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PREFACE:
KeYS, FRAMES, AND THE PROBLEM OF THE PAST

Tom Thatcher

Traditionally, volumes of this kind, dedicated to applications of theoretical
principles developed by a leading voice in another field, require lengthy
introductions that summarize the contribution of the scholar under con-
sideration. In the present case, however, no such introduction is needed,
because the individual whose work serves as the platform for these stud-
ies on ancient Jewish and Christian collective memory, Barry Schwartz,
has himself written an extensive methodological introduction for the book
and has also provided a thoughtful response to the remaining studies.
Schwartz’s contributions here extend a warm and fruitful running dialogue
with biblical scholarship that has included participation in several meet-
ings of the Society of Biblical Literature and a number of recent articles
on problems in Christian origins (Schwartz 2005a, 2005b, 2011). In the
process, Schwartz has become a mentor to many in applications of social/
collective/cultural memory theories to issues in biblical studies, and the
present book seeks to continue this conversation through focused reflec-
tion on several foundational premises«f his theoretical model.

At the risk of overgeneralization, even a cursory review of Schwartz’s
extensive list of publications onicollective memory will reveal that he is
an applied theorist: rather than articulatingsabstract pringiples and then
seeking illustrations to validate his claims, he moves from’detailed analy-
ses of historical and contemporary figures andgocial trends to theoretical
reflections on the ways that, and reasons'whysgroups utilize the past. This
approach is readily evident in Schwartz’s manyidetailed studies of iconic
figures and events from American”history, which typically move from a
broad outline of the scholarly eonsensus on “what actually happened” to
close review of the levolving”commemeration of individuals and events
over time and in different media(art, architecture, literature, holidays,
rituals, news outlets, film, etes). Yet while Schwartz presents himself as a
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careful social historian, his research is grounded in a number of theoretical
assumptions about the relationship between the actual past and collective
memory. Several of these assumptions, which together form a solid theo-
retical foundation, are outlined by Schwartz himself in the introduction to
this book, but they may be briefly summarized here by way of preview and
to establish a broad conceptual framework for all the chapters to follow.
First, Schwartz’s work is characterized by a fierce commitment to the
principle that the actual past and its subsequent commemorations are
interfluential—interfluential to such an extent that one is never eclipsed
by the other in any specific act of memory. While present circumstances
determine the form of collective memory, the actual past provides mem-
ory’s foundational content—memory’s limits are fixed, to some degree, by
its point of origin. This is not to say, of course, that collective memory can
be taken at face value as historical record, nor that the past is immune
to manipulation, nor that individuals and societies do not remember and
forget selectively. At the same time, Schwartz adamantly rejects construc-
tionist approaches that view memory merely as a mirror of present power
relations and instead insists that “the way things are” is a product of “the
way things were” and that the actual past is always present, to some degree
and in a determinative way, in its subsequent commemorations. This
aspect of Schwartz’s research puts a fine point on the question of “historic-
ity”: When ancient documents are viewed as “sources” for the past, how
can one differentiate commemorative dressing from raw historical content,
and how would that difference impact the interpretation of those texts?
Second, and building on the first principle, Schwartz consistently
emphasizes the normative force of the'commemorated past, exploring ways
that groups look to past events.and individuals as miodels and patterns.
Established exemplars are particularly significant“duting times of crisis
and change, periods when groups face newexpetriences and circumstances
that threaten traditional ways of life and'thinking and, sometimes, their
very survival. In seasons of trauma, the remembetedspast provides a sense
of continuity and common identity and also offers resources for making
sense of present experience. This aspect of Schwartz’s research highlights
the adaptive nature of the past and the capacity of groups to maintain self-
consciousness across_generations and in dramatically different circum-
stances, including circumstancesgof ‘deep loss and substantive change.
Applied to the present discussion, How did ancient Jews and early Chris-
tians draw upon the past as a tool for survival in the face of overwhelming
challenges to their faith and, in some cases, their communal existence?
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Third, and more narrowly, Schwartz has helpfully highlighted two
memory techniques, “keying” and “framing,” that facilitate the interaction
of past and present in ways that support social cohesion. Keying is the
act of associating, often unconsciously, a present person, event, institu-
tion, or experience to a past counterpart; once this connection has been
established, the keyed entity and the values associated with it become
a frame that provides an interpretive context for present experience.
In simple terms, memory looks to the past to explain what is happen-
ing now, but Schwartz demonstrates that this complex process cannot be
conceived simply in terms of drawing analogies or citing historical prec-
edents—keying and framing are mnemonic, not merely rhetorical, strate-
gies, and as such they are generative forces that may manifest themselves
in a variety of ways on the surface of texts and other artifacts of group life.
Because memory unites the remembered past and its commemorations in
a reciprocal cycle of influence, keying becomes a way of drawing the past
into the present, and frames become powerful norms for establishing and
maintaining social identity. This aspect of Schwartz’s work raises impor-
tant questions about the ways that, and reasons why, ancient Israelites and
early Christians remembered as they did. What keys/frames are evident in
the available sources, how have these impacted the presentation of both
past and present in these documents, why did Jews and Christians draw
upon some elements of the past while ignoring others, and what are the
interpretive and historical implications of these strategies of remembering
and forgetting?

In a general sense, the present volume applies the theoretical prin-
ciples outlined above, along with related aspects of Schwartz’s model
and the work of other significant.memory theorists,to a number of case
studies from ancient Jewish and early Christian history. The contributors
to the present volume ask the three questionsabeve of specific research
problems within their individual fields of expertise: How can one sepa-
rate the actual past from commemorative dressifig in the extant sources,
and what difference does it make to do §02 How did ancient Jews and
early Christians draw upon the past tocreate a durable sense of commu-
nal identity, often in the face of trauma? What strategies of keying and
framing are evident in the extant sources, and what can these tell us about
those texts and their authets and eriginal audiences? While the contribu-
tors answer, and nuancé, these questions in different ways as they address
them to their respective cases in point, together they serve as the unifying
theme of this book.
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Two narrower points relating to the structure and content of the
remainder of this collection should be noted before proceeding. First,
because questions of history, identity, trauma, cohesion, and mnemonic
strategies such as keying/framing are intertwined both in Barry Schwartz’s
work and in the essays in this volume—and indeed, they must be inter-
twined, simply because they are inextricable in collective memory itself—
the remaining chapters are not organized topically or methodologically.
Reflecting the state of current research much more than the state of ancient
Judaism and early Christianity, the essays in part 1 explore the works of
memory in the world of ancient Israel, while the essays in part 2 focus nar-
rowly on the emerging Christian movement. Effectively, the sequence of
chapters follows canonical order, with a view to avoiding the methodologi-
cal limitations that might be inherent in a more topical arrangement.

Second, and significantly, the authors of these essays have been asked to
interact with Schwartz’s model in a creative and dialogic fashion, assuming
the reader’s awareness of the content of Schwartz’s introductory essay. As a
result, the individual studies engage principles and problems in Schwartz’s
model but do not offer detailed reviews or critiques of the nuances of his
research. Strategically, this approach attempts to imitate the ongoing dia-
logue between Barry’s work and that of biblical scholarship, while at the
same time reflecting the origins of the present volume. Schwartz’s intro-
duction came to life as a keynote paper in a session of the Society of Bibli-
cal Literature, in which leading biblical scholars were asked to reflect on
ways that his model might or might not inform their own research. Several
of the chapters included here emerged.from that session, and the remain-
ing contributors were asked to read and.reflect on Barry’s keynote address
and apply or test his premises to/on a topic within their areas of expertise.
Here as in that meeting, Schwartz rounds out‘the’discussion by offering
specific remarks in respomnse to each contribution, and readers of the pres-
ent volume may find it helpful to consult his““Harvest” entry at the end of
the book after reading each individual’essay to gain a sense of the running
dialogue. The present volume is offered in‘the hope that this conversation
will continue for years to come.
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