
Forgetting to Remember/Remembering to Forget: how do we fashion our 
narrative? 

In my first essay  about how the passage of time can be recorded in a work of art, I 
concluded that a key concern was the shift from one moment to another, and depicting 
what is and is not present at each moment.  

My current work has shifted to a focus on the self that experiences those moments and how 
I know who I am. I am working with a small collection of family photographs to investigate 
the connection between my self as a child and as an adult. This work quickly revealed 
differences, particularly gaps of ‘not knowing’, between my mental narrative and the 
narrative in the photos. What is and is not present in that narrative is a fundamental 
question. 

It is common for artists to talk about working with memory or specific memories, but it 
seems less common to consider forgetting or forgetfulness as an equally important 
mechanism in constructing a narrative, whether of the self, a community or something 
broader. 

In this essay, I want to consider: 

how investigative methods developed for history or archaeology could apply to works of art 

for example 
• Foucault’s idea of archaeology as ‘the science of the archive’ where the archive is all 

the material available about a subject at a period and archaeology is how you 
understand the relationships between elements 

• Lynch’s ideas about childhood as a dramatic recital and the importance of patterns 
in the organisation of long-term memory 

• Lucas on the value of forgetfulness and remembering as ‘forgetting that we forgot’ 

the meaning of focussing on photographs relating to or of myself 

A key idea here is from Stewart (1993) p125: ‘Since we know our body only in parts, the 
image is what constitutes the self for us; it is what constitutes our subjectivity…Because it 
is invisible, the face becomes gigantic with meaning and significance.’ Photographs can be 
significant as souvenirs  - preserving the image of an instant - though as Lippard suggests 
they never represent what you really want to know. Which circles back to the idea of 
selecting. 

I propose to look at how these ideas can help to clarify a number of works which seem to 
me to deal with things we want to forget and to use artistic strategies relevant to my 
current work. The ones I am considering are: 

Marcus Harvey Myra 1995: a controversial piece which highlights how critical 
forgetting/memorialisation are for a community. The use of one repeated element to 
build up the image relates to my interests in pixelation. 

Adrian Piper The ‘Everything’ Series 2003: using what look like unremarkable ‘snaps’ 
but with parts of the image removed, creating a gap in the narrative 



Julie Mehretu Mogamma Part 3 2012: one of a series of large scale drawings made just 
after and about the Arab Spring, in which ‘architecture and geographical space, 
particularly within urban centres, become sites for political and mythological 
projection’.  

D-L Alvarez work from the Beausoleil series eg Walk 2004 and \\\ 2004: black and 
white pixelated drawing, made digitally. They look like unremarkable scenes but are 
dealing with the Manson murders in LA in 1969. 
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