When time cannot be told anymore, what could this
question mean? Would it become a question about
urgency?

What time is it?

Time for what?

I think this question always has the same answer:
Time for what? Time for change.

But, change is difficult to effect. The things are stubborn;
some ideas are even more stubborn. History, as a frame
of thinking, has set limits for the possibilities of conceiving of change outside its normative framework and these
limits are difficult to overcome.
That’s why I want to look at those ideas that continue to
be powerful because they appear natural, and as such,
continue to be the basis for thoughts and actions.

I want to begin with ideas about time itself.
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I want to tell you a story about the Dutch village Vondervotteimittiss… an old village whose inhabitants had always lived diligently by their impressive town clock. That
is, until a stranger arrived from over the hills, bringing
chaos and confusion.

The name of the village was Vondervotteimittiss.

Or: Wonder-what-time-it-is.

By its name, the village does not only ask for the time,
but also refers to the state of the self, wondering. It has
been attributed a self-consciousness – a self-consciousness that is threatened by a stranger, who is not accountable to the constitutive order that governs within its
borders.

This stranger, as we will see, complicates the usual answer to the question “What time is it?” by disrupting the
clock.

The events I will tell you about happened in the year
1839, [12] when an unknown narrator made them public,
in Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Devil in the Belfry”.
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Edgar Allan Poe lived from 1809 to 1849. It was a period
of the muddled middle of time keeping.

In the 18th century time reckoning had moved from nature to mechanics, from public time – the sun in the sky
and the clock in the tower – to private time – the indoor
clock and the pocket watch. But, despite increasingly
accurate clocks and watches, in the first half of the 19th
century each town still had its own local time.

It was the increased speed of travel by train, that propelled Great Britain to adopt the first standardized time
system by switching to Greenwich Mean Time in 1847.
And it was again a missed train connection that, 30 year
later, led to a single 24-hour clock for the entire world,
regulated by local time zones.

In 1884, this world clock was linked to Greenwich Mean
Time, as most maps used it as their prime meridian anyway. The last country to adopt a standard offset of GMT
was Nepal in 1986.

In Vondervotteimittiss it was 1839. As you understand,
I have never been to this village, nor had I heard of it
before. But even so, I can assure you that what I know,
comes from a reliable source: a man who clearly took
his responsibility to give an accurate account of events,
seriously –

with all that rigid impartiality, all that cautious examination into facts, and diligent collation of authorities, which
should ever distinguish him who aspires to the title of
historian.
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Although the objective of his account was to create public sympathy on behalf of the inhabitants of the village,
the conscientious narrator thus conducted himself as a
man of science. It had already been written in the previous century:One demands of modern historians more
details, better ascertained facts, precise dates, more
attention to customs, laws, mores, commerce, finance,
agriculture, population.

Therefore, the narrator examined and corroborated
sources and readily admitted that there were certain
things he could not say for certain.
Information he obtained about the date of origin of the
village and the origin of the name Vondervotteimittis
was too obscure, or too conflicting, to lead to a satisfying
conclusion.

What he did establish beyond a doubt, however, was that
the village had always existed, from its origin, in precisely
the same condition.

This was not only evidenced by written sources, but also
by the memory of the oldest man in the village, who
could not remember the slightest difference in the appearance of a portion of it.

Had everything remained the same in Vondervotteimittis,
its story would have never been told

gave time its purpose. But, while History had largely
rejected the theological concept of time, it still relied on
the unique qualities of events and heavily emphasized
change. The secularization of historical time took place
through generalization and universalization, with the
objective of creating a single temporal grid, in which all
events could be placed within a general continuity of
uniform units of time.

History had been distanced from the idea that the world
and time had one and the same beginning and that the
subsequent sequence of events, movement and change
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In fact, secularization invented a new kind of time, Empty
Homogenous Time, that would serve as a stage for existence. It was denatured, yet viewed as natural. Absolute,
yet subject to mechanical laws.

In Vondervotteimittiss the clocks were ticking, as they
had done from the beginning of time, and as they were
expected to continue infinitely into the future, in the
same regular rhythm without any events or changes
taking place.

Stripped of the idea of Divine Providence, History had
ceased to be a series of events happening to chosen
people.

History was no longer the purpose of time, instead Empty
Homogenous Time had become the organizing principle
of History.
But who was in charge of this Time?

In Vondervotteimittiss the men were in charge of time.
The big clock in the tower of the House of the Town
Council was managed by the most respectable man in
the world. The domestic clocks were administered by the
men of the house and each individual -
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man, woman, child, and even pig and cat - carried their
own small timepiece.
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The men of the Town Council, who held meetings in the
room below the bell tower, did not have anything to do
with the keeping of time as such, but they oversaw the
politics of the village, which they had summarized in
three important resolutions:

It is wrong to alter the good old course of things
There is nothing tolerable out of Vondervotteimittiss
We will stick by our clocks and our cabbages

It was almost as if this village, where life was utterly
regular, where nothing ever happened or changed, that
insisted on staying the same and ignored the possibility
of external existence – it was almost as if this village was
indistinguishable from Empty Homogenous Time itself.

And if Vondervotteimittiss and Empty Homogenous Time
were one and the same, this would mean that the village,
or more precisely the men of the village, governed the
organization of History.

It seemed to be an admirable condition, because according to the narrator, at the time, EVERYBODY knew, in a
general way, that the Dutch village of Vondervotteimittiss
was the finest place in the world.

Vondervotteimittis lay in a perfectly circular valley, entirely surrounded by gentle hills, over whose summit the
people had never yet ventured to pass. Round the skirts
of the valley extended a continuous row of sixty little
houses. They had their backs to the hills and looked to
the centre of the plain.
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Every house had a small garden before it, with a circular
path, a sun-dial, and twenty-four cabbages. The buildings
themselves were so precisely alike, that one could in no
manner be distinguished from the other. The dwellings
were as much alike inside as out and the furniture was all
upon one plan.

The mantelpieces were wide and high, and had not only
time-pieces and cabbages sculptured over the front,
but a real ticking time-piece on the top in the middle,
with a flower-pot containing a cabbage standing on each
extremity. The fireplaces were large and deep. There
was always a rousing fire, and a huge pot over it, full of
sauer-kraut and pork, to which the good woman of the
house was always busy in attending. In her left hand she
had a little heavy Dutch watch; in her right hand a ladle
for the sauerkraut and pork. By her side stood a fat tabby
cat, with a gilt toy-repeater tied to its tail.

The three sons were in the garden attending the pig. The
pig was corpulent and lazy, and had tied to his tail a gilt
repeater in order to make him look as handsome as the
cat.

Right at the front door, in a high-backed leather-bottomed armed chair, was seated the old man of the house
himself. He had a watch, but he carried his watch in his
pocket. He sat with his right leg upon his left knee, wore
a grave countenance, and always kept one of his eyes, at
least, resolutely bent upon a certain remarkable object in
the centre of the plain.

This object was situated in the tower of the House of the
Town Council. It was the pride and wonder of the village-the great clock of the borough of Vondervotteimittiss.

The great clock had seven faces--one in each of the seven
sides of the steeple--so that it could be readily seen from
all quarters. Its faces were large and white, and its hands
heavy and black.
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The belfry-man, whose sole duty was to attend to it, was
the chief dignitary of the village. The clock of Vondervotteimittis was never yet known to have anything the
matter with it and the belfry man was the most perfectly
respected of any man in the world.

From the remotest period of antiquity to which the
archives have reference, the hours have been regularly
struck by the big bell and all the other clocks and watches in the village. Never was such a place for keeping the
true time. The good burghers were fond of their sauer-kraut, but then they were proud of their clocks.

But, one day, when it was five minutes to noon, there
appeared a very odd-looking object on the summit of the
ridge of the eastward.

Such an occurrence, of course, attracted universal attention, and every little old gentleman who sat in a leather-bottomed arm-chair turned one of his eyes with a
stare of dismay upon the phenomenon, still keeping the
other upon the clock in the steeple.

The little old men kept one eye on the clock and the
other on the approaching object for good reason. As the
village was equal to Empty Homogenous Time, to guard
time against disruption meant as well, [34*] guarding
space against the disorderly intrusion of outside elements. Even if absolutely nothing had ever happened or
changed in the village, the men were well aware that the
moment Empty Homogenous Time entered into a relation with Narrative Time, History would be constructed.

They understood it as their duty as the keepers of Time
- the organizing principle of history - to take care that
whatever and whoever became part of History would
take Time as seriously as they did. And they were not
convinced at all that this would be the case. For this object that was now at the door of History came obviously
from a place that was outside of the order of time.
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Coming from “outside of time” into time as an event,

and from “nowhere” into delimited space, the new object would receive a position in coordinates that would
determine its relations and its place in History.

The little old men, who had put themselves in charge of
the authoring of history, but also had great concern for
the correct order of things, faced a problem. The standardization and universalization of time and space meant
that - “objectively” speaking - their authority over History
was very limited.

Luckily for them, even standardized time and space can
be remodelled in a way that privileges relations established by rhetoric over space-time coordinates. We know
that much of the organization of knowledge is thoroughly
spatial and visual. Knowledge is organized around objects
or images of objects, in spatial relation to each other.
But what we tend to forget is that the determination of
this spatial relation, does not have to rely on an abstract
demonstration of truth.

All that an authorial placement of an object in time and
space requires is knowledge about the object to base its
placement on. It does not need geometry or coordinates,
because positions and relations can be set out effectively
by means of rhetoric.

16

17

Before universities became prominent in Europe, the
acquisition and education of knowledge centered on the
study of rhetoric and the figure of the public teacher, the
orator. While today the term rhetoric has the connotation of being a means to obscure the truth, its original
meaning was the opposite. Rhetoric was considered
essential to the discovery of truths, because it provided a
means of ordering and clarifying arguments.

When we look at the method used by the ancient orators
to inform and instruct their audience, it becomes clear
that the production of knowledge was not only always
closely connected to the construction of ordered space
and time, but also to the link between object and discourse.

The orators were masters in the art of memory. The art
of memory was a set of prescriptions, rules and techniques developed by Greek and Roman rhetoricians to
enable the ancient orator, speaking without script, to
recall the points and arguments of a speech.

Main parts of the speech were linked to objects in various places in a real or imagined building. While speaking, the orator would walk along the spatial topology of
points and arguments that he had created in the building
and that he could now set out in time.

The visual objects placed in the building, were most
effective when they were striking and when they were
not illustrative to the content of the speech. The connections had to be arbitrary, based on decisions made by the
orator.

Although generally speaking, the objects were aids
to memory distributed in space, the most skilled and
important orators - the most influential educators - were
those who created the strongest bonds between the
objects and the turns they instigated in the discourse.
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In Vondervotteimittiss it was only three minutes to noon,
when the object in sight was perceived to be a very little
foreign-looking young man.

He descended the hills at a great rate, so that every body
had soon a good look at him. Under one arm he carried
a huge chapeau-de-bras, and under the other a fiddle
nearly five times as big as himself. In his left hand was
a gold snuff-box, from which, as he capered down the
hill, cutting all manner of fantastic steps, he took snuff
incessantly with an air of the greatest possible self-satisfaction.

To speak plainly, the fellow had, in spite of his grinning,
an audacious and sinister kind of face; and as he curvetted right into the village, his dress and appearance
excited no little suspicion. But what mainly occasioned a
righteous indignation was, that he did not seem to have
the remotest idea in the world of such a thing as keeping
time in his steps.

Things did not look good for the stranger, given the little
old men’s preoccupation with correct time. Surely the
rhetorical arguments they intended to connect to this
newcomer, would speak in terms of distance, difference
and negation.

However, even if the stranger seemed to have contempt
for time, he understood its importance very well. He
immediately made his way to the centre of the plain,
into the belfry of the House of the Town Council, where
the wonder-stricken belfry-man sat smoking in a state of
dignity and dismay.

The little chap attacked him ferociously with the big
fiddle, beat him with it so long and so soundly, that what
with the belfry-man being so fat, and the fiddle being so
hollow, you would have sworn that there was a regiment
of double-bass drummers all beating the devil’s tattoo up
in the belfry of the steeple of Vondervotteimittiss.
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Then, the stranger stepped over the belfry-man and
towards the big clock… He was clearly determined to
disrupt the order of time in the village. But why? And
why was this the best thing that he could possibly do, to
remain in control of his own destiny?

It is clear that the little old men guarding the door to History, knew how to manipulate the placement of objects
within their realm of knowledge by means of rhetoric.
But they also knew that the strength of their position to
do so was dependent on a distance being kept between
themselves and the object.

With the help of rhetoric, one could assign the other
body a different time, in this way establishing the necessary distance to win back the authority over its placement in History.

It was half a second to noon. The bell was about to strike,
and it was a matter of absolute and pre-eminent necessity that every body should look well at his watch and
count the strokes of the bell as it sounded.

And the newcomer had already obliterated this distance;
he had entered the village and his body was occupying
the same space and time as its inhabitants.

There was no point in denying. Before the standardization of time, simultaneity would have to be asserted
through rhetorical representations of events happening concurrently, but now Time simply demonstrated
when two events occurred within the same unit of time,
whether this was deemed desirable or not.

“One!” said the clock.
“Von!” echoed every little old gentleman in every armchair in Vondervotteimittiss. “Von!” said his watch also;
“von!” said the watch of his vrow; and “von!” said the
watches of the boys, and the little gilt repeaters on the
tails of the cat and pig.

“Two!” continued the big bell; and
“Doo!” repeated all the repeaters.

As the stranger knew, one of the most ancient rules in
Physics states that it is impossible for two bodies to occupy the same space at the same time. He was also aware
that in the previous centuries, several solutions had been
devised to circumvent this rule. Experience had shown
that it was possible to simply move or remove one of
the bodies, or to pretend that space is being divided and
allocated to separate bodies.

But for the solution that had been the most effective, all
one had to do was to manipulate the variable of time.

“Three!

Four!
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Five!

Six!

Seven!

Eight!

Nine!

“Eleven!” said the big one.
“Eleben!” assented the little ones.
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“Und dvelf it is!” said all the little old gentlemen, putting
away their watches.

But the big bell had not done with them yet.

“Thirteen!” said he.

“Der Teufel!” gasped the little old gentlemen, turning
pale and jumping up from their arm-chairs.
“Der Teufel!” groaned they, “Dirteen! Dirteen!!- Mein
Gott, it is Dirteen o’clock!!”

All Vondervotteimittiss flew at once into a lamentable
state of uproar.

“Vot is cum’d to mein pelly?” roared all the boys- “I’ve
been ongry for dis hour!”
“Vot is com’d to mein kraut?” screamed all the vrows, “It
has been done to rags for this hour!”

Ten!” said the bell.
“Dree! Vour! Fibe! Sax! Seben! Aight! Noin! Den!” answered the others.

“Twelve!” said the bell.
“Dvelf!” they replied perfectly satisfied, and dropping
their voices.
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“Vot is cum’d to mein pipe?” swore all the little old gentlemen, “Donder and Blitzen; it has been smoked out for
dis hour!”- and they filled them up again in a great rage,
and sinking back in their arm-chairs, puffed away so fast
and so fiercely that the whole valley was immediately
filled with impenetrable smoke.

Meantime it seemed as if the devil himself had taken
possession of every thing in the shape of a timepiece.
The clocks took to dancing as if bewitched and kept such
a continual striking of thirteen, and such a frisking and
wriggling of their pendulums as was really horrible to
see.

But, worse than all, neither the cats nor the pigs could
put up any longer with the behavior of the little repeaters tied to their tails, and resented it by scampering all
over the place, scratching and poking, and squeaking and
screeching, and caterwauling and squalling, and flying
into the faces, and running under the petticoats of the
people, and creating altogether the most violent din and
confusion that is possible for a reasonable person to
conceive.

To make matters still more distressing, the little rascal in
the steeple was evidently exerting himself to the utmost.
Every now and then one might catch a glimpse of the
scoundrel through the smoke. There he sat in the belfry
upon the belfry-man, who was lying flat upon his back.

In his teeth the villain held the bell-rope, which he kept
jerking about with his head, raising horrendous clatter.
On his lap lay the big fiddle, at which he was scraping
with both hands, making a great show of playing out of
all time and tune a song from a far away place.

Vondervotteimittiss was the finest place in the world no
more.
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After witnessing the fall out of the events - the disruption The next day, he wrote a public appeal to all lovers of
of time and the ensuing chaos, the dissolution of the
correct time and fine kraut
little old men’s authority over history - the narrator left
the place in disgust.

to join him back to the village to restore the ancient
order of things.
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