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Abstract: As a rule, the past fades to become a schematic memory: a diffuse glow or an 

abstract shudder. Consequently, the remembering process cannot retrieve the densely textured 

facts, so that the relation that holds between the past reality and the recuperated memory of it 

cannot be tautological. Moreover, if we also consider the fact that the act of memory is 

performed by human agents, who most often than not have their own agendas, then we come 

to liken recollection to the literary device of analepsis, which works through flashbacks, 

through only partial recuperations. What I will try to argue henceforth is that this kind of 

brigandage, of often willed theft is memory’s procedural atavism. 

 

 

The idea of a discussion on the analeptic protocols of memory was prompted by a 

desire to sidestep the customary positioning in the rigid binary opposition: truth/ falsehood, 

imposed by canons of appraisal on the act of memory and to resituate the discourse on more 

permissive grounds, to assess the process in terms of what remains secret, hidden and what is 

revealed, known.  

I set out from the premise that, as a rule, the past fades to become a schematic 

memory: a diffuse glow or an abstract shudder. Consequently, the remembering process 

cannot retrieve the densely textured facts, so that the relation that holds between the past 

reality and the recuperated memory of it cannot be tautological. 

Moreover, if we also consider the fact that the act of memory is performed by human 

agents, who most often than not have their own agendas, then we come to liken recollection to 

the literary device of analepsis, which works through flashbacks, through only partial 

recuperations. What I will try to argue henceforth is that this kind of brigandage, of often 

willed theft is memory’s procedural atavism. 

Basically, memory engages with the past in a Pygmalion-like manner. Pygmalion, 

with his own hands and with Venus’s help, brings to life what was just a marble statue – 

Galatea. To bring a statue to life is like filling in what was empty before, like putting words 

where only silence existed. In short, Pygmalion literally enacts the figure of speech known as 



 

prosopoeia, the allegory of a metamorphosis which ascribes a face (prosopon = face, poiein = 

to make), a name, or a voice to the absent, the inanimate, or the dead. Pygmalion animates 

what is inanimate. Galatea is flooded by movement, the past by life. After all, prosopopeia 

reveals that what precedes it is dead, empty or unknown. 

Pygmalion’s creational act offers the very first inklings on what memory is: it is re-

presentation (written with a hyphen), it is making present, in an attempt to counteract 

potential tendencies to foster forgetting, the bliss of amnesia, and what a German philosopher 

once called “enlightened false consciousness.” […] For who wants to end up in the land of the 

lotus-eaters enjoying one’s own oblivion before the real journey into the past has even begun?  

Following in Frances Yates’s footsteps, Mary Carruthers emphasises, in her study 

called The Book of Memory: a Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, the fact that memory is 

an “art”, and that it is, actually, the art of recollection. And the crucial task of recollection is 

investigation, “tracking down”, which exposes it to be “heuristic” in nature, a retrieval 

schema for the purpose of invention or “finding”. 

In “memory”, we must make do with – yet affirm – traces, remnants, fragments, the 

incompleteness of the past, since the very design of remembering as finding calls attention to 

its own logic of “inclusion, exclusion and selective incompleteness.” (Matsuda 205). The past 

is therefore, a “truth sought”, as Matsuda has it, a re-memorialising over which to struggle. 

The fragmentary, disputatious nature of such a past makes a series of “memories” – ever 

imperfect, imprecise and charged with personal questions, for “memory” always seems a sort 

of “mémoire”, in the French sense, a personal reflection, a report, “indeed a confession in 

history, like Bunyan’s Pilgrim crossing the places of vanity and despair to say what he has 

seen.” 

Such thinking is precisely what substantiates an acknowledgement – in concurrence 

with Marita Sturken’s in a study included in Mieke Bal’s Anthology: Acts of memory: 

Cultural Recall in the Present – of the function of memory as an inventive social practice, to 

be reckoned with at the juncture between personal and cultural memories. Because to pose the 

question – inescapable under these circumstances – “Whose memories are these?” is, 

vicariously, to coin the syntagm “cultural memory” into a collocation, and to understand 

memory as a cultural phenomenon. And if we liken cultural phenomena to Heraclitus’s stream 

and acquiesce to their constant flux we’ll be none the worse for considering memories, 

likewise as “part of a complex and ever-changing script.” Made up, as it is, of socially 

constituted forms and narratives, but also amenable to individual acts of intervention in it, 



 

memory is rightly considered by Crewe in his Recalling Adamastor: Literature as Cultural 

Memory open to social revision and manipulation. 

This makes it an instance of fiction rather than imprint, often of social forgetting –

widening the chasm between present and the obscurity of the past – rather than remembering. 

Consequently, a second precipitate configurates so far – alongside the one which 

grafted memory onto the domain of culture. And this would be the constructedness of the act 

of memory. Before furthering the investigation on the issue of confectedness, a remark should 

be made, harking back to one of Marita Sturken’s valuable thoughts expressed in her study on 

cultural memory. Since the fact that memories are cultural does not make them lies – as she 

has it – neither, we would add, their constructed scaffolding will incur an anathema from the 

authority of truth.  

This would resonate, most likely, with Nietzsche’s famous assertion that perhaps, 

finally, the true world ends in a fable: that truth dissolves into a multiplicity of fablings. And 

once the stability of truth itself is challenged and suffers the shattering stampede of an 

equation with mere fabulation – whereof sprouts Vico’s concept of verum factum – then any 

concern with the fact that memory is several procedural fallacies away from truth ebbs into 

unfretful acquiescence. 

The derived instability of memory, its constant reconstruction finds an outlet in 

“mutable narratives that can morph into new forms new stories.” (Sturken 231), the further 

consequence of which will be that “(historical) time [becomes] an aggregate of shifting 

images, epochs, civilisations, endlessly recomposed.” (Huyssen 159). As historian Mona 

Ozouf, cited by Huyssen, has noted, “Memory is largely indifferent to a linear unrolling, the 

calendar is not its religion.” (Huyssen 159). This is not an unsettling or an off-putting remark 

if we bear in mind the statement made in the early proceedings of the discussion, namely that 

memory is a mode of re-presentation, that the act of remembering is always in and of the 

present, while its referent is of the past and thus absent. Which, in turn, inevitably entails that 

“every act of memory carries with it a dimension of betrayal, forgetting and absence” 

(Huyssen 200) a fact intimated, moreover, in what Huyssen calls the epistemological 

discourse of constructivism. 

At this point, I would hold the confected nature of memory to be cognate with 

partisanship, with a “partisan” position whereby the “the preference for one reading “kills” 

the other” (Docherty 49), which concatenates it, sequentially with the issue of power, 

exercised, therefore through the memory discourse, da su in sotto, shaping and conditioning it 

according to the values of the “victors”. Otherwise, postmodern and postcolonial critics argue 



 

– as do Alan Sinfield and John Dollimore in their debate on cultural materialism or Simon 

During in his Postmodernism or Postcolonialism Today – that belief in “history” in the 

Western tradition can exist only by silencing (or appropriating and absorbing) disagreeable 

voices and testimonies, a belief which stands in need of correction by a proposed strategy of 

justice for the forgotten, consisting in the “recovery of histories of subordination” indicating, 

as Dollimore says, “that subordinate groups have been ill-able to dispense with truth claims 

fashioned from dominant criteria.” 

This partisan tendency runs counter to a Derridean recommendation, whereby the 

preference for one reading must always maintain the other reading, as “unrealised potential or 

possibility” (Docherty 68), in other words, an exhortation to a hospitable attitude – identified, 

by Derrida with culture itself in his On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness: “Hospitality is 

culture itself and not simply one ethic among others” (in Docherty 70). 

The two-tiered analysis conducted so far on the act of memory stands in need of 

supplementation by a further development, which would render, yet again, objectionable a 

premise according to which remembrance is a copycat, a faithful imitator of a past reality. A 

development which would rather highlight its status of a recuperator, even a biased one, if we 

pay due attention to Mary Kelley’s definition of it, as a “present design”. As she argues 

throughout her essay, called Making Memory: Designs of the Present on the Past, the present 

designs the past as a work of architecture or a dress: it has designs on the past; it plans to 

appropriate the past for goals in the present. I quote from Mary Kelley, who takes over 

Natalie Davis and Randolph Starn’s phrasing: “one’s memory of any given situation is 

multiform and its many forms are situated in place and time from the perspective of the 

present. This reminds me of an old adage saying that if all you have is a hammer, then 

everything looks like a nail.” (Kelley 121) 

I shall give a cursory glance at the example offered by Mary Kelley, which illustrates, 

in a convincing manner the fact that, most often than not, the past is placed in service to 

present aspirations, it becomes a means to an end, in concurrence with a shared conviction 

that it has the power to shape the present. And in this context, revealing certain aspects of the 

past will be rendered quasi-synonymic with privileging. 

Kelley analyses the case of an early 19th century literary society, consisting of twelve 

young women, who held weekly meetings during which they read aloud to each other and 

made commentaries, thus engaging in a common project: “inscribing an innovative ideal of 

female learning onto a hegemonic system of gender relations that required the practice of 



 

feminine conventions” (Kelley 135), namely, as Kelley enumerates them further on: 

deference, service to others, modesty and domestic accomplishment.  

With this purpose in view, the members looked to – or better say chose – individuals 

who could serve as appropriately learned women, yet who would embody, nonetheless, both 

the ideal of female learning and the performer of the expected gender roles. As Mary Kelley 

has it: “[they] all constructed a women’s past marked by female achievement”, “fashion[ed] 

the historical figures” (Kelley 136-7), so that the acts of memory performed by the members 

of this literary society appear unmistakably shaped by “the particular identity they shared and 

the location they occupied in the (social) hierarchies.” (Kelley 147). Their status of white, 

relatively privileged females found an unmistakable resemblance in the ideal they had 

fashioned for themselves. They were, in Kelley’s words, the “respectable women who asked 

that [they] be accorded the same intellectual and cultural status as the elite males who shared 

[their] social standing.” (Kelley 139). All in all, the force of Kelley’s argument that the past is 

constructed so as to answer to present aspirations rests, to a large extent, on this case study. 

Before the loop can be closed and the argumentation can come full circle – at the end 

of a boustrophedonic attempt, resembling an ox’s turning back and forth as it ploughs the 

field – to cover all the possibilities accounting for the biased protocols of memory, a 

preliminary conclusion must needs be drawn at his point, namely that any discussion on acts 

of memory prioritises the question of agency, or, as defined by Mieke Bal, “the active 

involvement of subjects – individual and collective, always situated in the cultural domain – 

who “do” the remembering.” (Bal 3)  

Consequently, as Bal maintains further on: “[c]ultural recall is not merely something 

you happen to be a bearer of, but something that you actually perform.” (Bal 4). 

Performativity becomes a central issue in assessing the extent and the degree to which certain 

traumatic realities in the past, for instance the Holocaust or the apartheid, lend themselves to 

recuperation. And here the analysis of how memory and forgetting pervade the public space is 

of utmost importance.  

Andrea Liss, in her book entitled Trespassing through Shadows dwells extensively on 

the difficulty of “presenting artefacts (personal effects, shoes, garments) and photographs as 

stand-ins for the traumatic history of mass murder and irretrievable loss” (Liss: 69). Such a 

mandate to “speak for the other” is attended with many risks, of which the most noteworthy 

would be that of “museifying” – to use one of Simon During’s terms – to rescue and put to 

rest, to transform trauma into a narrative story, to relegate a painful experience to a mere 

footnote in history. 



 

Jacques Derrida, in Mémoires for Paul de Man addresses the topic in these very terms, 

as deference owed to someone whose pain cannot be understood, but only acknowledged: 

“We can only live this experience in the form of an aporia; where the possible remains 

impossible…then the other no longer quite seems to be the other, because we grieve for him 

and bear him in us, like an unborn child, like a future. And inversely, the failure succeeds: an 

aborted interiorisation is at the same time a respect for the other as other, a sort of tender 

rejection.” (Derrida 87) 

Moreover, Liss argues, the protective mechanisms of trauma, which attempt to ward 

off access to memory of the events for the individual, can be interpreted as a sign to be on 

guard against “equating disclosure of events with lucid understanding.” The question posed 

by two psychoanalysts cited by Liss, “whether it is not a sacrilege of the traumatic experience 

to play with the reality of the past?” (Liss 71) reads into a need – this time – to conceal things, 

to reject an integral recuperation of the past, which would jeopardise its unspeakable, better-

left-unsaid nature. In this context, the issue of agency, on which is pressed the claim of 

performing the appropriate act of memory, should be read in terms of a demand to “stage 

history” – Liss’s way of putting it. 

The author maintains that “there can be no definitive “solutions” to the imperative to 

respectfully memorialise, yet unflinchingly confront the realities of the Holocaust”. 

Nonetheless, she will forward one, drawing on an insightful reflection of a Jewish historian, 

according to whom one must meet with “the imperative of rendering as truthful an account as 

documents and testimonials will allow, without giving in to the temptation of closure. Closure 

in this case” – he says – “would represent an obvious avoidance of what remains 

indeterminable, elusive and opaque.” (Saul Friendlander qtd. in Liss: 82) 

 So, the solution Liss proposes is that photographic representations must remain 

infused with the crucial opaqueness the cited historian was mentioning and which she refers 

to as “translucent mimesis” or, in common parlance, mimetic approximation. As Andreas 

Huyssen wrote, on this self-same subject: “the Holocaust…ultimately comes down to 

unimaginable, unspeakable and unrepresentable horror. Post-Holocaust generations…can only 

approach that core by mimetic approximation, a mnemonic strategy which recognises the 

event in its otherness and beyond identification or therapeutic empathy.” (Huyssen 231). In 

other words, the memory agents in charge with restaging history envision and invite only a 

“partial palpability”, a partial disclosure. Something has to remain hidden beyond any attempt 

at revealing. 



 

To conclude, memory’s harking back to the past in the endeavour – sometimes honest 

– to recuperate what is lost, to unearth what is forgotten is, most often than not, attended with 

inherent malfunctions, with a hidden trace always lurking behind what is revealed, a 

shortcoming which is endemic of remembrance and which I called, at an early stage of the 

discussion – its procedural atavism. Yet the situation escapes a negative valorisation since to 

level a critique against it is not, at all times, the appropriate thing to do. 
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