
FORGETTING TO REMEMBER/REMEMBERING TO FORGET: WHAT IS THE ROLE 
OF MEMORY IN SHAPING A NARRATIVE? 

Su Bonfanti 
 MA Drawing 

 Unit 2, December 2016 

If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing 
the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on 

the other side of silence. 
                     

                  George Eliot Middlemarch 

Introduction 

I want to consider the importance of forgetting not as a failure of memory but as part of a process 
of creation and the essential counterpart to remembering.  

Heidegger (1962, pp388-9) proposed that: ‘Just as expecting is possible only on the basis of 
awaiting, remembering is possible only on that of forgetting, and not vice versa’.  George Eliot 
expressed that same idea more lyrically: we cannot be aware of, that is remember, everything or we 
should go mad. We create our world by selection in order to live. 

In my first essay about the way the passage of time can be recorded in works of art, I concluded 
that my concern was really depicting what is and is not present at each moment. My current work 
is focussing on the self that experiences those moments. 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 revealed differences, gaps of ‘not knowing’ or ‘not remembering’, between my mental 
narrative and the narrative in the photos. What is and is not present in each of those narratives is a 
fundamental concern. 

It is common for artists to talk about working with memory or memories, but it seems less common 
to consider forgetting as an equally important mechanism in constructing any kind of narrative. 

What is memory? 

The ordinary use of the word ‘memory’ covers a whole variety of mental processes for retaining 
information and reconstructing past experiences, as well as different types of ‘things remembered’:  
how to type, that the rubbish is collected on Tuesdays and what happened when my father died in 
1997. 

One of the most common metaphors for memory is the ‘storehouse’ in which each memory is given 
a unique place from which it can then be retrieved. This model can be traced back at least to the 4th 
century BC and underpinned the ancient Ars memoriae (the Art of Memory), a repertoire of 
techniques intended to ‘organise memory impressions and improve recall’ (‘Art of Memory’, 2016). 
A more modern version would be the ‘filing cabinet’, in which each memory is stored like a piece of 
paper in its own location; remembering is then like finding the object in the storehouse or the file 
in the cabinet . And forgetting is either a failure to have stored the file in the first place; a failure to 1

have stored it correctly, so some information is missing or erroneous; or a failure to look in the 
right place to retrieve it. On this understanding, forgetting is always a failure of some kind. 

 This is a simplified lay version of a kind of Realism theory of memory, either Representative or Direct - see 1

Sutton (2016) Section 2: Memory and Representation.
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But the current philosophical, psychological  and neurological consensus is that memory does not 
work like this. The prevailing view is that memory is constructive (Sutton, 2016, Section 3). That is, 
we are constantly reorganising our memories; they are not static files, like those in our computers. 
Remembering is a process of reconstruction. What we remember depends on two things: 

• the original experience, emotion or fact, and how we stored it at the time, which determine 
the cues that can trigger retrieval; and 

• our current cognitive state. 

Each time we remember, we modify our neural network  and that affects how and what we 2

remember next time. The past affects the present and the present affects memory, so ‘each memory 
is many memories’ (Sutton, 2016, section 3.3).  When we remember, we may in fact be recalling the 
previous rememberings (All in The Mind, 2016) . 3

On this understanding, forgetting may simply be the outcome of the process of reconstruction at a 
particular time. What we stored, the way we stored it and the cues we are experiencing may not 
work together to reconstruct a memory at this moment. It is not a failure for all time. Freud (2002, 
p7) asserted that ‘… in mental life, nothing that has once taken shape can be lost, that everything is 
somehow preserved and can be retrieved under the right circumstances…’  but not, by implication, 4

under the wrong circumstances. 

Hearing the choreographer and dancer, Siobhan Davies, talk about being able to remember only a 
single movement from a piece she created in 1977, crystallised another idea that I think is helpful in 
considering being unable to remember everything: a memory is still a memory, however brief or 
truncated, and even if you know there was more (Davies, 2014). 

Remembering out of forgetting 

Writing about how archaeologists try to ‘remember the past’, Lucas suggests that ‘The past is not 
perhaps so much about remembrance as about forgetfulness.’ (Lucas, 1997, p8) He seems to be 
using ‘forgetfulness’ not as a single moment of failing to remember something but as a state of 
‘continuing not to remember’. This would then be the usual state of affairs in which, for an 
archaeologist or historian, the moment of discovery produces a sense of the lost past which they 
then want to remember. I recognise this as my response to seeing family photographs: I existed in a 
state of ‘not remembering’ until I saw an image which stimulated a desire to situate this new 
information in the story of my life. On this understanding, forgetting and a state of forgetfulness is 
the norm, with remembering as an occasional interruption . 5

Linton (1982, cited in Lowenthal, 1999, p xi) explains that ‘we are unaware of how many things we 
forget, precisely because we have forgotten them.’ But Lucas also suggests that the use of 
mnemonics - by which he means classification systems, including an existing narrative or existing 
knowledge - is what ‘engenders the sense of a remembrance of something which has been 
forgotten’ (Lucas, 1997, p9). Thus the way something fits into an existing narrative or system 
conveys the feeling that it has found its place or come home. So for me a memory evoked by a 
photograph fits into a pre-existing schema of my own life. 

 It is interesting that the metaphors, images and vocabulary used are related to dominant features of 2

material culture and communication: the storehouse in a largely illiterate society; the filing cabinet full of 
paper in a literate society; and the network in a digital society.

 De Certeau (1984, p86) argues that ’… memory derives its interventionary force from its very capacity to be 3

altered - unmoored, mobile, lacking any fixed position.’ and goes so far as to suggest (1984, p87) that 
‘Memory is in decay when it is no longer capable of this alteration.’  

 Though he was thinking of psychoanalytical regression as the process for retrieval.4

 There is an interesting parallel in Jewish theological thought: Livingstone (2016) explains that in the Torah, 5

the verb remember is (with one exception) always in the present tense: ’Memory is always in the present.’ 
That is to say that memory brings an experience out of the stream of forgetfulness, the waters of Lethe, which 
otherwise surround us, in order to get us to focus on its meaning for the present and future.
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Family photographs 

Photographs can be significant as souvenirs  - preserving the image of an instant (Stewart, 1993, 
p138). Stewart defines the souvenir as ‘always incomplete’ (1993, p136), necessarily so, because it is 
intended as ‘the point of origin for narrative’ personal to the possessor. Thus my failure to 
remember moments captured in childhood photographs can be seen as creating space for my 
narrative. 

While Lippard (1997, p54) sees photographs as the equivalent of a local history, allowing us to 
retrace our steps and ‘notice things we missed when or if we were ‘there’’, she also suggests that 
they are  ‘simultaneously tantalizing and unsatisfying’ with their ‘… consistent failure to represent 
what I really want to see and know about the past’ (1997, p56). This highlights again the critical 
role of selection in determining which stories are told in photographs and which are not, and 
crucially what cues they offer for remembering. 

Forgetting to remember 

I propose to look at how these ideas can help in exploring some works which seem to me to deal 
with how we forget, the things we want to forget or the things we can’t forget. 

I start with this drawing by Julie Mehretu 
Mogamma: A Portrait in Four Parts - Part 3 
2012 because it seems to me to be a visual 
representation of the constructivist idea of 
memory, and of what it means to remember, and 
hence also to forget. 

It is one of a series of large scale drawings made 
just after and about the Arab Spring, using 
‘architecture and geographical space, particularly 
within urban centres’ (de Zegher, 2007, p17). 
Mehretu merges ‘the modernist grid with 
perspective’, but not Renaissance single point 
perspective, rather ‘a multiplicity of fractured and 
distorted viewpoints’.  

It is this that makes me think of the selectivity of 
memory and the combining of memories and 
impressions, apparently separate, through some 
connection apparent to the rememberer. For 
layered in this drawing are images of other public 
buildings and squares associated with public 
unrest, including Addis Ababa’s Meskel Square - a 
reference back to Mehretu’s own history - and New 
York’s Zuccotti Park – the site of the ‘Occupy’ 
protests in 2012. Mehretu herself (2013, np) said 

that her drawings ‘call up various historical episodes, geographical contexts and scenes of past 
revolutions and uprisings, but the relationship they propose between the elements remains 
unstable and uncertain.’  

This instability could be read as a visualisation of the way each episode of recall changes the neural 
networks and the relationships between potentially linked episodes. Foucault suggested (1967, 
p22) that:  

‘We are in the epoch of simultaneity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near 
and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are at a moment, I believe, when our 
experience of the world is less that of a long life developing through time than that of a network 
that connects points and intersects with its own skein.’ 

Mehretu, I would argue, offers us just such a view of juxtaposed experiences, connecting points in 
time and space, like a network of memories.  
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Freud used the analogy of the physical history of 
Rome when talking about the way the past is 
retained in the mind: in the city traces survive, 
under and over those of other epochs, but they can 
never survive perfectly together on the same site.  

He argues that in the mind, by contrast, fragments 
or whole images from different periods can survive 
in the same psychic space of memory (2002, 
pp8-10). I think that this is what Mehretu’s 
working method - trapping layers of drawing in 
translucent acrylic, as shown in this detail 
photograph from Mogamma Part 3 - allows: 
buildings from different times and places survive 
together in the same space, as they do in memory. 

This is even clearer in the drawing below, Grey Area: Berliner Plätze 2009, which uses 
images of 19th century buildings destroyed in WW2. 

Mehretu said that she ‘was interested in a vision of the city at a moment before that erasure took 
place in the city which is still very evident’ (Russeth 2010). Dillon (2009, p49-50) suggests that the 
artist is aware ‘of the extent to which … accretion … is its own form of erasure’ but that erasure is ‘a 
kind of restoration: of openness, contingency and potential…’ I suggest that it this erasure which is 
key to the understanding of the process of history. This drawing may be created by erasure, but as 
Allen points out (2007, p51) ‘history is still not entirely rubbed out. Rather it is reinscribed. Erasure 
operates not as a destructive but as a generative force.’  Erasure or forgetting creates space for 
something new. 
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The next work, Myra 1995, by Marcus Harvey provides some insight into how difficult 
forgetting may be. The piece was very controversial when it was shown in the 1997 exhibition 
Sensation at The Royal Academy. The use of the image of Myra Hindley was criticised as 
deliberately sensationalising and exploitative. Reviving the memory of the crimes was seen as 
insensitive towards the bereaved parents.  

The image Harvey used was a police ‘mugshot’ taken at the time of her arrest. Molyneux (1998) 
suggests that its power was created not by this work but by the media’s repeated use of the photo 
including its republication at the time of the controversy. Much of the controversy was, therefore, 
about making art from the image.  Campbell goes so far as to argue that the painting is itself merely 
another republishing of the mugshot, reinforcing the narrative of the ‘unnatural monstrous woman’ 
(2011, p7) .   6

Alongside these understandable reactions, I want to propose that the image pinpoints a problem of 
collective forgetting . If ‘this must never happen again’, we must not be allowed to forget. But ‘not 7

forgetting’ will require remembering, setting up a tension between this need to remember and the 
desire to forget the acts of ‘a monster’, someone not like us . 8

The repeated use of the portrait of Hindley fixed forever in 1965 meant that the image had long 
ceased to relate to the actual individual, but became literally an icon (Walker, 1998). It could be 
seen as ‘photograph as souvenir’ - something to be kept with the intention of remembering it from 
time to time, in this case as a warning against its repetition (Campbell, 2011).  Rowlands suggests 

 She goes on to argue that Harvey’s claim that he wanted to focus on Hindley as ‘an individual who was not a 6

monster but did a monstrous thing’ is undermined by the painting itself: its scale, the use of children’s 
handprints and the straightening of the image making the face seem more challenging.

 Although the deepest trauma was that of the parents, I would argue that the crime represented also a 7

nationwide trauma. See for instance Cummins, Foley and King (2016) who argue that collective fear of crime, 
in this case the loss of children, leads to a need to protect ourselves from those who make us feel vulnerable.

 Lowenthal (1999 p.xi) discussing the 17th century concept of ‘remedial oblivion’ reminds us of the close 8

etymological link between amnesia/forgetting, and amnesty/forgiving. In forgetting, we may be granting 
ourselves amnesty from the need to remember.
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that war memorials are similarly intended to lead people back into the traumatic situation, to evoke 
anxiety about avoiding a future repetition and ‘to reassert mastery over the situation’ (1999, p133). 

Seen in this light, Harvey’s painting of an icon, not an individual, could be described as acting as 
the site of a collective attempt once again to deal with the tension of ‘not forgetting but not wanting 
to remember’. In Rowlands’ terms, we master the situation by focussing the pain of the crime and 
the revulsion it caused on that icon as a kind of scapegoat-memorial. Repeated viewing strengthens 
the neural networks, reinforcing the association between the image and the emotion it evokes (All 
in the Mind, 2016). This cannot be undone, whatever the intention of the artist. 

Forgetting is also a problem if the thing-to-be-forgotten is all too easy to remember. Adrian 
Piper’s The ‘Everything’ Series 2003 uses what look like generic, unremarkable ‘snaps’ but 
with parts of the image removed, creating a gap in image and the narrative. Three of the series are 
shown below. 

The Aristotelian concept of memory is an imprint of something we experience. An object standing 
as an external representation of that memory, like a gravestone, can prolong it beyond what exists 
in our heads. A photograph would be ‘the most complete fulfilment of Aristotle’s theory’ because of 
its (supposedly) permanent presence (Forty, 1999, p2). One problem with this theory is that the 
destruction of the object means it does not hold the memories any more: it becomes like a physical 
version of forgetting. So an Aristotelian reading of these photographs would suggest that removing 
the faces in the photographs removes or is intended to remove their presence in our memories. 

The fact that it is only the faces that have been abraded is important.  Stewart (1993, p125) 
proposes that: ‘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.’ It seems scarcely necessary to add that ‘Everything will be taken away’: 
everything important - the faces, the very selves - already has been.  
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However, an alternative reading based on the Freudian theory of mental processes, would suggest 
that removing the faces of the people in the photographs may not conceal them. Freud held that 
forgetting was always a form of repression (Furnham, 2015). Removing the faces might be seen as 
an attempt at repression - intentional and directed at the most significant and personal body part - 
in this case by an outside party.  But Freud also held, in line with the currently-dominant 
constructivist view of memory, that ‘everything is somehow preserved’ (Freud, 2002, p7). Even if 
we cannot reconstruct the specifics of the faces in the photographs, we know that they had faces 
with features and that each of them was an individual. Their personhood ‘is somehow preserved’. 
We cannot be made to forget that fact. The memory cues provided here by the photograph are too 
strong. 

The last works I want to discuss are by D-L Alvarez  from the Beausoleil series: on the left 
Walk 2004 and on the right \\\ 2004. They are both black and white pixelated drawing, made by 
hand. They look like unremarkable scenes but are dealing with the Manson murders in LA in 1969. 

Critical opinion see these drawings as being about ‘the construction of personal memory and 
collective history through an investigation of visual perception, media and the relationship between 
them’ and about ‘nostalgia and the loss of utopian ideals’ as the 1960s drew to a close (Kantor, 
2005). I want to consider two other aspects of them: the use of images related to trauma and the 
use of pixelation. 

The old man in Walk is George Spahn, owner of the ranch where Charles Manson and his followers 
lived when they planned the murders (‘George Spahn’, 2016). The girl in /// is Ruth Ann 
Moorehouse, one of the young women in the Manson family, though not one of those charged with 
murder (‘Manson Family’, 2016). In contrast to the Marcus Harvey work, both images are generic 
and neither uses an iconic source. Thus they are available not so much as a site of outrage or 
remembrance, but more, in Stewart’s words, ‘to [preserve] the image of an instant’ and to become 
‘the point of origin for narrative’ (1993, p136-8).  

What that narrative might be is open. Alvarez has written that his work “often spotlights that 
moment ‘just before the storm breaks’” (cited in Kantor, 2005). These pictures of people associated 
with notorious murders just before they take place ‘highlight the moment when the nation’s 
innocence turns to tragedy’ (Sale and Betti, 2008, p248). It has been suggested that their form - 

Page !  of !7 11



photographs rendered by hand in grids - is a kind of nostalgia for the handmade object and its 
power, against the ‘failed promise’ of abstraction, the grid, the computer pixel (Kantor, 2005).  

I am more interested in the view proposed by Sale and Betti (2008, p248) that ‘the grid format 
conveys the idea of breakup; the nostalgia itself is caught in the act of disappearing.’ Thus, in 
contrast to the Piper works, the memory cues in the images are deliberately made ambiguous. The 
images are dissolved by pixelation, which disturbs the viewer’s recognition, making the specifics 
uncertain. 

Conclusion 

And this is a key insight for me: the feeling of ‘not remembering’, provoked by realising that the 
narrative in my childhood photographs is not the narrative in my memory, is not a failure. It can be 
an opportunity for exploration and for (re)construction.  

The question I started with - how have I arrived at my adult self from the childhood self I 
remember -  cannot be answered with reference only to memory. Thinking about the continuity of 
the self - the recognition that I am me from moment to moment - takes me both back to the idea of 
the flow of time, and forward to looking further at the evidence of past experiences in my present 
life. My drawings and photographs can be a way of making connections that memory alone cannot. 
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