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Introduction  
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University of Birmingham and University of Johannesburg1 

 

This special issue of The Journal of History and Cultures is dedicated to exciting new 

research originating from two postgraduate-run conferences and workshops held at the University 

of Birmingham in 2013: “Sites of Memory” and “Going Local: African Texts and Cultures”. It also 

features archive notes – shorter pieces detailing researchers’ first encounters with archival material 

– which developed out of a third postgraduate conference: “Travelling Africa and the Archives”, held 

at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London in June 2013.  

“Sites of Memory” here should not be understood directly as a delayed desire to reinforce 

or investigate Pierre Nora’s controversial argument that memory no longer exists, insofar as it is a 

real aspect of everyday living, and has thus been replaced by concentration on symbolic and physical 

sites of memory. The papers, and the conference behind them, are not premised per se on ruing the 

lack of spontaneous memory or milieux de mémoire, real environments of memory. The aim was not 

to again take to task a possible continuing reliance on history and reconstructions of the past that 

are, as Nora once famously put it, ‘sifted and sorted historical traces’2 that are unable to evolve but 

rather create a ‘realistic novel in a period in which there are no real novels’.3 Neither are such 

suggestions refuted. Instead, the original remit hoped to move the focus away from the theory, and 

back towards specific physical examples. While the papers challenge fixed narratives of history and 

point to a past of competition, debate, and disagreement (the hallmarks of memory), they come to 

this conclusion from a variety of perspectives, from analysis of a range of sites and different “texts”. 

And it was this difference that “Sites of Memory” hoped to highlight. Do these different sites and 

texts deal with memory in different ways? How do they document and inscribe the contradictions 

and contestations of memory? What are the different approaches taken to reflecting the unfixed 

narrative of the past? The articles included here show that memory, acts of remembering, and 

memorializing are key concepts to be understood in themselves and need to be situated in the 

immediacy of academic research. 

“Going Local: African Texts and Cultures” sought to explore the continued presence of the 

local in African texts and to reformulate ideas about what localness might mean in a world which is 

increasingly proclaimed to be global. Theorisations of transnationalism, globalisation, migration, and 

diaspora have all broken new ground over the last ten to twenty years, particularly in literary 

criticism. From these concepts grew many of the important ideas that frame academic debate and 

research about Africa today, in the form of the Black Atlantic, translation theory, Afropolitanism, and 
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the ways that literary forms have travelled the globe. Achille Mbembe has celebrated such ideas as 

an escape from the ‘new nativism’ that valorises localness as authenticity, and which thereby 

confines African texts and cultures to parochialism, denying them their cosmopolitan place in the 

world.4 

However, the idea for this conference grew from our sense that there could still be 

something to be gained from a reformulated idea of the local, and which reading texts and cultures 

primarily through these various globalising lenses would otherwise miss. We wondered whether in 

our excitement to make African texts speak to the world we risk ignoring texts which speak to or 

about the local? The papers thus asked whether there is in fact any such thing as “localness”, and 

how writers and other cultural producers tussle with the idea of the local and come up with new 

ideas to challenge oppositions between local and national or global. The papers challenged us to 

consider whether texts sometimes do not talk to global circumstances – whether colonialism or the 

transnational world – and if so, how we can read them, especially those of us based outside the 

contexts in which they were produced.  

Thus, although at first glance they may seem unrelated, a central concern of both “Sites of 

Memory” and “Going Local” was to find new ways of formulating the role of place in cultural 

production, and to investigate the relationship between the tangible physicality of places and the 

imaginative works they spark: whether through the way that “sites” produce (and undermine) 

memory, or the role of places, settings, and flows conceived of by their inhabitants as “local”. The 

two conferences drew together a wide range of research – across academic disciplines, geographic 

scope, and time – leading, at times, to heated but productive dialogue and debate about the 

necessity and value of studying memory and related concepts such as forgetting, justice, 

intertextuality, plagiarism, imagination, the past, and the present. The three papers chosen from 

“Sites of Memory” reflect the range of papers delivered at the conference, featuring three quite 

distinct “sites”: food and baking, museums, and autobiographical literature. First, Alexandra Littaye 

conducts a distinctive study into the perception of bread and bread making. With a detailed case 

study of Slow Foods and Bread Matters, Littaye argues for the place of memory in understanding the 

renewal of artisan baking that has grown to counter the “McDonaldisation” of food culture.  

Second, Stephanie Bostock’s article on 1950’s museums brings the focus to memory work 

in both France and Germany, two sites of study that have been largely overlooked in previous 

contributions to the field. Detailed analysis of three case studies focusing on the museum’s physical 

structure and on specific, often seemingly banal and everyday artifacts displayed within reveal how 

museums illustrate and participate in the continual exchange, shaping, altering, and re-constructing 

of memories through ‘a fluid interaction between people, object, and narratives’.  

Following this we turn to “post-memory” through Rebekah Vince’s consideration of 

Georges Perec’s W or the Memory of Childhood and Phillipe Grimbert’s Memory. The article 

considers the trigger status of objects, the potentials of cultural narratives, and the role of place in 

addressing the dilemmas of memory transmission for second-generation Holocaust victims. The 

problems of authenticating memory in a web of silence and apprehension again focuses attention on 

memory’s very complex and unstable nature but also reaffirms its place and necessity alongside the 

more rigid perceptions of history. Just as memory itself is a thing of difference, so too is how this 
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difference is approached and exposed through a variety of sites. The papers show this imbalance as 

something to be embraced.  

Finally, we are delighted to publish an article on literature (or ‘lit/orature’, in the article’s 

terms) from Guinea-Bissau by Francesca Frascina which developed out of the “Going Local” 

conference. Through a study of guineidade (‘guinean-ness’) and meta-narratives of orality in the 

literary works of two Bissau-Guinean authors – Odete Semedo and Abdulai Sila – who write in 

Portuguese, the notion that a transition from oral to written literature necessarily privileges the 

global over the local is challenged. Frascina’s article is an important contribution to the field of 

African literary studies which, within Anglophone scholarship, otherwise often privileges Anglophone 

and Francophone literatures.  

 

Archive Notes 

The second half of this special issue features archive notes which developed out of an MA course on 

Anglophone African literature, “Travelling Africa: Writing the Cape to Cairo”, taught by Dr Kai Easton 

at SOAS, and the subsequent “Travelling Africa and the Archives” conference in June 2013. As Easton 

explains in more detail in her introduction to the archive notes (pp. 82-83), during the course, 

postgraduate students conducted their own archival research in order to produce critical editions of 

travel writing from their findings in archives across London. As the archive notes detail, the 

researchers’ own encounters with the archives shaped their research – and so again, we can read 

the notes themselves as products of an encounter between place and memory. We are grateful to 

Dr Kai Easton for her encouragement to publish selected archive notes from the course in this 

special issue.  

Jade Lee examines a manuscript called Eleven Exciting Years by Elizabeth O’Kelly, a 

women’s education officer in the colonial service in British Cameroon in the 1950s. Lee shows how, 

as opportunities for British women to travel and serve in the colonies opened up in the later years of 

imperialism, women in the service of imperialism maintained a complex relation to both gender and 

imperial discourses, such that O’Kelly’s writing sometimes ‘replicates the benevolent paternalism of 

imperialism’.  

Jaya Madhvani explores the relationship between photography and colonialism, looking in 

particular at the use of captions in archive collections of photographs of colonial Uganda dating from 

1899 to 1959. Madhvani points out that ‘the act of attributing verbal description to a visual image 

narrows the viewer’s focus considerably’. She suggests that captions often sought to reinforce the 

presence of colonial rule or the supposed supremacy of European colonisers over Africans.  

Jackie Mustoe discusses the journal of Dr Charles Taylor (kept from 1791-1792 during his 

work as Surgeon to the Colony of Sierra Leone) alongside a ‘History of Sierra Leone’ written in 1813 

by Thomas Clarkson, and a letter from Thomas Clarkson’s wife Catherine. Mustoe argues that these 

texts illuminate the interplay between history and fiction in the archive, and suggests that being 

alive to both the facticity and the fictions within the texts can illuminate their relationship with 

contemporaneous events, such as the Anti-Slavery Convention of 1840.  

 

We are pleased that the articles in this special issue do justice to the array of excellent 

material discussed at “Sites of Memory” and “Going Local: African Texts and Cultures” and we hope 

that readers will find them as interesting and thought-provoking as we have. Finally, we must thank 

the editorial board of the Journal of History and Cultures for facilitating this special issue, along with 
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Dr Benedetta Rossi and the College of Arts and Law, University of Birmingham for their help in 

making the conferences a success. 
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