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In fall of 3010, Binghamton University archacologist
Ruth M. Van Dyke emailed me with a curious invita-
tion. A groap of her colleagues were engaged in experi-
mental methods of telling their research stories—
“challenging the prevalence of the passive, expository
style,” as she put it—and intended to present their
work at the 76th mecting of the Society for American
Archaeclogy (SAA). Would 1 be willing to join their
pmmatiw:ndoﬂ’cuaiﬁquoﬁbeilmt?kﬁm
I was somewhat flummoxed—1 am, after all, a journal-
ist and a professor of nonfiction writing—and it wasn't
clear to mve what | had to offer. But as 1 reflected on the
invitation and we discussed the group's goals, it became
clear to me that Van Dyke had presented an engag-
ing challenge, one that complemented my own abiding
concerns about the value of fact-based writing in works
of nonfiction.

Is it possible to write creatively and to acknowledge
the slipperiness of truth and facts while still staying true
to what we commonly understand to be nonfiction? If
not, what do we mean when we present a piece of writ-
ing as nonfiction? And bow does the public understand
the term? In recent years, these questions have gripped
the field of creative nonfiction (as it is known in MFA
writing peograms), pitting the established ethical values
of journalism against a liverary license that has increas-
iuglyb«nchiuwdbywmmwhomctbcmmdc
of nonfiction but who challenge our notion of what is
troe. It became clear to me that these archacologists
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were entering the conversation from a different disciplinary foundation, and it
could be illuminating for us to talk across disciplines.

The archacological narratives included in this anthology (first peesented
at the 76th SAA conference) wrestle with questions of truth and invention
in a variety of ways. Many deliberately blur the boundary between science
and artistic invention, many employ a nonlinear approach to tell storics, some
express a desire to share authorship of archacological interpeetation with the
readers of texts, and a few experiment with new technologies to achicve these
ends, Alternatively, some of the included essays challenge aspects of the exper-
imentation and caution against it.

The motivations articulated for such narrative experimentation are various,
Some argue that there’s a growing consensus that most archaecological inter-
pretations are as much art as science or social science, and they say that cre-
ative interprerations are useful in making archacology more relevant 1o those
outsade the discipline. They propose narrative invention on a continuum that
may cven include making up details or clements to speak to an emotional or
historical “truth” that does not (by virrue of being made up) reflect factual
reporting. Some express a strong commitment to giving wice to long-passed
peoples whose Bves are excavared in, while others caution that fabricating
imagined vosces may be another form of appropriation.

Reinhard Bernbeck, a professor at Frede Universitit Berlin and Van Dyke's
co~editor for this volume, underscores some of these risks and raises pivotal eth-
ical concerns about what invented narmatives mean to the discipline of archae-
ology. “The invention of subjects, however well meant the empatbetic effort is,
implies a certain disrespect for past people,” he writes (see Bembeck, this vol-
ume), “Not knowing the motivations for past practices and actions, we project
political desires back in time, carrying out in the process an act of colonization.”

Similar ethical issues to those raised in this volume have gripped the broader
nonfiction-writing community for the past decade or 50, On one extreme, you
have traditional journalism with strict standards for fact-checking and a clear
notion that if you call a piece of writing nonfiction, it had better be as close
as you can get to factually true. At the other extreme, you have proponents of
a nonfiction that claims an artistic license to write as rbough something hap-
pened but with liberty to invent subjects and adjust (or invent) facts as seems
uscful to the author, The argument made by those advocating this position is
that such artistry gets at a2 more true truth than strict adherence to fact can
achieve and is also perhaps more engaging.

Even as this anthology was being edited, the issue surfaced anew in the
Lrerary world with the publication of a book by John d"Agata and Jim Fingal
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(2012), The Lifespan of @ Fact. The book purported to be an accurate account-
ing of the correspondence between a writer {d'Agata) and a magazine fact-
checker (Fingal) in which they engage in “a fascinating and dramatic power
struggle over the intriguing question of what nonfiction should, or can, be”
(d'Agata and Fingal 2012: jacket cover). Fingal was fact-checking an essay for
publication, much of which was kater adapted nearly verbatim for inclusion
in d'Agata’s (2010) much-acclaimed book about the Yucca Mountain auclear
waste dump, About @ Mowntain. I)'Agata, who argues that he can change even
the most verifiable facts (the name and Jocation of a bar [d'Agata and Fingal
2012: 32), the content of people’s quotes, what sights can be viewed from a
particular vantage point [ibid.: 84), even the color of a fieet of vans, from
pink to purple) to suit his artistic inclination, was pilloried (McDonald 2012).
Then it turned out that the Lifespan book itself was a fabrication, an after-the-
fact dramatization intended to heighten the ethical conflict and make it more
marketable.

Arguments ensued at the 2012 annual professional meeting of creative writ-

ing programs (Associated Writers and Writing Programs), with panelists and
writers both challenging and supporting d’Agata’s transgressive approach. (For
the Bavor of the discussion, sce commentary and reports in Drzieza 2013; Farrar
2012; Moore 2013; Nester 2012; Read 2012; Stuckey-French 2012.) | agree with
the comments in an essay by Brevity editor Dinty W. Moore, who expressed
distress about what he called d'Agata’s disrespect for his colleagues and read-
ers. Moore also pointed out that d'Agata was playing into the hands of those
who would undermine the entire ficld of nonfiction, including “those on the
political right who criticize journalists for ‘just making everything up,™ as well
as “those who want to discount the entire memoir category as baloney because
memory is not a perfect tool” (Moore 2012),

For another example, consider the quagmire in which author and actor
Mike Daisey found himself after his theatrical monologue, The Agony and
Ecstasy of Steve Jobs, hit the big time. The public radio program This American
Life aired the show, which detailed purportedly truthful facts about how work-
ers in China were exploited to create products for Apple. Much of the material
was well documented, but when it turned out that pars of Daiscy’s account
were fabricated, This American Life ran a full-episode retraction on March 16,
sora, After ten days of criticism in the press and blogosphere, Daisey wrote
an anguished apology on his blog. “When I said onstage that | had personally
experienced things I in fact did not, I failed to honor the contract Id estab-
lished with my audiences over many years and many shows,” he wrote. “In
doing 30, I not only violated their trust, I also made worse art” (Daisey 2012).
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The core issue in both examples is whether onc can credibly label outright
inventions nonfiction. It is clear that creative, imagined literary and thearrical
expression can achieve true and beautiful renderings of our common world.
And it is clear that great artistry has been achieved in accurate and creative
reporting of events, The ethical trouble surfaces when a writer assumes the
mantle of authenticity associated with nonfiction as he or she simultancously
subverts the common understanding of what that label means.

[ am not alone in arguing that the stakes here are high: if a work pretends to be
factually true and is not, it then becomes a lie, and such lies are dangerous to
a society in which we depend upon evidence-based arguments to make social
and political choices. Though the literary provocateurs would dismiss such an
allegiance to facts as outré and unachievable, 1 echo the position of literary
scholar Masilyn Chandler McEntyre, who argues that writers and scholars
in particular have a moral responsibility to resist “the tidal wave of contami-
nated information” that threatens to drown us (McEntyre 2009: 62), While
acknowledging that truth is ambiguous and complex, she says, our response
should be neither cynicism nor naiveré; nor should we fall into the existential
abyss. In other words, while we may agree that positionality, memory, and the
very nature of language preclude some Platonic absolute conception of one
fixed universal truth, to acknowledge the slipperiness of narrative or presenta-
tion does not equate to giving up adherence to empirical facts,

We come to this confusing juncrure for a varicty of reasons, some of
which also are driving the experimental narratives included in this anthology.
Literary theorists and philosophers have long been dismantling our notions
of truth and raising important and provocative questions about its definition.
Objectivity is now widely agreed to be unattainable. And yet, if we are to
present a work as nonfiction, there is something critically important about our
fidelity to the effort to ge it right, to tell the truth as best we can, to adhere to
the facts as we arc best able to establish them, a fidelity that is essential to the
social contract. Because when the theoretical argument is transported out of
the halls of academia and into our common culture, a great deal is at stake, We
can no longer say that what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.

While it may be important to challenge the notion of truth in texts—his-
torical accounts and laws thar pretend to lack bias are, for example, dangerous
indeed-—that position becomes corrosive when taken to an extreme and then
translated into the larger realm of social discourse. If we cant agree on what
is true—if, in fact, we have no common agreement that it's even possible or
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meMIWHhMtMMka’Iwﬁﬁdmm&
to us without consequence, in which “news” programs can frecly distort the
events of the day to suit their political agendas, in which even the Holocaust
can be discounted as merely 2 ramor.

You may say we've already come to that. Indeed, McEntyre asserts that
greatdamagctothe:odalcomndhubccninﬂi«edbythcwmof
d\evnluofmds:‘m;menﬁonofmxdcmmhgthm@highxhoob
and universities now expest to be lied to, They know about spin’ and about
the profiteering agendas of corporate advertising. They have grown used to
the flippant, incessantly ironic banter that passes for conversation,” she writes.
*I don't know how many times over the past year I've heard students, trying
to make sense of the news, lament, 'l don't know how to tell what to believe!”
‘How do 1 tell what's reliable? How do 1 distinguish what's erue?” (McEortyre
2004: 7).

Thmqmsmgoodomfa:ﬂdm.a\dthqmai&dutﬂymfm
dmapcﬁmconlmluzologialmmﬁvuSomcoﬁhemd&onbcninwg-
gest that to deliver an account in the passive, fact-driven authoritative voice
oﬁc&moenuyinplyadegmeofobjecdw,unbhudkmwledgedmisoﬁcn
false. In other words, the form itself can render its content false. They are
lookh\gfovamytodnlkngt(hecmvcnﬁaulmyofpnsmth\g'mdt'ud
to chart a new, more imaginative path to tell their stories. So how do they
decide what is "true™? The same question has entangled many of us trying to
tell nonfiction stories in creative ways, to get at truths that would otherwise
remain unexpressed.

lnmlldmmmmmw(my)dcddedmhnr-
view scientific artists when she set out to articulate clearer boundary lines
for the creative nonfiction genre, particularly memoir. Tronically, she tumed
to a paleontological reconstructionist and a forensic reconstructionist. Rough
ankuhtqdwbwmhqbamﬁcﬁmmdamiwmnﬁamssfoﬂw:
“The difference comes with intent. Noafiction writers imagine. Fiction writers
inwent. These are fundamentally different acts, performed to different ends”
(ibid.: 66). The scientists she interviewed described a careful process in which
dlzyﬁmsadwuaﬂthcdanptimnﬁhﬂcmdtbm.'mmygoodﬁidt,'m
whlpabombghlmmmmoﬁukobcnwdwsalslmiﬂfudimgi-
mation to fill in what is missing. They trust their experience and build on what
is known, and then they add details wo create the most likely story: they take
mﬁnlapwdeddc.fotcnmpk,whmmhnwuninpdnﬁngdino—
saurs for the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC, and the Camegie
Museum of Natural History in Pittsburgh.
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The challenge for many of the authors in this collection s to determine
mcdybowdhdpﬁned,mcumﬁw.xbdrinuglmdn leaps must be.
Mmyoﬁbcmfeelenddn«lbyﬁmlbcymﬂmdunkmbieaiviuxion.md
they resist a policing effort that would discount their narmative contributions,
Andtbe&noﬁhismtﬁﬂamnwithhndnmlmd“‘dm’sﬁa’pﬁw
imagination than the creative process described by d'Agata, who claims artistic
ﬁammm:pﬁ:&mmﬂ:muh&wacemhrbythminhhnntcme.
OrDﬁocy.wboimt«ldmnmdc\mmdmumsfonmdhimt

from documentation to untrustworthy propaganda (albeit for a worthy cause).

- - =~

The porosity of the boundary between fact-based imagination and inven-
tionismnbcodycxpainmmlasputoﬂbcmmﬁmindﬁsmtbdogy.
The mlumbgimapaimmﬁnglaedaoshmawmhtpbyﬁlhmmd
invention that is percolating throughout the literary world. Like other non-
fiction (and fiction) writers, they are experimenting with multiple strands of
narration, the use of hypertext, and stories in which the reader directs the out-
come (see Tringham, this volume). The two most revolutionary aspects of the
new technologies, in my view, are the de-prioritization of the traditional linear
narrative and the increasingly interactive engagement of the reader, so that the
limb«wmnmthumdmdcfiuo&med.mmuecboimniu&ximﬁng
questions about the nature of nasrative and the parameters of nonfiction and
fiction (or, for archacologists, of science versus art),

When Van Dyke asked me 10 comment on these experimental essays, she
proposed that | offer guidelines and insight from outside the discipline. Given
dnbmletbdngfwghtindwmddoﬂiumynaﬁtﬁon.lmnotpmide
qutﬁvoaldhuthuabwtbwmmvigamthhm.oomioﬂlypﬂﬂom
terrain. But I can offer some suggestions.

First, be respectful of your audience, which means be clear with them sbout
what you are doing, Mygn&m:nudmt&wholudbommdingd%m's
bookdbuthunMuupmofMooumwwk.fekbamycdwﬁndom
that his “facts™ were unreliable. (The book created a simulacrum of facticity
byinchading:q;mdnomthatmwdtochﬁ&whtmwia!mmdnpod.
what is imagined, and what were the sources for the factual assertions he
made.) What had once appeared to be a beautifully and persuasively rendered
pomnitofdnmhunlowmofLuVegn—-adtydeanhwdamu-
sive nuclear waste dump—lost much of its credibility when the readers could
mlongttbtmoﬁbcfam.hnmgothadﬁmtmdcmubwghd%pu
ludmadcapa«rfnlcaugahntbcpm—mhepwndadhnmimwdln
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support of the waste dump (d"Agata 2010: s1=79), but the case collapsed if his
“facts” were no more reliable than those proffered by the other side. When the
comﬁonmmdﬁumdncmrofhhmnﬁ\ﬁotlmumhimof
his account, the book became substantially less valuable.

mpmbkmisthatwcndammﬁwdiﬁ'awdyifwcbdimiuobcm
u.imngimd.lnmnfwﬁon.iti:dwatnﬁqofdnapcrkmdmmd\am.
Whikﬁcdoomlywochmewaﬂy.fordiﬁatmmpnnofmtmmpch
us in nonfiction is that the events actually happened. 1 believe we undermine
mnudnﬁtyaswﬁmofmnécﬁonifwimhdcﬁaiondbgﬁnlafmin
omwntimWhyhbdilmuﬁaionifithnm?Bmdmdoanotmeanwc
cannot be creative, poetic, and experimental with our material. It means we
n«dwkoepuad&ofﬂﬂwknwandwlmmdomtkmmdp«wbde
the reader with signposts that distinguish those clements.

Tnhc.fmmple,VmDyke’sChxonmmmd'e(me Dyke, this
mhm).lthdwdmumhoﬁbeﬁm-pcmm«hlmmtbcimmd.
mdlmwdwhm.au«dct.wiﬁchdcuibmkmwndznpoimsmd
Mwummhn&VmDyhuphhn(hatdmhnmnddthcmw
dnlincmpiﬁmldﬂtuuloﬂ'mmnqﬁamdqwdﬁummmt&s-
tinctimmnsltismhclpﬁdooundmundwhcfehetinugmadonmps
in.mdlfounditmhghtcnlngmwadaboutlnwmdwhyshtmmnad
the imagined nasmative of a ten-year-old girl. Van Dyke’s contextualization
Mdummlkntnﬁmnkfocdnmofwdtinagimdmﬁm

Hmmu.moftbmapcﬁmulmmmmmhtheaw
ﬁonthalmoftbechumcninﬂwwhmﬁw(mww
Practzellis, this volume) articulates. The “character,” Adrian, says that “some
mhwdogymaybcsdcmwmcmaybeatmm:ymnbcpqd\o-
dwykﬂmmhﬁngmkmmcbxwhkhbwﬁch...%lmc
mpvoﬂdemhnkdnmthaxdmmtwmthodnmdﬁndinp.sma
that point it is anyonc’s game for interpretation.”

My editorial question is: is everyone clear about which is which? Is the pub-
lkchﬁmmmmin&cmmﬁwmmmﬁngmm
those distinctions? If not, why not?

Omdthcphcawhcnlhadmmttbkmmm&mbin
what 1 have seen of the multimedia work of Ruth Tringham (see Tringham,
ﬂ\ismhmc),ﬂ\idtlﬁndcxdﬁng,hsajmmnhu.panofwhalmpondm
inlmworkhd\emy:hcisdwnbmﬂwhnmnmhlishuddaumdwm
bhmgimliw.Sbehnotinmlingﬁm,bmd\engduwgh
Mmﬂﬁm&wma&mmmmwh\rﬁnﬁnﬁm%ek
bnﬂdingonbercxpcnisetoimq:'mwhnd\cdanui;h! mean and to offer
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readers their own ability to create stories. In bcrmk.mﬁveisopen-endcd
anl definitely not linear.,

This narrative structure and openness resonates with the comments of Tsaac
Gilead (see Gilead, this volume), who cautions that “as archacologists, we can-
not emancipate ourselves from data.” Yet he references the multiple strands
of text and commentary in the Talmud 25 “a mode of simultancous or almaost
simultancous presentation of data and narvative™—an analogy that has come
up similarly in some of my colleagues’ creative nonfiction essays that use mul-
tiple nasrative tracks on the same page (c.g., Finding Faith by Faith Adiele),

Tﬁnglm’smlﬁme&amkdmaphnﬁwmtbcaplmiono(m-m
publishing work taking place in multimedia formats. Writers and publishers
are just beginning to imagine how tablets and portable reading devices will
change the nature of reading and bow the new technology will more easily
permit the exploration of nonlinear narratives. Writers have been imagining
mdc:paimntingwidllhaeidmonthcpdnwdmmdahoonwcb-
sites, CI-roms, and DVDs, but the new portable reading devices are making
hypertext and nonlinear visual displays far more accessible to the common
reader and are already changing the nature of publishing,

Overall, 1 think fascinating, innovative work is being created by these
archacologists, who are engaging in a conversation that extends far beyond
their discipline. | belicve they are correct in asserting that the most effective
nasrative is not necessarily linear, that stories may more accurately be repee-
sented by an accretion of fragments rather than a traditionally structured “arc,”
and that truth is more elusive than 2 simple recounting of the “facts” would
SUERCST.

Bur as scientists experimenting with new narrative forms, the authors would
be wise to maintain an awarencss of risk and a commitment to disclosure.
Amﬁ:tionwm«whochhmzrﬁsticlktmmimm&mmdp«nmd
they are true loses the authority granted to work believed to be nonfiction.
Likewise, a scientist who fills in gaps between evidence-based knowledge with
imaginative leaps is not, then, delivering a fully scientific account. The narra-
tives can reach beyond the discipline’s boundaries and make archaeology more
relevant—and even, arguably, more frue to what is likely to have happencd.
They can give voice to long-passed peoples. But while such storics may be
schence-Aasad, they are not, in and of themselves, science.

In this invention of something new, I recommend a few editorial guidelines:

- The authors should keep it clear to themselves (and to their readers)
what is the implicit contract of their work and honor that contract.
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- 1f an suthor departs from what is understood 1o be archaeology, it is

important to instruct the “reader” how to read the text,

- Consider what is bost (or gained) by fictionalizing rescarch. Are

there ways to construct alternative narratives that include the
imagined world without commingling it with the more data-
driven marerial of rraditional archacology?

The presenters in this anthology are serious archacologists, and they want
the experimental work included here to represent them as such. The work is
inventive, but in embracing the subjectivity of archacological interpretation,
they may sometimes confuse audiences about where scientific inquiry ends
mddbdplhwdwudonbe‘im—apedaﬂymntbem&cmhwukk
the field. Unless the authors of such texts are very clear to their readers about
dxpcmmnoﬂhcirapcmmaﬁon.ﬂnynmdnmkdahomthdt
discipline’s scientific standards—and with that the discipline stands to lose
cssential value. Of course, all scientific inquiry involves the imagination, but if
md&cag:o&fmauﬁgdmmhuiscomhmmmbqwd
thuademy.dnndixuﬂhtﬁuningiscﬁtialbcumeitmmamded
bow that audience understands the material to be frae.
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