be to bring together practitioners from the visual arts, literature and history for a collaborative exploration of whether and how the notion of microhistory as it has been developed in academic historiography could be fruitfully
applied in an artistic setting and, in particular, to the so-called essay film or video
essay.12 Drawing on my remarks at the seminar in Gothenburg, he had arrived
at his own, tentative definition of the key term: “a concept for how certain historians highlight marginalized phenomena and stories, using them prismatically
to reach an understanding of a larger situation.” Taking this idea as its point of
departure, the project would investigate the narrative practice that makes such a
prismatic understanding possible and how that practice relates to other literary
genres – for whatever reason, Magnus mentioned the parable as an example – as
well as to hybrid forms such as the video essay. Would I by any chance be inter12

ested in contributing to such a joint effort?
Of course I would. The only thing I did not agree with was the initial, runof-the-mill distinction between ‘artists’ on the one hand and ‘theoreticians’ on
the other: these categories, it seemed to me, were quite problematic in themselves
and, in any case, did not really correspond to what would actually take place
within the project as Magnus himself had described it. In hindsight, I am not
sure when I first told him about these concerns (surprisingly, there is no mention
of the issue in our correspondence), but I do remember that I had no trouble
making him see things my way. The project, then, would not be conceived as a
meeting between ‘practice’ and ‘theory’ – as is all too often the case in the discourse that surrounds artistic research – but rather between different practices,
each with its own particular way of ‘theorizing’ things. The fact that it was mainly
situated at the intersection of art and history – rather than, say, philosophy or
social theory – made such an approach seem even more plausible. This is at least
what received wisdom tells us: that history is as much of an art as it is a science.13
After all, that has to count for something.
Such, in brief, was the basic setup for our epistemological experiment. Apparently, it was convincing enough for the Swedish Research Council to give us
the green light. And as to whether the outcome is also convincing? That is really
up to you to decide.
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However, the question still remains. Even if the project started out on nothing
but a vague intuition, it must reasonably have resulted in something a little more
tangible. A mere hunch might be acceptable as a point of departure – although,
in fact, even that is a matter for academic dispute – but it hardly qualifies as a
conclusion. What, then, is microhistory?
Well, what does it sound like? A word – twelve letters, five syllables, two
elements: a prefix derived from mikros, the Greek word for ‘small’, and a suffix
derived from another Greek word which is best translated simply as ‘inquiry’,
‘observation’ or ‘account’. Microhistory, that is to say, is an inquiry into anything
small – a question of, in the words of the American historian Edward Muir, “observing trifles”.14 If nothing else, this is the most straightforward answer I can
come up with. It is also accurate in at least one sense: microhistory, whatever it
may be, has often been dismissed as little more than a scholarly obsession with
the minute and minuscule (hence the irony in Muir’s title choice). Starting from
very little, we have already learnt something – although nothing much.
If the most straightforward answer to the question of microhistory is “a
word”, the most common answer is probably “a concept”. A word, that is to say,
with a quite specific meaning, more or less clearly defined by its place in a particular context – which is, in our case, mainly an academic one. The important thing
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to note, however, is really the ‘more or less’. True enough, we can think of examples – not least from the promised land of pure mathematics – that are almost
entirely well-defined, but the typical concept would seem to fall far short of such
lofty standards. Most are quite ambiguous and some – such as ‘truth’, ‘justice’, ‘democracy’ or, by all means, ‘art’ and ‘science’ – are disputed almost by definition.
As a concept, microhistory arguably belongs somewhere between both of
these extremes: undeniably, it is not entirely clear-cut – unlike, say, the so-called
Dedekind cut, a set-theoretical procedure for defining the real numbers, named
after the German mathematician Richard Dedekind (1831–1916) – but nor can
it be regarded as irredeemably contested. This is not to deny that opinions as to
its meaning differ considerably, but among those who would have a say in the
matter (professional historians, mostly), the majority would seem to agree on
at least some basic features. From this average perspective, microhistory could
be defined as a certain way of performing historical research. It is not really a
school, and perhaps not even a method in the strict sense, but at least a kind of
overarching perspective – not to settle, as one of the perspective’s leading proponents once did, for a “community of style”15 – that attends to small details rather
than the big picture, thrives on deviations rather than the rule, sides with ‘the
little people’ rather than ‘the system’, departs from concrete experiences rather
than abstract ideas, works with sharp analyses rather than sweeping syntheses,
and last but not least, results in captivating narratives rather than (supposedly)
comprehensive explanations.
Such a run-through would, no doubt, seem to take us a lot closer to the
answer – but we are not quite there yet. One of the unfortunate things about
concepts is that they tend to come two by two, in dichotomies: if nothing else,
the implied one between the concept itself and the term by which it is denoted.
Indeed, my attempt at an ‘average’ definition of microhistory has just provided
us with a number of examples. At first, such dichotomies may well come across
as useful – they are good for cleaving, as the etymology of the term (dichotomia,
‘a cutting in half ’) already indicates – but once the hackwork is over and done
with, they often turn out to be much too blunt a tool. Worse yet, if we hold on
too tightly, they often start working against us. Before we can really get to grips
with microhistory, it would seem that we need to distance ourselves even further
from it – even to the point, perhaps, of almost leaving it behind?
If the most common answer to our question is probably “a concept”, the
most reasonable answer – at least to my mind – would rather be “an event”. Most
reasonable, if nothing else, because it does not exclude the two previous answers,
but rather sets them off in a sort of dynamic interplay with each other. Come to
think of it, such an approach would even seem to follow from the microhistorical
perspective itself.16
Considered as an event, then, microhistory becomes a matter of neither of
letters and syllables, nor of definitions and dichotomies – at least not in the first
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instance. Rather, it takes us back to a certain time and place, to particular scenes
and situations: Italy in the mid-1970s, the city and university of Bologna, the
journal Quaderni storici, the Einaudi publishing house. This provides us with
a setting for the word as well as the concept, a background against which both
stand out all the more clearly. As it turns out, the concept came first, the word
only later: to begin with, the talk was about “micro-analysis” (micro-analisi) and,
in hindsight, no one would seem to recall precisely when, where and why microstoria won the day.17 Fast-forward to the early 1980s and its triumph was already indisputable – chiefly owing, no doubt, to the spectacular (and, I presume,
almost entirely unexpected) success of Il formaggio e i vermi, Carlo Ginzburg’s
extended essay about the unorthodox worldview of a 16th century miller. Within
five years of its original publication in 1976, the book had already been translated
into German, English, French and Spanish. Many more versions would follow
as microhistory became one of Italy’s main exports in a rapidly globalizing academic market.
From this brief account, one thing is already quite obvious: the ‘event’ of
microhistory cannot be isolated – at least not in any meaningful way – from the
heterogeneous set of processes in which it has been caught up from the very
beginning. For the same reason, its original setting stands in an inescapable relation to other settings, its time and place to other times and places. Among
these, the French historiographical scene takes pride of place, if only because it
provided the Italian microhistorians with both an important source of intellectual imports – Bloch, Febvre, Braudel et cie – and a primary export market. In
other words, the so-called Annales school, the dominating ‘community of style’
in French historiography for a large part of the 20th century, acted as both consignor and consignee: it was not only the obvious point of departure for Ginzburg and his colleagues, but also their main audience outside of Italy, not least as
a target of criticism.18 In fact, as Ginzburg himself has demonstrated, if anyone
should be credited with coining the word microhistory, it is actually Fernand
Braudel, the grand old man of the Annales school in the first couple of decades
after 1945.19 The Italian approach has subsequently been developed in dialogue
with French historians such as Roger Chartier, Bernard Lepetit and, last but not
least, Jacques Revel.20
What neither party to this academic contract of carriage had probably predicted21 was that microhistory – the word as well as the concept – would find an
even more profitable market on the other side of the Atlantic, where it became
an attractive piece of contraband in the ‘theory wars’ of the late 80s and early
90s. Whereas the French reception, quite in keeping with the established outlook
of the Annales school, had been mostly oriented towards social and economic
history, its American counterpart was rather inclined to cultural and intellectual
history.22 It is the latter brand of microhistory that, in due course, crossed the
Atlantic in the opposite direction: to stay with the same metaphor, it was only
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after having been processed through US university campuses that microhistory
was eventually re-exported, especially to segments of the European market where
it had not yet made lasting inroads. Sweden, a country where the academic discussion has become more dependent on American conditions than we would
perhaps care to admit, is a case in point. Although there was an earlier, independent reception, not least thanks to the efforts of the leftist journal Häften för
kritiska studier, the major breakthrough came only later – if, indeed, it has come
at all – and then, I suspect, mainly with American rather than French or Italian
models in mind.23
But, by all means, we should not lose ourselves in mere trivialities. Instead,
let us take a step back and try to survey the international trajectory of microhistory from a somewhat greater distance. From such a perspective, what comes
into view are not only the doings of a small group of Italian historians, nor the
contributions of their forerunners and followers, but the whole expanse of modern historiography as it has taken shape in the force field between art and science,
idiographic and nomothetic ideals of knowledge.
If we do not need to situate microhistory in this epistemic panorama, it is
only because it situated itself there, and quite consciously at that. In the tug of
war between an older, humanist or historicist tradition in historiography and
the new, social-scientific approach represented by the Annales school (among
many others), what microhistory attempted was clearly not a compromise, but
nevertheless a kind of balancing act. As far as I can understand, this was really the
fundamental impulse behind the microhistorical current – the one that allowed
it to gather, if only for a brief time, diverging and even contradictory interests
and tendencies under a single banner.24 Such, at least, is the main thrust of the
paradoxical definition of history in general and microhistory in particular proposed in 1979 by Ginzburg and his colleague Carlo Poni: history as a scienza del
vissuto, a science of ‘lived experience’ (“undoubtedly an ambiguous expression”).
A definition that, in the authors’ own words, “seeks to comprehend the reasoning
of both the supporters and the enemies of the integration of history with the
social sciences, and for this, no doubt, it will not be pleasing to either side.”25
As it turned out, their prediction was altogether accurate, and for a fairly
obvious reason. In spite of the explicit ambition of striking a balance between
the competing demands of modern historiography, microhistory displayed a decisive inclination towards the idiographic end of the spectrum from the very
beginning. Others can judge whether this was the result of a genuine theoretical
preference, a kind of recoil from the perceived influence of an Annales-style histoire totale, the expression of lingering political allegiances – while Ginzburg and
Poni gestured rather vaguely towards a “non-elitist perspective”, their reference
to the British New Left historian E. P. Thompson is all the more telling – or,
perhaps most likely, a combination of all of the above.26 This much seems clear:
as the current gained momentum throughout the 80s, this original inclination
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(the word clinamen comes to mind) would soon throw microhistory off balance,
as it were, causing some scholars – in part, perhaps, as a result of the combined
attraction exerted by postmodern ‘theory’ and the new cultural history – to veer
in an idiographic (‘micro’) direction, now conceived in contradiction to the nomothetic (‘macro’). Others, on the contrary, would veer back towards the ‘macro’
by emphasizing the complementarity of the two perspectives; whether this was
due to a recoil from the opposite swerve, the enduring prestige of the Annales
tradition, the changing political climate or a combination is, again, difficult to
say. Either way, at some point, the vital tension was lost.
By the early 90s, this rivalry between what came to be described as the cultural and social camps of microhistory was officially acknowledged.27 It led, in
its turn, to more or less symbolic attempts at bridging the gap and, in due time,
to some of the key figures in the field – Ginzburg among them – denouncing
what was increasingly perceived as just another label.28 And with that, the case of
microhistory could well seem to be closed.

.

It goes without saying that such a conclusion would leave the present project in
quite a quandary. Why bother, one might ask, to take up the term again when
even Ginzburg himself has more or less relinquished it?29
On the contrary; that is precisely the point.
In asking about not what microhistory is, but rather what it has become –
or, indeed, what has become of it – we have achieved something quite remarkable
without even noticing. We have created, in an altogether practical fashion, a sort
of distance between ourselves and our chosen topic, and that distance also leaves
room for an independent stance towards it. After zooming out from the historical
development of microhistory as a current in modern historiography, we are now
in a position to zoom in again, but this time on the present rather than the past.
To be more precise, we are now at liberty to recover the fundamental impulse
behind microhistory by situating it in a contemporary academic landscape and,
even more specifically, in what I have described elsewhere as the “expanded field”
of historiography – with artistic research as a wild card in the scientific gioco di
pazienza.30 This, at least, has been the cognitive wager of our epistemological
experiment: if we take the possibility of artistic research seriously, we must also
acknowledge its ramifications (de jure, if not – or, at least, not yet – de facto) for
neighboring academic disciplines, in the first place within the humanities and
social sciences.31 By shifting the overall balance – if ever so slightly – towards the
idiographic end of the transdisciplinary spectrum, artistic research contributes
to a leveling of the academic playing field that, in principle, should render the
precarious balancing act attempted by microhistory a little easier to maintain.
And sometimes, a little goes a long way.
17

For instance, perhaps this slightest of shifts is what will finally allow us to
leave behind the fruitless debates about micro versus macro, the detail versus the
big picture – or indeed, art versus science. On my interpretation, the decisive
contrast was never really with macrohistory anyway, but rather with what Ginzburg, in conversation with the Norwegian literary critic Trygve Riiser Gundersen, described as middle history:
[T]he kind of history that uncritically accepts the explanatory levels we
deem ‘natural’ in a given context – a nation, an epoch, a period of time, and
the like. I wanted to show, if I could, that the scope of study never can be
taken for granted. The scale we employ always determines what answers it
is possible to arrive at in each case, be it at the micro- or the macro-level.32
The quote, which belongs in a discussion of Ecstasies, is from the early 2000s –
but the same intention was arguably present from the very beginning. On Ginzburg’s own account, the common point of departure for Italian microhistory
was actually twofold: on the one hand, “a definite awareness that all the phases
through which research unfolds are constructed and not given”, and on the other, “an explicit rejection of the skeptical implications (postmodern, if you will)
so largely present in European and American historiography of the 1980s and
1990s.”33 It is precisely this Janus-faced quality that the notion of (micro-)history
as a scienza del vissuto would seem to capture so very accurately: a practice that
unabashedly aspires to the proud name of science and, in the very same breath,
lays claim to an insight – a limited one, but nevertheless – into the unfathomable
depths of human experience.34
What seems really significant about Ginzburg’s criticism is that it is leveled,
not at one particular approach or another, but at any kind of historiography that
takes its methodological presuppositions for granted. Microhistory, too, could
hence end up as ‘middle history’ – and, we may safely assume, it often has – for the
simple reason that, as Ginzburg himself bluntly put it on another occasion, “bad
microhistory is bad history.”35 Over against this bad middle – the compromise,
the golden mean, the juste milieu – the Italian historian implicitly posits another
one: not halfway in-between, nor just slightly off center, but operating instead in
a wholly different domain; one that is perhaps irrational but certainly not unreasonable.36 As Italo Calvino has taught us, “the poet of vagueness can only be the
poet of exactitude” (il poeta del vago può essere solo il poeta della precisione).37
Or, to turn the argument on its head, Fernand Braudel was also a microhistorian when he utilized the notion of the longue durée as a sort of conceptual
crowbar for breaking up the reigning consensus of history as essentially événementielle. Who else was it that encouraged his disciples to attend ever more closely
to the complexity of historical time? In the words of one of those disciples, the
French historian François Hartog, Braudel transformed history into “a dialectic
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of durées, in which structures, levels, and registers were carefully differentiated,
each with its own temporality.”38 The jeux d’échelles of microhistory is scarcely
conceivable without such a prior differentiation – and, symptomatically, as his
own gros plan perspective devolved into the new ‘middle history’, Braudel himself
moved on. In Ginzburg’s assessment, “he was too intelligent, too impatient to
content himself with repeating what had now become for many, because of his
own authority, an accepted truth.”39 In the same way, incidentally, as Ginzburg
himself would move on, first from the reigning consensus of the Annales and then
from microhistory, as it too ran the risk of turning into something like a school.
With the Microhistories project, we would like to move on in much the
same way, taking the spirit of microhistory – if not always its letter – as our Ariadne’s thread. By inviting artistic research into its ‘community of style’, we hope
to resuscitate the vital tension that microhistory seems to have lost as a result
of its own unexpected success. “A life chosen at random,” Ginzburg claims, “can
make concretely visible the attempt to unify the world, as well as some of its
implications.”40 If he is right, art – and, by implication, artistic research – should
obviously have an important role to play in such an undertaking. To signal this
fresh departure, it even occurred to me (pace Ginzburg’s insistence on their triviality) to propose a slightly modified label as a designation for our approach:
µ-history. Luckily, common sense made me decide against it. The question is
rather to what extent that approach has allowed us – and, even more importantly,
will allow us – to free up the methodological resources of microhistory in order
to deploy them, in a partly different setting, to contemporary problems. As we
approach these problems, I hope that we will be able to maintain – in spite of
everything – that vital tension that Ginzburg discovered for himself in the works
of Raymond Queneau, “between the warmth of the narrator’s intimate glance
and the coldness of the scientist’s detached observation.”41

.

In the bibliometric era, research projects are increasingly expected to display not
only a rigorous methodology, but also an efficient ‘design’ – to the point where
your hard-earned findings (or ‘output’) must almost be disclosed to the funding
body in advance of their actual discovery. In contrast, as we have already seen,
this project started out as little more than a vague intuition. Hopefully, what
follows will contribute to making that intuition both clearer and more distinct
without entirely surrendering its intuitive quality to the demands of discourse.
No doubt, we still have quite some way to go before arriving at our envisaged
‘community of style’ – but, if nothing else, at least this anthology is a beginning.
Let us see how far it will take us.
Gothenburg, February 12, 2016
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