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Introduction

Maria Alina Asavei and Kateřina Králová

‘Memory is a shelter from the void, a place where we can hide from the uncertainty of the present by reconstructing the familiar past’, writes Georgi Gospodinov in his novel Time Shelter (2020). Gospodinov’s depiction underscores the fluidity of memory – how it can be moulded, adjusted and revived to protect us from the anxieties of the present, but also fades over time, losing clarity and significance as it becomes distant and fragmented, both because of time passing and the physiological causes many people face in our times. Memory is not static; it shifts to accommodate our needs, giving us comfort, identity and discomfort, demonstrating its adaptability and ongoing reformation. Gospodinov’s narrative poignantly captures the fluid nature of memory, showing how it can be adapted, reimagined and even commodified to suit different contexts and purposes. This volume builds on similar ideas, exploring how memories evolve, adapt and transform across temporal and spatial dimensions, and how societies actively construct meanings around these recollections.

Memory is a powerful force that shapes the identity of societies, cultures and communities. It is the tapestry of shared experiences, narratives and symbols that define how a group remembers its past. However, contrary to the notion of memory as a static repository of facts, collective memory is inherently fluid. It is continuously shaped and reshaped by the forces of time, place and meaning-making processes. This volume explores how memories evolve, adapt and transform across temporal and spatial dimensions, and how societies actively construct meanings around these recollections. Memory, enacted across different media, is constructed, reconstructed, negotiated and often questioned to serve various ends. Collective memories of heroism, for example, can change over time – someone celebrated as a ‘hero of the nation’ in one context may later be seen as a villain, an ‘impure hero’ (Mihai 2022), or even a banal character of history by different mnemonic communities inhabiting the same or different spatial-temporal dimensions. These shifts occur as mnemonic communities reinterpret and reshape collective narratives across spatial and temporal dimensions. The processes of rediscovery and re-enactment highlight how certain events and objects, once forgotten, can be brought back into collective consciousness, sparking renewed interest in the material and immaterial traces they leave behind. How can we understand and analyse the shift from the seeming forgetfulness of certain past events and objects to the current process of rediscovery, re-enactment or the so-called ‘resuscitation’ of the interest in what is left as material and immaterial memory traces?

Similarly, objects belonging to the material culture of urban life are remembered differently over distinctive periods and by different categories of mnemonic actors, as well as to different ends. Although perceptually indistinguishable and aesthetically equally pleasing, certain objects occasion in viewers different, complementary or even contradictory memories about the individual past (e.g. autobiographical memory) or the community and nation’s history. While nostalgia (as a form of emotional recalling of the past) is regarded as one possible approach to history, the meaning of nostalgic enactments as cultural-political practices is ‘created through their re-enactment, which plays a significant role in shaping social memory’ (Golinowska 2016, 74). Correspondingly, the meanings of the re-enacted emotions of nostalgic recollections are not fixed, and ‘a deeply grounded feeling of nostalgia does not exclude the fact that nostalgia may also be performed through acts of consumption and become de-politicized’ (Golinowska 2016, 74).

In their collective dimension, memories are not frozen and stable renderings of the past but rather mobile and dependent on a variety of factors, relations and contexts. This volume zooms in on the malleability of collective memory that becomes constantly adjusted, reshaped and co-constituted by unceasing interactions, and epistemic and political frictions instantiated in space and time. Memories are fluid, and their form and content are not stale but constantly adjusted by locations, places, generations, cultures, traditions, politics, epistemic authorities and historical predictabilities/unpredictability. Correspondingly, the contributions in this volume do not address memory in its strictly psychological dimension but explore the mnemonic materializations and meanings as shifting within different cultural and social settings, objects and becoming(s) to illuminate the non-fixity of ‘working through the past’(Adorno 1998). Although the focus is not on the psychological dynamics of memory, it must be noted that memory’s malleability is also a research topic in the field of psychology along with ‘its role in shaping collective memory and social identity’ (Brown, Kouri and Hirst 2012, 257). Psychologists argue that memory’s elasticity ‘benefits more than just the self – the same attitudes, schemata, and social and physical environments that render an individual’s memory unique can also transform initially disparate memories into shared recollections’ (Brown,Kouri and Hirst 2012, 257).

Thus, this volume explores memory as a temporal and spatial dimension of meaning-making through an interdisciplinary lens, by bringing to the forefront theories and methodologies from memory studies, continental philosophy, art history, hermeneutics, anthropology, political philosophy/science and cultural anthropology. Memory studies theorists posit that we aim ‘to understand, not just how the past is remembered, but also how its meaning is changed, over-written and challenged’ (Rigney 2018, 254). This volume aims to engage in the exploration of ‘the fluidity’ of memory in a variety of political, cultural and social contexts. Although the contributors focus on various manifestations, performances and cultural materializations of memory over time and in various spaces, the goal is to conceptualize and address in more depth the ‘transient’, the ‘becoming’ and the malleability of memory cultures, including by focusing on the meaning changing, despite a certain ontological stability of the object of memory in our narrated world. Continental philosophers’ stances – e.g. Jean Baudrillard’s – on these matters are as important as memory studies scholars’ engagement with time and space. Thus, as one of the contributors to this volume posits, ‘while Jan Assmann sees a thread joining together inner, social, and cultural memory, then Baudrillard sees only fragmentation. Or, to rephrase, just as modern physics understands that quantum mechanics stands in opposition to how the universe operates, so too does Baudrillard see an opposition between local memory and national-level history’ (Claudia Macey-Dare).

Collective memories are customarily defined as ‘shared representations’ about the past. Yet, it is not clear on which grounds and in virtue of which credentials the ‘shared’ nature of collective memory is influenced by space and time as much as by the political demands of the present and future. As Kansteiner argues, ‘memories are at their most collective when transcending the time and space of the events’ original occurrence. As such take on a powerful life of their own, “unencumbered” by actual individual memory, and become the basis of all collective remembering as disembodied, omnipresent, low-intensity memory’ (Kansteiner 2002, 189).

Transcending the time and space of the events is a feature of collective memory formation that brings together the knowing faculties of recalling and imagination. These two faculties partly overlap and the enacted representations about the past do not follow the linear history paradigm. Imagination permeates both the places and spaces of memory construction and, as continental philosophers argue the archives (regarded as depositaries of memory), are not static and monolithic even if the content of the archive remains the same (letters, diaries, documents, photographs, drawings, stamps and so on). The non-fixity of the archive is for Derrida explained by its performance and openness towards the future (Derrida 1985). By employing the concept of messianicity, the French philosopher envisages the open-endedness of the archive that can always be reinterpreted, reshaped and reconfigured. Derrida is also keen to underline that this openness to the future is coupled with a grand sense of responsibility. The responsibility of what, how and to what ends is remembered changes with time, and yet, we strive to offer more all-encompassing and nuanced pictures of the moral and political obligations underlying the memory work.

The memory clashes (politics of memory) reveal that the cultural materializations of collective memory are hardly, if ever, stable and ‘objective’ representations of the past. As we cannot know the past ‘the way it essentially was’ (Griffin 1993), we are left with the hermeneutical task of deciphering a palimpsest of representations of a past event that, often, we have not experienced first-hand. This volume engages in this hermeneutical task by focusing on the transient elements in collective memory concretion, by revealing the fluid passage of memory from image/text to place and back, as well as the sand of time passing through the hourglass, with the collective and the individual memories – and Grand and Petite Histoire – at opposite ends (Cordonnier et al. 2022). When it comes to the difficult past’s mnemonic practices and content of memorialization, the memory entrepreneurs are expected to consider the imperative to commemorate it by anchoring the memory work in both expressivist (to pay respect to the victims) and consequentialist (to promote good) philosophical accounts of moral and political obligations. In both cases, the commemorative activities (in both form and content) are instrumentally presentist employing a ‘usable past’ (Shafir 2018, 33). Thus, memories are not set-in-stone reflections on the past but selective reconstructions of it. This selectivity principle of what





















Notes

1The constative act of writing history (where ‘constative’ is a term borrowed from Austin’s Speech Acts Theory, 1962) comes to mean here the act of narrating (writing about) a historical event that has already occurred. This act of writing functions as a representation which is not immanent to the act of writing itself, but it is extraneous to it.
2Peter Leithart, ‘Non-fixity of Past’, available online at: https://www.firstthings.com/blogs/leithart/2008/08/nonfixity-of-past.
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