Introduction to Cultural
Analysis Volume 7, Special
Issue: Memory.

Even beginning to speak of memory
is difficult, because what is memo-
ry? If it exists, which it must, then where
is it located? A list of possible answers
includes books, petroglyphs, neurons,
traditions, narratives, architecture, film,
and oak trees. Different disciplines ad-
dress the question of memory different-
ly, from computer science to ethnic stud-
ies. While the functioning of memory is
assuredly rooted in biological phenom-
ena, there is a general agreement across
many disciplines that the experience of
memory involves something more com-
plex than even the intricate network of
brain impulses that sustains it. In this
sense, memory is a multi-tiered process,
something that involves the coming to-
gether of biological, psychological, lin-
guistic, social and cultural elements.
There is a general agreement that
memory involves recalling the past,
whether of one’s own individual expe-
rience, or of a learned (social) memory.
In cognitive science, Tulving’s work on
memory (e.g., 1972, 1983) has proved
seminal at modeling different types of
individual memory, such as the proce-
dural, and episodic. Both types we share
with much of the animal kingdom (see,
e.., Clayton et al 1988, 2007). Human-
ity’s use of complex language, narra-
tives, and (more recently) inscriptions
has pushed our social, learned memory
to a particular complexity and rhetorical
power. Yet when one attempts to trace
the sources of this power, they quickly
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become diffuse. Across cultures there are
broad similarities in the practice and ex-
pression of memory, yet myriad cultural
differences between groups and even
between individuals intimately link
memory practices to cultural contexts.
Similarly, different modes of memory
activities become popular or unpopular
(film, heritage sites, contemporary bal-
lad festivals), yet just as assuredly the
changes are not completely random.

Scholars of folklore have long been
at the forefront of research on the con-
nections between memory and culture.
However antiquated some of their theo-
ries might seem today, the early works
of the antiquarian folklorists, at least as
far back as the Grimms” Deustche Sagen
(1816-18), reflected many concerns with
the collective remembrance of the past
that would not be unfamiliar to con-
temporary scholars of cultural memory.
With the increased emphasis on individ-
uals as the originators and dissemina-
tors of folklore in the twentieth century,
folklorists increasingly sought to inter-
rogate the part played by individual
memory in the maintenance and repro-
duction of traditional culture. (Wesselski
1925; 1931; 1934; Anderson 1923; 1935;
Lord 1960) In recent years, more nu-
anced investigations of the interplay of
social and cultural elements in the lives
of traditional performers (Dégh 1969;
Pentikdinen 1978; Glassie 1982; Holbek
1987) have led some scholars to call for
a reinvigoration of the concept of “col-
lective creation” of traditional materi-
als, including historical remembrances,
rejected outright by many folklorists in
the early twentieth century. (Hafstein
2004)
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The multifarious nature of memory
often demands an interdisciplinary
approach, a demand that often yields
conflicts and confusion in equal propor-
tion to it rewards. All interdisciplin-
ary work is fraught with the potential
for miscommunication and misunder-
standings, dogged by the difficulties of
mastering multiple knowledge sets. Yet,
at the same time, this halting, stuttering
conversation is desperately needed, in
order for scholars to agree upon basic
foundational ideas and expose points
of conceptual disjunction between disci-
plinary methodologies.

In this volume, scholars from a wide
variety of disciplines, from psychology
to cultural studies, have contributed
their perspectives on the interplay of so-
ciety, culture and memory through the
vehicle of narrative. As such, the work
assembled here proposes to investigate
the relationship between memory and
narrative on levels ranging from the
minutely biological to the broadly cul-
tural.

In his article, ““Where was I?": Per-
sonal Experience Narrative, Crystal-
lization and Some Thoughts on Tradi-
tion Memory”, folklorist Timothy R.
Tangherlini brings the findings of his
extensive scholarship and fieldwork on
legend and personal experience narra-
tion (Tangherlini 1990; 1994; 1998; 2003)
to bear on some of the basic models
of memory processes put forward by
psychologists and cognitive scientists.
Tangherlini argues for the creation of a
new model of traditional memory that
can more accurately account for the var-
iegated findings of folklorists with re-
spect to the skill level of traditional nar-
rators.

David Rubin and Bergsveinn Birgis-
son bring forward a variety of critiques
of Tangherlini’s approach in their respec-
tive responses to his article. Aside from
the specific points Rubin and Birgisson
address in Tangherlini's article, their
critical discussion serves to highlight
several places of substantial theoretical
disjunction between the approaches of
folklorists and those more familiar with
the approaches of cognitive scientists.
While contemporary folklorists have
tended to conceptualize tradition and
traditional memory as a set of tensions
between the individual and the social,
the works of psychologists and cogni-
tive scientists, as well as scholars who
follow their approaches, have tended to
see tradition and memory more as the
activity of individuals. Under the latter
model, cognitive functioning is located
so firmly in individualized biological
bases of memory that other extrasomatic
instances of memory are often difficult to
locate. Nonetheless, the overlap of inter-
est in memory between these disciplines
should serve to formulate new theoreti-
cal models bridging the individualized
biological bases and the shared, learned
memories, including those embedded in
narratives, stone, and paper.

Sara Reith follows this path through
landscape and ballad by investigating
social memory among the now-settled
Travellers of Scotland, and in particular
its loci in such places as “Auld Cruvie”,
the giant, ancient Oak tree, and in bal-
lads, photos, and other physical memen-
toes. Expanding upward from the level
of individual memory, Reith’s work sug-
gests some of the possibilities for ethno-
graphic work to develop a fuller under-
standing of the deeply social aspects of




individual memories. But, perhaps more
importantly, her work demonstrates the
strong role that these memories of a dis-
appeared lifestyle play in the continued
maintenance of group identity. In Re-
ith’s work, one can see the significance
for these disadvantaged communities
to continue to remember walking roads
that they, as individuals, perhaps have
never visited.

Similarly, the landscape as inscribed
memory features strongly in lhab Sa-
loul’s work on Palestinian filmic memo-
ry, as does the experience of cultural loss.
Loss, in this context, takes two forms.
First, Saloul discusses the erasure of
the geographical touchstones for social
memory, a procedure that potentially in-
hibits the functioning of social memory.
In its second context, however, Saloul
points not to the loss of memory, but the
collective memory of loss embedded in
a film as a route for present and future
generations to share remembrances of
the past. As Saloul suggests, this type
of filmic memory toys with the tradi-
tional and the official, with the real and
the fictional. In doing so, Saloul reveals
the critical importance of understand-
ing the role of extrasomatic prosthetics,
such as modern media, in the develop-
ment of social memory across a widely
dispersed population.

The three articles in Volume 7 address
very different, yet highly significant, as-
pects of memory across a wide range of
disciplinary concerns. The challenges to
assembling meaningfulinterdisciplinary
dialogues and models on such a large
topic are substantial, and daunting. As
Beiner (this volume) rightly observes,
for instance, the process of forgetting

Memory: Introduction

that is implicit all work on memory is
rarely given the scholarly attention that
it deserves, a point also made in his 2007
book on Irish folk historiography, Re-
membering the Year of the French. (Beiner
2007)

Memory studies continues to have
a need for meaningful and substantial
cross-disciplinary dialogue, as work
from a variety of disciplines continues
to expose the very different aspects of
memory. More importantly, perhaps,
the flexibility of approaches that char-
acterizes all three pieces in this volume
gives us hope that such dialogue, how-
ever difficult, will produce meaningful
interdisciplinary models in the future,
in order that all scholars might agree
as to what we mean when we speak of
memory.

Cultural Analysis is pleased to contribute
to this project in our special issue vol-
ume 7: Memory.

Anthony Bak Buccitelli,
Tok Thompson,
Editors, Cultural Analysis
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