
the oxford history of historical writing

the oxford history of historical writing represents a landmark scholarly work that meticulously traces the
evolution of historiography from ancient times to the modern era. This comprehensive collection offers
insights into how historical narratives have been shaped, interpreted, and recorded across different cultures
and epochs. By examining the development of historical writing, the Oxford series highlights the changing
methodologies, purposes, and audiences of historians throughout history. The work also addresses the
influence of political, philosophical, and social contexts on the practice of writing history. This article
explores the significance, structure, and major themes of the Oxford history of historical writing, providing
a detailed overview for scholars, students, and history enthusiasts alike. Below is a structured outline of the
main topics discussed in this article.

Overview of the Oxford History of Historical Writing

Chronological Scope and Structure

Key Themes and Methodologies

Contributions of Prominent Historians

Impact on Contemporary Historiography

Overview of the Oxford History of Historical Writing
The Oxford history of historical writing is an extensive multi-volume work published by Oxford
University Press that systematically examines the history and development of historical writing
worldwide. It serves as a critical resource for understanding how historians have approached the task of
documenting and interpreting past events over millennia. The series brings together essays from leading
scholars who analyze various traditions of historical narrative, from ancient Babylonian and Greco-Roman
historiography to modern historiographical theories. This compilation emphasizes the diversity of historical
traditions and the evolution of historical thought across civilizations.

Purpose and Significance
The primary purpose of the Oxford history of historical writing is to provide a comprehensive and
authoritative account of how historical writing has transformed over time. It challenges narrow
Eurocentric perspectives by incorporating global viewpoints and examining non-Western historical
traditions. The work also elucidates the role of historical writing in shaping cultural identities and political



ideologies. As a scholarly resource, it aids historians in reflecting on their own methodologies and
encourages critical engagement with the discipline’s foundational principles.

Scope and Audience
This series is designed for a broad audience, including academic historians, graduate students, and informed
general readers interested in historiography. Its scope extends beyond mere chronological narrative,
encompassing thematic studies that explore the nature and function of historical writing in different
contexts. The Oxford history of historical writing thus acts as both a reference work and a stimulus for
further research into historiographical traditions.

Chronological Scope and Structure
The Oxford history of historical writing covers an expansive chronological range, divided into several
volumes based on historical periods. This structured approach allows for in-depth analysis of specific eras
and their respective historiographical developments. From ancient times to the contemporary period, the
series traces the transformation of historical writing styles, purposes, and techniques.

Ancient and Classical Historiography
The earliest volume focuses on ancient historical writings, highlighting the contributions of civilizations
such as Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome. It examines foundational historians like Herodotus and
Thucydides and discusses how early historians blended myth, legend, and empirical observation. This
section details the origins of historical narrative and the emergence of critical inquiry in assessing past
events.

Medieval and Renaissance Historical Writing
Subsequent volumes explore the medieval period and Renaissance, periods marked by significant shifts in
historical consciousness and methodology. This era includes the influence of religious institutions, the role of
chronicles and annals, and the gradual reintroduction of classical learning during the Renaissance. The
evolution of critical historical inquiry and the emergence of humanist historiography are key themes in
this section.

Modern and Contemporary Historiography
The later volumes address the transformation of historical writing from the Enlightenment through to the
20th and 21st centuries. This includes the rise of scientific history, the professionalization of the discipline,



and the introduction of diverse theoretical frameworks such as Marxism, postmodernism, and cultural
history. The series also explores how digital technologies and global perspectives are reshaping
historiographical practices.

Key Themes and Methodologies
Throughout the Oxford history of historical writing, several recurring themes and methodologies are
emphasized to illustrate the complexity and richness of historiography as a discipline. These themes address
the underlying questions about the nature of historical truth, the role of narrative, and the influence of
ideology in historical interpretation.

The Nature of Historical Truth
The series investigates how different historians across time have conceptualized truth and objectivity in
historical writing. It discusses the tension between factual accuracy and narrative coherence, as well as the
challenges posed by incomplete or biased sources. Debates over relativism, empiricism, and the possibility of
an unbiased historical account are central to this theme.

Historical Narrative and Storytelling
Another significant theme is the art of storytelling in history. The Oxford history of historical writing
highlights how narrative structures, literary techniques, and rhetorical strategies have been employed to
engage readers and convey meaning. The balance between analytical rigor and compelling narrative is
explored across various historiographical traditions.

Ideology and Power in Historiography
The influence of political, religious, and cultural ideologies on historical writing forms a critical focus. The
series examines how histories have been used to legitimize power, construct national identities, or resist
oppression. It also addresses the ethical responsibilities of historians in representing marginalized voices and
contested pasts.

Methodological Innovations
Throughout its volumes, the Oxford history of historical writing showcases methodological innovations that
have shaped historiography. These include the introduction of critical source analysis, interdisciplinary
approaches, comparative history, and the use of new media and digital archives. Such methodologies have
expanded the scope and depth of historical inquiry.



Contributions of Prominent Historians
The Oxford history of historical writing features analyses of the lives and works of many influential
historians whose contributions have defined the discipline. Their intellectual legacies form the backbone of
the series, providing readers with contextualized understanding of historiographical evolution.

Classical Historians
Figures such as Herodotus, often called the "Father of History," and Thucydides, known for his critical
approach to evidence, are examined in detail. Their methodologies and narrative styles laid the foundations
for Western historical tradition. The work also acknowledges contributions from non-Western historians of
antiquity, broadening the historiographical canon.

Medieval and Early Modern Historians
Historians like Bede, Ibn Khaldun, and Machiavelli are discussed for their pioneering efforts in shaping
historical thought during the medieval and Renaissance periods. Their writings illustrate the diverse
intellectual currents influencing historiography, including religious perspectives and emerging secularism.

Modern Historians and Theorists
The series addresses the work of Enlightenment historians such as Voltaire and Gibbon, as well as 19th and
20th-century scholars including Leopold von Ranke, Marc Bloch, and E.H. Carr. Their theories and
methodologies contributed to the professionalization and theoretical diversification of history as an academic
discipline.

Contemporary Influences
Recent historians and theorists who have impacted historiography, including those advocating for cultural,
gender, and postcolonial histories, are also featured. Their contributions demonstrate the ongoing evolution
and democratization of historical writing in the modern era.

Impact on Contemporary Historiography
The Oxford history of historical writing has significantly influenced contemporary historiographical studies
by providing a comprehensive framework for understanding the discipline’s past and present. Its
multidisciplinary and global approach encourages new research directions and critical reflection on
historiographical practices.



Shaping Academic Discourse
The series serves as a foundational reference that informs academic discourse on historiography. It aids
scholars in situating their work within broader historical traditions and debates, fostering a deeper
appreciation of the complexities involved in writing history.

Encouraging Global Perspectives
By including non-Western historiographical traditions, the Oxford history of historical writing challenges
dominant narratives and promotes inclusivity in historical scholarship. This global outlook supports cross-
cultural understanding and comparative historical analysis.

Inspiring Methodological Innovation
The detailed examination of diverse historiographical methods inspires historians to adopt innovative
approaches in their research. It highlights the importance of critical source evaluation, interdisciplinary
collaboration, and the integration of new technologies in historical writing.

Educational Applications
The series is widely used in graduate and postgraduate education to teach historiography and historical
methods. Its comprehensive coverage equips students with the necessary tools to critically engage with
historical texts and develop sophisticated analytical skills.

Key Features and Highlights

Multivolume work covering historiography from ancient to modern times

Global perspective incorporating Western and non-Western traditions

In-depth analysis of methodological and thematic developments

Profiles of influential historians and their contributions

Critical examination of ideology, narrative, and historical truth

Encouragement of interdisciplinary and innovative historiographical approaches



Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Oxford History of Historical Writing' about?
It is a comprehensive multi-volume work that explores the development and evolution of historical
writing from ancient times to the modern era, examining different cultures, methodologies, and
historiographical trends.

How many volumes are there in 'The Oxford History of Historical
Writing'?
The series consists of five volumes, each covering a distinct chronological period and geographical focus in
the history of historical writing.

Who are the editors of 'The Oxford History of Historical Writing'?
The series is edited by prominent historians including Daniel Woolf, who oversaw the editorial process and
contributed to shaping the comprehensive scope of the work.

Why is 'The Oxford History of Historical Writing' considered important
for historians?
It provides a detailed and authoritative overview of how history has been recorded and interpreted over
time, offering insights into the cultural and intellectual contexts that shaped historical narratives.

Does 'The Oxford History of Historical Writing' cover non-Western
historiography?
Yes, the series includes extensive coverage of historical writing from various cultures around the world,
including Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and the Americas.

Can 'The Oxford History of Historical Writing' be used by students and
researchers?
Absolutely, it serves as a valuable resource for both students and scholars interested in historiography,
providing critical analyses and bibliographies for further study.

Where can I access or purchase 'The Oxford History of Historical



Writing'?
The volumes are available for purchase through academic publishers like Oxford University Press, and can
also be accessed in many university libraries and through digital academic platforms.

Additional Resources
1. The Oxford History of Historical Writing: Volume 1 - Beginnings to AD 600
This volume explores the origins of historical writing from ancient times through to the early medieval
period. It covers the development of historical narratives in Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, Rome, China, and
India. The book highlights how early societies recorded their past and the evolution of historical
consciousness.

2. The Oxford History of Historical Writing: Volume 2 - 400 to 1400
Focusing on the medieval period, this volume examines how historical writing evolved across diverse
cultures including Byzantine, Islamic, and European traditions. It discusses the impact of religion,
philosophy, and politics on historiography. The book reveals the transmission and transformation of
historical knowledge during the Middle Ages.

3. The Oxford History of Historical Writing: Volume 3 - 1400 to 1800
This volume addresses the Renaissance, Early Modern, and Enlightenment periods, highlighting changes
in historical methodology and literary style. It emphasizes the rise of critical scholarship and the influence
of humanism on historical writing. The book also covers the emergence of national histories and the
professionalization of historians.

4. The Oxford History of Historical Writing: Volume 4 - 1800 to 1945
Covering the 19th and early 20th centuries, this volume explores the impact of industrialization,
nationalism, and imperialism on historical writing. It discusses the development of new historical
approaches such as positivism and Marxism. The book also examines the role of historians in shaping
modern national identities.

5. The Oxford History of Historical Writing: Volume 5 - Historical Writing Since 1945
This volume analyzes contemporary historical writing, focusing on post-World War II developments. It
explores new methodologies, including social history, cultural history, and postmodern critiques. The book
considers how global perspectives and interdisciplinary approaches have transformed historiography.

6. Historiography: Ancient, Medieval, and Modern
This comprehensive guide surveys the major trends and figures in historiography from antiquity to the
present. It discusses the relationship between history writing and broader cultural, political, and intellectual
movements. The book serves as an essential introduction for understanding the evolution of historical
thought.



7. The Landscape of Historical Writing
This book investigates how geographical and cultural contexts have influenced historical writing across
different periods and regions. It highlights the diversity of historical traditions and their unique approaches
to recording the past. The text emphasizes the interplay between local histories and global narratives.

8. History and Historians in the Age of Enlightenment
Focusing on the 18th century, this book examines how Enlightenment ideals shaped the practice of history.
It explores the rise of critical inquiry, secular perspectives, and the use of evidence in historical narratives.
The work also considers the challenges faced by historians in balancing objectivity and ideology.

9. Writing History in the Digital Age
This book addresses the impact of digital technologies on historical research and writing in the 21st century.
It covers topics such as digital archives, data visualization, and the role of the internet in democratizing
historical knowledge. The book discusses both opportunities and challenges presented by the digital
transformation of historiography.
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