
 

Time and Time Again 

 

Think of your greatest regret. That moment that haunts you even now, its agonizing details 

replaying themselves again and again as you try to fall asleep, as you try to move on. Remember. 

Feel the pain and the shame, still raw. Now—what would you give for the chance to go back and 

change it all?  

For you and me, such a question carries the sting of futile hope; true revision is as 

unattainable for us as immortality. But in literature, the allure of rewriting or revisiting the past is 

not limited to hypotheticals. The inevitable and the immutable soften in the mirror-realm of 

fiction, just as metaphor and analogy coalesce into literal events. From these conditions, popular 

temporal tropes have sprouted over decades, growing into a loose and vibrant subgenre: the 

time-travel story. 

You know the stock elements. There’s the time loop, typically repeating for a single 

character alone, while the rest of the world blithely resets. Meanwhile, in a story of intervention 

in the past—the classic “shooting Hitler” narrative—we know to expect terrible effects; Stephen 

King’s 11/22/63, about a man who goes back in time to prevent the Kennedy assassination and 

inadvertently causes the apocalypse, offers an illustrative example. Paradoxes, such as killing 

one’s own grandparents, are likewise de rigueur in journeys to the past. 

I believe, however, that these works are not only what they seem. Despite their often 

familiar trappings, they offer far more than the excitement of wish fulfillment, the dread of 

unintended consequences, and the academic interest of metaphysical riddles. Through their 

conceits and devices, time-travel stories embody the very essence of the narrative art: elision, 

retrospection, and distortion; time as a fluid medium; experience as nonlinear and interrelated. 



By examining these works, in turn, we learn more about ourselves. Time travel is the study of 

memory and grief, regret and anticipation, storytelling and human nature. 

In his 2013 book, Time Travel: The Popular Philosophy of Narrative, David Wittenberg 

writes:  

Since even the most elementary narratives, whether fictional or nonfictional, set out to 
modify or manipulate the order, duration, and significance of events in time—that is, 
since all narratives do something like ‘travel’ through time or construct ‘alternate’ 
worlds—one could arguably call narrative itself a ‘time machine,’ which is to say, a 
mechanism for revising the arrangements of stories and histories. In this more expansive 
view, literature itself might be viewed as a subtype of time travel, rather than the other 
way around. 

 

With this intriguing claim as his thesis, Wittenberg goes on to argue that “time travel 

fiction is a ‘narratological laboratory,’” explicitly exploring the features that underlie all 

storytelling, from oral traditions to contemporary Western literature. 

Frankly, I adore the notion of books as time machines. In assembling this collection, I 

have sought to reflect both the diversity of the genre and the tenuous separation between overt 

and covert time travel. The Noise of Time, by Julian Barnes, for instance, is not a science fiction 

novel in the slightest. But its boldly inventive approach to memory in the life of Russian 

composer Dmitri Shostakovich is a matter of time—its ebbs and flows, its erasures, and its 

incongruous repetitions. The novel leaps across decades, exemplifying Wittenberg’s 

“narratological laboratory.” In the novel, Barnes asks us, “What could be put up against the noise 

of time? Only that music which is inside ourselves… which, over the decades, if it is strong and 

true and pure enough to drown out the noise of time, is transformed into the whisper of history.” 

Many books in this collection explore such whispers of history. It is one of the great 

frontiers of the time-travel novel—the collision between the individual and the march of society, 

shaped by an incomprehensibly complicated aggregate of choices and chance. In Claire North’s 



Harry August, an ambitious time-loop story, the eponymous narrator concludes that “complexity 

should be your excuse for inaction.” Reliving the same life over and over, August learns 

precisely how fragile his world is, how easily a careless action can cascade. He knows what we, 

in our daily lives, can only guess at: the consequences. But for him, such knowledge brings little 

more than terror and danger. 

The destructive nature of such certainty is, perhaps, the most enduring lesson of 

time-travel narratives. In Arcadia, by Tom Stoppard, the character Septimus reflects: “When we 

have found all the mysteries and lost all the meaning, we will be alone, on an empty shore.” That 

utter solitude is the lonely burden of most fictional time travelers. Perhaps we read these stories 

to reassure ourselves that our own achingly linear uncertainty is for the best.  

And yet—we cannot refrain from telling our tales, distorting time in Wittenberg’s 

temporal laboratory. We dream of the future; we dwell on the past. Constantly, we escape from 

the present and distort the passage of time. It is hardly surprising, then, that we are captivated by 

the literal depiction of this warping. Time travel novels, with all their fantastical turns, reflect 

nothing but ourselves, in all our convoluted and imperfect radiance. 

Think of your greatest regret—not as mere pain, but as a story. Your story. Write it down, 

if you can, or lay out its anatomy in your mind. Shape its contours. Remember, a narrative is a 

time machine: step inside, past the flashing instrument panels and whirring dials; close the hatch; 

don’t hesitate; flip the switch. 

Who knows what you might find on the other side. 
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