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In Cambridge, England, at street level outside the Taylor 

Library at Corpus Christi College, you can visit a sculpture in the form 
of a clock. The Corpus Clock was conceived and paid for by John 
Taylor, a Corpus Christi alumnus, and was unveiled on September 19, 
2008, by Cambridge physicist Stephen Hawking. You may have heard 
of him. He wrote, among other books, A History of Time as well as a 
follow up volume for those of us who didn’t quite make it all the way 
through that slender book, called A Briefer History of Time.  That book, 
to digress, and this will be a talk filled with digressions, is a presentation 
of quantum mechanics, string theory, the big bang theory, and other 
topics, in what is promised to be “a more accessible fashion”. Has any 
one read either one? If so, I am full of admiration. 

As many of us know, in 1963, at age 21, Professor Hawking was 
told that he had amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or ALS. He was also told 
that the median life expectancy of his disease was 2 years.  He is, rather 
famously, still alive – it might be that the misty fen air of Cambridge is 
better for one’s health than we had thought – in fact is still at work 
today, proving the soundness of the theory put forward somewhat later 
by Stephen Jay Gould, who said, of his own doctors’ prediction that he 
would likely live only 8 months after a diagnosis of peritoneal 
mesothelioma “the median is not the message”.   

He, that is to say Stephen Jay Gould, went on to live for 20 more 
productive years, enjoying statistics’ lovely, long, furry, fat tail, instead 
of tripping headlong into the deep abyss of the 8-month average. There 
may be a moral here about the desirability of striving not to be average, 
but I’ll go back to that Corpus Christi clock. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Taylor_Library&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Taylor_Library&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corpus_Christi_College,_Cambridge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_C._Taylor_(inventor)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_C._Taylor_(inventor)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephen_Hawking
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quantum_mechanics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/String_theory
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Bang
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amyotrophic_lateral_sclerosis
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This machine, which Professor Hawking unveiled in 2008, is quite 
a thing to behold. So much so that it made it on to Time Magazine’s list 
of Best Inventions of 2008.  Its sponsor calls it a “chronophage”, which 
may easily be deconstructed as “time eater”. It is a greedy grasshopper-
like creature and, appropriately enough, features the world's largest so-
called grasshopper escapement, a low-friction mechanism that 
transforms pendulum motion into rotational motion and delivers to the 
pendulum the energy needed to maintain its mesmerizing swing. The 
grasshopper seems to "eat up" the seconds as they pass, From time to 
time it blinks, seemingly full, but then it carries on, gleefully devouring 
time in bite-sized chunks. 

Like most clocks, the chronophage has a face, and the clock face is 
backlit with lights arranged in three concentric rings that display the 
hours, minutes, and seconds. 

Below the clock is an appropriately cautionary inscription taken 
from 1 John 2 verse 17: “The world and its desires pass away”. 

Unlike many clocks, in this one the pendulum hesitates, stops and 
gets hung up from time to time, and the lights sometimes lag or race. 
According to Taylor, this erratic motion reflects life's many bumps and 
uncertainties. 

Taylor deliberately intended his chronophage to be “terrifying”.  
The point of it is to remind us of the inevitable passing of time.  

Says Taylor: “I view time as not on your side. He'll eat up every 
minute of your life, and, as soon as one has gone, he's salivating for the 
next." 

Is anyone here from Oxford, or, as those of us who were at 
Cambridge call it: “The Other Place”? If so, I should mention here that 
Oxford has its own strong connections to time and its weight, measure 
and passage. For an outlay of a couple hundred dollars you can procure a 
copy of The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Time, edited by Craig 
Callender.  (Isn’t it marvelous that his name is Callender?) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Time_(magazine)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grasshopper_escapement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rotational_motion
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concentric_circles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hour
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minute
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pendulum
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The Handbook has five parts. Part 1 is about the metaphysics of 
time. Part 2 is about the direction of time. Part 3 focuses on our 
experience of time. Part 4 is about time in classical physics and 
relativistic physics. Part 5 is about time and quantum mechanics. 

One of the conundrums addressed by Callender in this useful book 
is this: It feels as though time flows. Our experience is that the present 
moment is constantly being updated and that time is rushing onward – 
unless of course we are under the dentist drill or someone is telling you 
all about a dream from the night before. We are, all of us, caught up in a 
convincing illusion that the future is open until it becomes present and 
that the past is past and so fixed or closed off from us. This belief is built 
into all of our language, thoughts and behaviours. We look back. We 
plan ahead.   

However, as any expert on time will tell you, in this we are 
mistaken. Physics lacks what Callender calls the “You Are Here” 
symbol that we always look for so avidly in malls and transit stations. 
The present moment does not exist, and so neither does the flow of time. 
Albert Einstein suggested – and his suggestions are I think more 
persuasive than most – that not only that there is no single special 
present moment but also that all moments are equally real.  

There are those who fight this ultimate equality of all things time-
related. North Korea, for example, perhaps inspired by Canada’s own 
Newfoundland, which marks time with a half-hour gap from the next 
closest western time zone, recently decided to establish its own time 
zone by ordering that all clocks be turned back by a half hour. North 
Korea also counts its years from 1912, by the way – the birth year of its 
eternal president, Kim Il Sung.  This experiment may or may not work 
out. After the revolution, France tried to introduce a ten-hour clock with 
each hour rationally divided into 100 minutes, and each minute into 100 
seconds. There was also a new calendar of 12 months divided into 3 10-
day weeks. The tenth day replaced Sunday as a non-denominational day 
of rest. 
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It was a heady and egalitarian time.  French mathematicians 
decided how time would be divided and then the poets were asked to 
come up with names for the days, choosing the names of plants, 
domestic animals and tools; and for the months, which were named to 
rhyme three by three, according to the seasons. (Today would be 25 
Fructidor of the year 223.) 

Any clock and calendar makers who adopted this system went 
broke because the recalibration was not a success. 

In case you haven’t picked up on it, my theme tonight is time.  
What more appropriate topic is there for those of us in this room, almost 
all of us, who measure and sell time so assiduously?  You are 
professionals, experts in your fields, and you all are as conscious and 
conscientious about time as Swiss watchmakers. 

While there are stories, perhaps apocryphal, about lawyers who 
were able to bill more than 24 hours in a single day because they hopped 
on a plane crossing time zones, kept poor records or, more 
reprehensibly, cooked the books, most of us use or have used the billable 
hour, divided, a la francaise, into tenths, in order to make our living.  
For you to be profitable to your firm, you must make enough money 
from your billable hours, which are generally a pitiful fraction of your 
actual hours, to cover your salary and your overhead, and also to 
generate revenue for the firm. It’s not a complicated equation – the more 
hours you bill, the more revenue for the firm, and, generally speaking, 
all other things being equal, the fonder they become of you. So we 
diligently track those slippery tenths of an hour and amass them day 
over week over month over year over the decades of our, fortunately 
interesting careers.   

Tracking time may be compared to democracy in being a badly 
flawed system – we all know the faults and tyrannies of recording 
billable hours – but, again like democracy, all others systems seem to be 
worse.  

Alternate measures are often proposed. It has been suggested that 
clients should be billed instead according to a lawyer’s expertise level, 
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or his or her judgment, or by the worth of the solution provided, or the 
monetary or intrinsic value to the client, or even according to the degree 
of peace of mind that we are able to provide.  It is a constant irony that 
process and content – which yield the most billable hours – are not as 
valuable to our clients as is our wisest advocacy– which tends to 
generate far, far fewer hours.  

When you tell a client “Frankly, you don’t have a case,” you may 
save the client tens of thousands of dollars, but what do you have to 
show for it?  That flash of brilliant insight you had the other day in the 
shower, the one that saved the deal or won the case, might generate a 
tenth of a tenth of an hour on your account. Even adding in the cost of 
shampoo and hot water, that kind of bill will not keep the landlord at bay 
or keep your support staff’s children in nappies and braces. 

Brilliant insights, expertise, wisdom, solutions, value, and peace of 
mind don’t lend themselves readily to measurement.  We talk about the 
Wisdom of Solomon but who among us has ever tried to measure it?  
Instead we live immersed in finely calibrated time, risking as we do so 
the admonition from the smell-the-roses crowd that when you are 
measuring your hours you are not living them. Time is already what 
robots are predicted to become, we are warned, a thing we ourselves 
invented that subsequently has or will come to govern us. A kind of 
tyranny. We are at risk of falling prey to what is after all our own 
creation. 

The earliest clock was of course the sun, and its first extension, the 
gnomon, the part of a sundial that casts a shadow, and tally sticks were 
used in antiquity to mark the passage of days, but the first automated 
measurers of time were water clocks, which tracked the passage of time 
through a regulated flow of water. These were used not so much to know 
the time of day as to regulate the length of a permitted activity such as 
drawing water from a communal well. One kind of water clock is made 
by placing a small bowl with a hole in it inside a larger bowl of water. 
The water seeps up and, when the smaller bowl becomes full of water, it 
sinks into the larger one, marking the end of the time allowed.  For 
longer tasks, one could make record of the number of times the bowl has 
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been swamped by placing stones into another vessel and then counting 
them up. Another type of water clock tracks is made by allowing water 
to drip out of a small, punctured vessel into another receiving vessel. 

Candle clocks and hourglasses filled with sand were also used until 
the creation of the first mechanical clocks and these led to a long line of 
invention – gears, weights, pendulums, quartz oscillators, and up to 
atomic clocks that use atomic transitions to measure time very precisely. 
The first atomic clock was built in 1949 at the U.S. National Bureau of 
Standards and the first accurate atomic clock was built in 1955 at the 
National Physical Laboratory in the UK. 

This brings us to around to about the late 50s, a time when my 
mother, the writer Carol Shields, who went on to earn an Orange Prize, a 
Pulitzer and many other awards, graduated from Hanover College, a 
small liberal arts university in Indiana. She was a promising writer even 
as a young woman, and had, as it happens, earned her college’s top 
writing prize. However, she did not receive it.  

Instead, she was asked if she would mind if the committee gave it 
not to her, but to the young male student who had come in second.  He 
would, after all, have to earn his living, and the prize would help him to 
do so. My mother, aged 22, agreed.  She was about to be married, and 
she knew she would have children – she went on to have five inside the 
next ten years – and what use would a writing prize be to her as a young 
wife and mother, or so she thought. Time was not on her side in that 
instance. Such things were more common then.   

Time was, by chance, the theme of the graduation address that was 
given when she graduated from Hanover College in 1957.   

The address was delivered by a popular math professor.  What he 
said to his young and avid audience on that bright June day was this:  

Tempus Fugit.  Time flies.   
As my mother remembered it years later, he told them that, unless 

the graduands before him seized the moment – in fact seized every 
moment – their lives would get away from them.  Their days and years 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Bureau_of_Standards
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Bureau_of_Standards
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Physical_Laboratory,_UK
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would be eroded, erased, wasted. Thrown away through carelessness ... 
lost. 

As a result, in the years that immediately followed, my mother 
said: 

… years in which I might be changing diapers, washing floors, 
driving children here and there, sewing, shopping, cooking meals, 
writing thank you notes, weeding the garden, reading a little poetry 
on the sly ... those words would occasionally come back to me:  
“Tempus Fugit.”  

But then her life changed. Slowly, at first, but significantly. The 
BBC – we lived for a few years in the early 60s in Manchester where my 
father was doing post-doc work – accepted a few of the stories that she 
wrote in moments she squeezed somehow from her busy days raising her 
family.  Back in Canada, starting in the mid-60s, she wrote and 
published poems and, in 1976, when her youngest child was 8 and she 
was 42, published her first novel, Small Ceremonies. She went on to 
publish a number of collections of poetry and short stories, as well as 
more novels, plays and non-fiction, and she won many recognitions and 
prizes among them the Arthur Ellis Award for Best Canadian Mystery (a 
wonderful dangling wooden statuette of a hanged man), the Governor 
General of Canada Literary Award, the Orange Prize and, in 1995, the 
Pulitzer.  

How did she find time, she was often asked.   

Everyone asks me this [she told NPR].  … But I didn't have a job. I 
didn't write until [the children] went to school, and I didn't write on 
weekends and I didn't write in the evening. None of this was 
possible. But I used to try to get that hour just before they came 
home for lunch, 11 to 12. You know, got all those socks picked up, 
etc. and then I tried to write a couple of pages. That was all I ever 
asked myself to do. Then sometimes, in the afternoon, before they 
came home from school, I would get back to those two pages, and 
maybe have a chance to do them over again. But I really only had 
about an hour or an hour and a half a day. This was how I 
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organized my time, that I would give myself one or two pages a 
day, and if I didn't get to my two pages, I would get into bed at 
night with one of those thick yellow tablets of lined paper, and I 
would do two quick pages and then turn off the light. I did this for 
nine months, and at the end of nine months, I had a novel. I could 
see how it could be done in little units. I thought of it like boxcars. 
I had nine boxcars, and each chapter had a title starting with 
September, and then October, November, December, so it was a 
very easy structure for someone writing a first novel to follow. 
What I take from this is that art of finding time to achieve 

something meaningful, is this – find any time that you might happen to 
be able to muster, and structure your task so that it fits into that time in a 
way that allow you to get done what you want to achieve.  Years later, I 
wrote my own first two novels on a laptop at hockey rinks. That was the 
time available to me.  

There may not be a perfect time, and there may not be much of it 
as you’d like, but if we can find some bits of it, and organize it in some 
way that makes sense, then we may be able to turn those scraps and 
moments into something enduring. The days cannot be stretched, but 
they can be shaped. 

In part from my mother’s experience, in part from my own, and in 
part from reading, and from observing other busy and successful people, 
particularly creative people, I have seen over and over that the nature of 
time requires that we consciously shape our goals and that we take up 
the things that are most important to us, our friends, our work, our 
families, our art, and fold them like origami into the time we have in life, 
or alternatively, shape the time we have to those important tasks. 

It helps if we start by reframing to change our perspective of work 
as overwhelming, and time as severely limited. 

If we come from mindset of scarcity, life will feel scant. When we 
come from a perspective of plenty, we experience life as abundant. Time 
is like this too. We should treat it as precious and profuse, not precious 
and inadequate.  The reframing has to do with changing challenges – 
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such as where to find time – into advantages – such as how will I make 
the best use of the time that is demonstrably available to me? 

Each hour, each second, each day, week, month and year of our 
existence is, after all, a miracle. And each, as that math professor said, is 
to be seized. But they are not in fact fleeting or sparse, not if we treat 
them as expansive and abundant and as generously given to us to spend 
as we choose.  

It helps, as I mentioned, to think of time in a structured way. One 
way is as my mother did for her novel, as boxcars.  Haven’t you ever 
been stuck at a railway track while a train went by, seemingly endless, 
boxcar after freight car after tanker car, the caboose never quite coming 
into sight? Who has not had that experience?  Our time is like this. This 
instant connects to an almost endless chain past and future.  The days are 
expansive.  The train is long. The caboose is still a ways away.  There is 
time to do what we want to do if we understand this. 

My mother came to this realization too.  
In a commencement address that my mother gave to a graduating 

class at the University of British Columbia in 1996, she reflected on the 
anxiety that had been planted by that math professor’s advice.  

Time was hurrying by [she said]. Brushing past me. I could almost 
hear the flapping of the winged chariot. My little life was left 
behind in the dust. I was standing still or so I thought. The words 
“Tempus Fugit” whenever I paused to recollect my graduation day 
spooked me, scared me. I was persuaded that I had failed, because 
I was not filling everyday with accomplishment. I was not pushing 
forward and making the most of my allotted time on earth. 
But by that year, likely much earlier, she had come to an important 

insight. Time was precious but it was not fleeting. She had raised a large 
family. She had published dozens of books. She had travelled.  She had 
read. She had sustained a long marriage and empowering, delight-filled 
friendships.  She had talked and laughed and shared ideas with 
thousands of people. She had written letters, scrubbed floors, dried tears, 
wrapped and unwrapped presents, picked flowers, baked pies, argued, 
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danced, slept, wept – experienced that full range of what life has to 
offer. Her conclusion? 

Tempus does not Fugit. 
Here’s what she told the students that day in 1996: 
Time is not cruel. Given the good luck of a long healthy life, as 
most of us have, we have plenty. Plenty of time. We have time to 
try our new selves. Time to experiment. Time to dream and drift. 
Time even to waste. Fallow time. Shallow time. 
We'll have good years and bad years. And we can afford both. 
Every hour will not be filled with meaning and accomplishment as 
the world measures such things but there will be compensating 
hours so rich, so full, so humanly satisfying that we will become 
partners with time and not victims of it. 
Most of us end up seeing our lives not as an ascending line of 
achievement but as a series of highly interesting chapters.  
We might not have the good luck of a long healthy life. My mother 

didn’t. She died on a beautiful summer day twelve years ago, a few days 
after her 68th birthday, of breast cancer.   Some of us won’t make it that 
far. Some of us will see the other side of a hundred – so save your 
pennies just in case; they might have to last you a long time.   

All of us can and should live in time fully but without the anxiety 
of it running out on us.  We created time.  It exists as a flow, as the 
physicists tell us, to the extent it does exist, only because we serve as a 
point of reference.  In that case, there is no reason for us to be its 
victims. I like my mother’s formulation very much – we should instead 
assume our rightful role as partners of time.  We measure, slice, dice, 
sell, count up, monetize and commodify time, but in doing so we are 
conscious actors, making decisions about how it should be used and 
spent. 

By chance, I recently finished reading Helen MacDonald’s 
remarkable book set in and around Cambridge, England, called H is For 
Hawk. 
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This non-fiction book tells of the difficult, painstaking 
conditioning of a hawk by MacDonald, who has suffered a near collapse 
after the death of her beloved father, a photojournalist.  

In falconry, or its hawk equivalent, austringery, neither owner nor 
bird is a victim or master of the other. They become partners. You have 
seen this image – falconer or austringer holding a falcon or hawk on a 
gloved hand joined by a creance -  the long light cord used to tether a 
flying hawk or falcon during training  – and you see and understand 
from this image how they work together, toward death – because the 
falcon or hawk are birds of prey after all. 

I see time in that way, that same linked partnership, the bird on our 
arm ready for flight, toward death, yes, but while we are in this 
partnership fully alive and calling on each other to live fully in time, 
intelligently, fiercely – timelessly. 

If we, who measure our minutes and hours so finely, and treat them 
as – hold them out to be – immensely valuable, can’t live like that, then 
who can? 

Thank you. 
 

# # # 


