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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 and how is remembered and forgotten also applies to the ‘to what ends?’ question. In this vein, ‘the only certain thing is the future since the past is constantly changing’ (Simmonds-Duke 1987, 187). It is uncontroversial that, to various degrees, the politics of memory shapes the memory cultures of populously diverse regions of the globe, as well as the public memory’s dynamics.

Memories are not only uttered and represented but also performed. The performative dimension of recalling the past adds another layer to the fluidity of collective memory. At the same time, the performative approaches to history and archiving can increase solidarity and alleviate epistemic injustices. Yet, although ‘living history’ can be regarded as a form of cultural-political participation and knowledge communication and transmission (less rigid than what Austin (1962) would call ‘constative’ history writing1), there is always a danger for democracy in performing only one side of the historical past. This would leave room for anti-democratic voices to proliferate. Then, as some philosophers put it, what we need is a stronger link between the politics of memory and the ethics of memory (Bell 2008; Margalit 2002). As David Weberman (1997) argues in The Non-fixity of the Historical Past, ‘it is not merely that our descriptions of the past inevitably change, but also that the historical past itself is, in an important sense, not fixed’. Weberman’s ontological argument stresses that not only our memories, discourses and descriptions of the historical past change with time but also, to a certain extent, the past itself. Irrespective of whether the historical past is unfixed – in a robust ontological sense – or, rather the changes do not occur in the past events themselves but rather only ‘in the events about other things’ (as Leithart suggests),2 performed history and memory projects can usually allow us ‘to do something with history’ and not only to take it for granted.

In our day and age, everyone can ‘create’ memories of events on social media platforms and also ‘carry’ memories on smart phone devices. Nevertheless, the wearability of memories is exceptional. Anna Reading’s concept of ‘memobilia’ allows us to better understand the ‘emergence of wearable memories’ in a context of shareability and new archiving practices. What is more, the memobilia also facilitates ‘digital witnessing’ (Reading 2009, 88) to an unprecedented extent. Empirical research has demonstrated that digital witnessing is a new form of memory revealed in various contexts, including the ‘War on Terror’ (Reading 2009, 89). To what extent do digital memories compel us to display solidarity with people we have never met, never shared a common culture, history, or language with, nor ever crossed borders to visit their home countries? Is there a misconception in assuming that the digital age has created a bubble of alienation and individualism? What memobilia brings about in terms of historical recording, epistemic justice and solidarity?

The fluidity of collective memory – that becomes constantly adjusted and reshaped – can also be investigated in the dynamics of public memory. Contemporary approaches to the term ‘public memory’ can be traced back to Maurice Halbwachs (1925) – who used the cognate term ‘collective memory’ – and to Émile Durkheim’s ‘collective representations’ (1912). More recent accounts further elaborate on the meaning and content of this memory format, positing that ‘public memory emerges from the intersection of official and vernacular cultural expressions’ (Bodnar 2011, 265). Bodnar also clarifies what ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ memory cultures entail. By ‘official memory’, he means the official culture of elites (cultural and political leaders) who attempt to advance certain narratives about the past ‘that reduce the power of competing interests that threaten the attainment of their goals’ (Bodnar 2011, 265). Vernacular memory, by contrast, ‘represents an array of specialized interests that are grounded in parts of the whole. They are diverse and changing and can be reformulated from time to time …’ (Bodnar 2011, 265). In addition, vernacular memories are regarded as supplementing or opposing the official ones (Hess 2007). In a similar vein, Marschall defines vernacular memories as ‘collective memory practices, often highly localized, informal, spontaneous, ephemeral, community-based, or rooted in tradition, local custom, or popular culture’ (Marschall 2013, 23). Other academic accounts emphasize the importance of the ‘unofficial and informal memorials’ that act as symbolic reparations in the wake of re-establishing truth and justice after atrocities (Lischer 2019, 27). Therefore, according to these conceptual renderings, public, collective memory is produced by a body of representations (both official and vernacular) that shape commemorative politics, its aesthetics and rhetorics. However, some mnemonic formats that start in the vernacular paradigm might switch into official memory, or official memory might incorporate vernacular enactments. Seldom, official memories might also fade from their hegemonic status and over time become more vernacular.

The volume follows these theoretical considerations and approaches them in four interconnected sections: (1) The first one focuses on cultural/artistic memories in changing time(s) and spaces. The contributors engage in a detailed analysis of how various cultural memories are materialized, made and un-made, and how they shift along cultural, social, economic and political imperatives. (2) The second section zooms in on the testimonial memories communicated in various media ranging from photography to portraiture and autobiographical memory narratives (personal narratives). The contributors disentangle the ever-changing meanings, images and stories of these mnemonic enactments. (3) The third section focuses on the urban space (including the urban domestic interior) and the memory cultures associated with these spaces, as well as on the shifting or overlapping nostalgias for the past. The chapters delve into the analysis of the material culture of interior and exterior urban settings and the overlapping or shifting nostalgic emotions they might occasion. The urban space and the materialization and politicization of its memories are also tackled in this section. (4) Finally, the fourth section illuminates the national(ist) accounts of past and present-day events and the multifarious ways they are recollected as fluctuating narratives between heroism and victimhood. The section aims to disentangle how the memories of heroism and victimhood are negotiated and ‘engineered’ to political ends, as well as their fluidity.

The first section of the volume engages in the analysis of shifting memories of cultural and artistic descent in several contexts ranging from literary productions and literary heritage sites – whose meaning is co-created by the visitors (readers) – to contemporary visual art iterations about the past. Collective memory functions as a vital mechanism within heritage practices, facilitating the preservation and circulation of shared cultural narratives and values across generations. Heritage sites, particularly those linked to literature, depend on collective memory to sustain their cultural relevance, as they embody the historical and social contexts that shape the identity of the communities they represent. However, collective memory is not static; it evolves in response to shifting societal values, which can, in turn, reshape the meaning and significance of heritage. When public attitudes towards certain literary figures or events change, these shifts may prompt reinterpretations of heritage sites, influencing how they are conserved or commemorated. As a result, heritage remains a dynamic process, simultaneously honouring the past while adapting to the needs and sensibilities of contemporary audiences. Through this ongoing negotiation, heritage sites continue to reflect both their historical origins and their evolving place within the cultural memory of the present.

Along these lines of inquiry, Iulian Vamanu and Rachel Rackham tackle the multifaceted readings, and meanings of literary heritage sites as well as the experiences, memories and emotions they occasion in readers and visitors. The chapter incorporates auto-ethnographic reflections through which the authors demonstrate how ‘the physical remnants of an author’s life combined with the landscapes that inspired their work transform literary texts into embodied experiences’ (Vamanu and Rachel Rackham). Literary heritage sites trigger both collective and autobiographical memories alongside the possibility for the visitors to immerse in the lives and works of authors. The selected two heritage sites to be analysed in the chapter are Tintern Abbey and Dove Cottage. Conceptualizing heritage as a performative process – rather than a static repository of cultural memory – the authors reveal how the meaning (and memories) of literary heritage is co-created. By redirecting the focus from the customary interpretations of heritage – as a static material or immaterial repository – to fluid performative processes within which the visitors have the chance to immerse in other biographies and pasts than their own co-creates literary heritage.

Klára Smitková’ s chapter scrutinizes the multifaceted means and ways in which the memory of the former communist leaders Nicolae (&Elena)Ceaușescu, and the memory of Romanian communism have been reshaped and shifted over time as represented in the art space of Cluj Napoca. The chapter follows the temporal routes from the initial imperatives of ‘there is no place for commemoration and nostalgia for the communist past’ in contemporary Romania, to the overgrowing waves of nostalgia for this very past ‘sweeping through Europe’ and beyond. Indeed, increased research attention has been paid to the constantly adjusting and reshaping memory of the communist past in recent years. The academic engagement with the communist past is approached from a variety of fields, ranging from political philosophy, memory studies, anthropology and literary studies. Smitková’s chapter aims to illuminate the multifaceted cultural-political formats in which the memory of Nicolae and Elena Ceaușescu has been reshaped and shifted over time considering different presentist urgencies. It focuses on the immediate aftermath of their demise from power when the public’s jubilation was juxtaposed with efforts to reckon with their legacy. The chapter also briefly touches upon the role of transitional justice mechanisms in shaping the official narrative about communism and its (un)just occurrences.

Like other contributions in the volume (e.g. Cristina Stoenescu), the chapter considers the role of cultural and artistic representations in reshaping the memory of communism. It investigates how these creative mediums of recollection have portrayed the dictatorial couple, as sometimes questioning and other times reinforcing already-established narratives. By examining the multifaceted and evolving nature of the discursive memory of Nicolae and Elena Ceausescu, Smitková’s contribution elucidates the convoluted interplay between politics, history, culture and personal experiences in contouring and deepening the understanding of a multifarious and pivotal period in Romanian contemporary history. The chapter contributes to the ongoing exploration of memory studies in both understanding and coming to terms with the enduring impact of authoritarian regimes on societies and individuals.

Cristina Stoenescu’s contribution adds another layer to the transnational debate concerning the multiplicity of perceived and remembered socialist pasts in the former Eastern bloc’s artworld. Although her chapter focuses on the Romanian case, the reader can easily draw parallels with the art historical narratives from other former communist countries. Correspondingly, Stoenescu employs Piotr Piotrowski’s arguments when commenting on Louis Althusser’s theory of ideology and ideological state apparatuses: ‘What is important is that while the ideology was similar in every Eastern bloc country, the Ideological State Apparatuses differed in each case, implementing different state cultural politics and producing different meanings of comparable art in parallel historical moments in the region’ (Althusser, quoted in Stoenescu). The chapter elaborates in detail on the making and un-making of the collective memories connected with the art historiography of the period between the 1960s and 1980s. The argument put forth is that there is a need for a critical stance on the memory of communist culture that would lead to a demystification of the future’s influence over the past. Thus, Stoenescu’s critical stance vis-à-vis of how the art historical and cultural memory discourses are constructed and de-constructed in line with the requirements of the present can be summarized as a take on the ‘uniquely fragmented views of the past, where memories can be “called upon”, or constructed into a larger instrumentalized narrative, or dismantled according to the merely perceived necessities of the present’ (Stoenescu). She acknowledges the fluidity and lack of systematicity stagnant in the art historical and curatorial discourses of the investigated period and employs the concept of ‘curated memories’ to emphasize how the curators of contemporary art exhibitions operate as memory entrepreneurs by instrumentalizing the past and the construction of cultural memories about it at the expense of a more reliable and over-arching approach.

Particularly revealing is the interview conducted by the author with the contemporary artist Decebal Scriba, who posits that the lack of articulate and structured information about the art’s historical developments creates ‘a fragmented past with episodes whose true representativeness can neither be disapproved nor confirmed, but only surmised, in memories that bind and then wait to be disconnected once again’. Thus, the crux of the matter of Stoenescu’s argument is that the making and un-making of memories about Romanian contemporary art between the 1960s and1980s demonstrate a sloppy ground against which only presumed art historical narratives can be instantiated. Without a solid foundation, these ‘curated memories’ can only keep flowing and taking the shape of whatever hegemonic narrative is more advantageous and strategic in the present day.

Like Vamanu and Rackham, Claudia Macey-Dare’s contribution zooms in on literary works that belong to a different geographical, political and symbolic space – Central Europe. The interpretative strategy employs the Petite Histoire framework to disclose the malleability of attitudes and memories towards the Socialist past in Central Europe. The selected postmodern novels are The Adventures of a Wanderer in Slovakia (2022) and the Nobel Prize winner Flights (2019). The chapter illuminates – from a postmodern angle – how the not-so-recent history of socialism in Central Europe folds ‘in on itself to become only the fluid, local memory, whilst the State becomes a simulacrum’ (Macey-Dare). Taking autobiographical memory as a point of departure, the argument unfolds along a critical analysis of ‘small stories’ about the past that are enacted in literary formats outside of formalized, state-curated cultural memories, and instead shift between inner and social memory. These fluid forms of recollection rely on cyclical notions of time, eternal now(s) and literary enactments of ‘non-historical’ nations.

The second section of the volume focuses on the various media in which testimonial memories are materialized, as well as on the shifting meanings and ends these testimonies are put to. In this conceptual framework, Alexandru Stănescu explores the shifting memories of ‘Generation X’ vis-à-vis the notorious official portrait of Nicolae Ceaușescu. Unlike Klára Smitková’s focus on artistic memory in the previous section, Stănescu’s employment of semi-structured interviews with representants of the age group born in Romania between 1974 and 1985 reveals the testimonial memories and the lasting impact of Ceausescu’s last official portrait in the collective memory of children and teenagers of the 1980s. Stănescu posits that in his empirical research, he interviewed several members of the ‘X Generation’ who witnessed the demise of communism as well as the transition to democracy: ‘facing their childhood memories, 67 subjects share their feelings regarding the former dictator’s ubiquitous public image, painted for them as a Father Figure by the state propaganda’. His in-depth research reveals that the memory of Nicolae Ceaușescu’s omnipresent portrait is fluid and disconnected, being contoured by the circumstances in which the subjects interviewed grew up, their shared experiences, expectancies and hopes moulded by their mnemonic communities, and the timing and context of the act of recollection itself. The dynamic nature of these memories suggests that the recollections, as well as the sentiments towards the former communist leader’s image, may continue to evolve, reflecting the ongoing interplay between individual and collective memory, as well as the changing socio-political landscape of Romania.

Along the same lines of inquiry, the testimonial power of photography as a medium of cultural memory-making is explored in Kateřina Králová and Nathalie Soursos’s chapter dedicated to the memories of loss and atrocities in pictures with a focus on the Jewish photographers of Thessaloniki, Greece and a post-Holocaust family archive. While the previous chapter (Stănescu’s) focuses on the unfixed memory of notorious perpetrators (Ceaușescu’s) as exposed in the post-witnesses’ recollections of the dictatorial couple, Králová and Soursos’s contribution focuses on the post-witnessing and commemorating the victims of mass violence and intersectional injustice. The medium of photography and the family photo archive are less addressed in the studies dedicated to testimonial memory in the aftermath of violence. The chapter aims to partly fill this gap by focusing on the role of the photographs in both narratives of victimhood and survivorship. Both narratives are explored through the lens of cultural history and memory studies, and the chapter provides an illuminating analysis of the various ends the photographic testimonies are put to. In addition to the employment of the pictorial testimonies as museum or history books’ visual documentation, the second and third generations of the Holocaust victims and survivors deliberately chose to use these photographs differently, contributing to creating a vernacular culture of commemorating their ancestors’ ordeals and resilience. Králová and Soursos’ engagement with deciphering family photographs, and personal writings, as well as with the interpretation of the first-hand narratives ensured by the interviews conducted with the post-witnesses of the victims and survivors, reveals how memories captured in photographs can travel across borders, time and generations to convey a collective, transnational and paradigmatic meaning-making of truth and justice. Interestingly, the fluidity of the photographic memory’s symbolism overcomes the material dimension of the artefact as such (e.g. the materiality of traditional analogue photography). Following Stewart Hall’s considerations on the fluidity of the contexts in which photography is used, Králová and Soursos demonstrate that in everyday practice, photographic testimonies can be integrated, combined and disaggregated (e.g. in family albums, exhibitions, catalogues and archives) assigning them shifting meanings and nonlinear histories.

Jiří Kocián, Jakub Mlynář and Hryhorii Maliukov explore the ‘life(-long) storying’ as an integrated approach to understanding the multidimensional embeddedness of personal narrative production. The comparative research undertaken in this chapter employs repeated oral history interviews conducted with Holocaust survivors. The aim is to locate the convergences of these angles, and in doing so to contribute to a joint practice of analysing oral history interviews. The authors pinpoint to the four key dimensions of oral history interviews, which represent essential aspects of analysis: narratives, interactions, memory and historical narratives, and infrastructural context. The chapter argues that the narratives are not simply memories of the past but are consciously moulded to reflect broader ideological stances and to illustrate the convoluted relationship between discourse, memory and personal agency. Life (-long) storytelling are regarded both as research methods and objects of study. Against this background, the discussion unfolds aground how ‘retellings of the “same story” can achieve diverse social actions, showing how the fluidity of oral narratives allows them to adapt to varying situational demands, and co-constructed nature, where storytelling emerges not as a static recounting of events but as an evolving process shaped by the teller’s intentions and the audience’s reception’ (Kocián et al.). Taking into consideration all four directions through which oral history can be approached, the legitimate question would be if and how the repeated interviews occasion fluid accounts about the past facilitated by both teller and audience intention. The double intentionality in memory retellings/attending, as well as the ways they shape one another opens up new theoretical vantage points for both philosophers and memory studies scholars.

The third section zooms in on external city boundaries/interior urban space and the collective memories associated with spatially and temporally diverse urbanities. Kateřina Fuksová and Ecaterina Pîslari focus on the Republican Stadium in Chișinău (Republic of Moldova) and the construction and de-construction of collective memories about this urban space between what the authors call two hegemonic regimes (communism- and capitalist-free market and the partial privatization of the urban space in the capital of the Republic of Moldova). The chapter titled ‘From Raising a Soviet Man to Building a US Embassy’ delves into a detailed analysis of the biography of urban space (the stadium), arguing that the wrestling over the Republican Stadium epitomizes broader challenges in Moldova’s state-building process, ‘including fractured identities and memories, public mistrust, civic disengagement, and a loss of shared civic spaces’ (Fuksová and Pîslari). The authors posit that Moldova’s in-between political/cultural identity is reflected in the contested mnemonic landscape of the Republican Stadium in Chișinău pedalling in between the memories of the Soviet fizkultura (the physical culture propaganda supporting the fit body of the New Man) and the ‘derelict property sold for foreign interests’ (e.g. the US Embassy). The authors’ interviews conducted with Chișinău’s residents illuminate the conflicted memories as well as the amnesia about the meaning and functions played by this urban landmark of the city. The chapter concludes that the loss of the urban space (the stadium) at the hands of the Western hegemony encapsulates much more than the story of giving up a city landmark, reflecting the broader crisis in Moldova’s collective memory and public trust in authorities and activists. The authors claim that the loss of the stadium and the fractured memories around this urban landmark can be regarded as a symbol of ‘governance failures, historical fractures, and shifting societal landscapes contributing to the erosion of communal identity and civic engagement in Moldova’.

From the exploration of the Republican Stadium in Chișinău (as an instance of external city space), we move to the interior urban space and the collective memories occasioned by them. Maria Asavei’s contribution focuses on the shifting nostalgias of the pre-communist and communist past through affective spaces where the urban domestic interior becomes a medium for affectionate memories of nostalgic descent. It engages with the mnemonic renderings of domestic interiors by zooming in on the Romanians’ love/hate affair with the communist interior domestic space. While the history of domestic interiors and objects is mostly addressed by architectural historians and less from a memory and/or cultural studies perspectives, the chapter puts forth a social biography of communist objects and urban domestic interiors and the mnemonic emotions they occasion, to illuminate the shifting nostalgias iterated through urban domestic interiors. The chapter tackles the shifting nostalgias for the pre-communist domestic interiors and ‘things’ to longings for communist interiors after the collapse of the regime by scrutinizing the afterlife of furniture and home-related objects as revealed in scrapbooks and family photographs from the 1950s to 1980s, interviews and artworks. Like Claudia Macey-Dare’s chapter in this volume, Asavei also focuses on the Petite Histoires of material culture life. This theoretical framework grants a detailed exploration of the objects – and the memories they elicit – in a nonlinear, anti-hegemonic concept of history.

The last section of the volume engages with the exploration of national(ist) narratives materialized in collective memories. The chapters address the grey zone of victimhood and heroism construction on the fluidity of the discursive frameworks outlining these mnemonic-political cultures. Jessie Barton Hronešovádeals with projecting national victimhood into foreign policy and the case study selected is that of Serbia in the wake of Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. The unit of analysis is represented by the political public discourses of the Serbian President who resorted to leveraging victimhood political narratives to influence foreign policy. Barton Hronešová argues that the Serbian president resorted to three strategies: he drew parallels to Serbia’s traumatic memories of a troubled past such as the sanctions of the 1990s, portrayed Serbia in the discursive colours of an unrecognized and aggrieved entity maltreated by external enemies, and invoked the ‘principled politics’, putting forward arguments about territorial integrity and international law to emphasize what he considers as ‘the West’s “double standards” and hypocrisy within the existing liberal international order’ (Barton Hronešová). The fluidity of memory is transparent in the author’s critical analysis of how the government’s employment of the non-fixity of the victimhood memory can be employed to different and divergent political ends.

Finally, Jacob Maze’s chapter focuses on the ‘Sèvres Syndrome’ (a consequence of the Treaty of Sèvres, written in 1920) in Recep Tayyıp Erdoğan’s Turkey. The argument put forth is that a malleable national memory is constantly adjusted around the treaty to fit political interests. Like Barton Hronešová in the previous chapter, Maze engages in a critical analysis of Erdoğan’s public statements to illuminate how performative memory has been employed by ‘different state entities to bolster support as well as discriminate or exclude groups within the country’ (Jacob Maze). The Treaty of Sèvres is described in the chapter as a ‘versatile myth’ and ‘unfinished memory’ that can take any form and can be put to different political ends. This malleability in reconstructing the narratives about the past has divisive outcomes establishing an in-group and an out-group. By employing a postmodernist approach in tackling the malleability of this national memory, the author poignantly argues that the divisive outcomes are not simply meant to demarcate the ‘us’ (friends) from ‘them’ (enemies), but also to occasion political emotions like disgust, abhorrence or revulsion.

The present volume aims to illuminate several instances of memory’s malleability by focusing on concrete examples where collective memory is not ‘a verbatim record of the past’ but it is rather ‘understood as a reconstructive process replete with distortions, and at times, gross inaccuracies’ (Brown, Kouri and Hirst 2012, 257). At the same time, the fluidity of collective memory can also ensure reconstructed representations that function as symbolic reparations for the victims of a difficult past or as an identity marker for those who do not feel that the official memory is accurately displayed in terms of both form and content. Along these lines, ‘memory research can be seen as an hourglass, with the collective and the individual at opposite ends and the sand of memories passing from one to the other, depending on the way it has been turned’ (Cordonnier et al. 2022). The metaphor of the hourglass applies to the case studies detailed in this volume. However, in addition to the invocation of the sand of time passing through the hourglass, the contributors also engaged in explorations of the shifting meaning-making across different spaces and places. Hence, the contributors also focus on memory construction and reconstruction from image/text (e.g. literary sites, photographs, visual art) to place and back.

The fluid passage of memory invokes the past as a tool for the ‘eternal now’, and its ever-changing concerns are brought to the forefront. Intriguingly, the questions addressed in each chapter deepen the complexity hinted at by the volume’s title: The Fluidity of Collective Memory: Time, Place, and Meaning-Making in Recalling the Past. Some contributors reflect on the potential of expanding research to incorporate digital tools and ‘new forms of visitor interaction’ with both material and immaterial memory sites, aiming to facilitate future studies on their evolving role in shaping cultural understanding (Vamanu and Rackham; Kocian et al.). Others, like Macey-Dare, ask provocatively: ‘What if we never reach the past? What if we are stuck in the perpetual present? When time is de-created, can memory exist?’ Together, these chapters provide a complex, multifaceted view of memory’s fluidity and adaptability, reflecting on how memories shift and evolve, not only through historical narratives but also through the time spaces – both interior and exterior – that shape, and are shaped by, the collective and individual stories that we tell.

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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Artistic and cultural memories in changing times and spaces
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