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Introduction  
 

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real aspect of everyday living, and has thus been replaced by concentration on symbolic and physical 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

                                                             
1 Rebecca Jones is a Research Fellow at the University of Birmingham, where she works on the project 
‘Knowing Each Other: Everyday religious encounters, social identities and tolerance in southwest Nigeria.’ She 
received her PhD in 2014 from the University of Birmingham for her doctoral thesis on Nigerian travel writing 
in Yoruba and English. She can be contacted at R.K.Jones@bham.ac.uk.  
Tom Penfold is a Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the University of Johannesburg. He completed his PhD, ‘Black 
Consciousness and the Politics of Writing the Nation in South Africa’, at the University of Birmingham in 2013 
and is now preparing this for publication. He is also convening the “Cultures of Struggle” international 
conference to be held at the University of Johannesburg in May 2015 and can be contacted at either 
tpenfold@uj.ac.uk or t.w.penfold@bham.ac.uk.  
2 P. Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, 26 (1989), pp. 7-25, at p. 8. 
3 Ibid. p. 24.  
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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 

                                                             
4 A. Mbembe, ‘Ways of Seeing: Beyond the New Nativism. Introduction’, African Studies Review, 44.2 (2001), 
pp. 1-14; A. Mbembe, ‘Afropolitanism’, translated by L. Chauvet. In S. Njami, and L. Duran (eds.) Africa Remix: 
Contemporary Art of a Continent. (Johannesburg: Jacana Media, 2007), pp. 26-29.  
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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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Baking Bread Memories for the Future 
 

Alexandra Littaye 
University of Oxford1 

 
The smell of good bread baking, like the sound of lightly flowing 
water, is indescribable in its evocation of innocence and delight...2  

 
Introduction 

Bread, the staple of life, is ubiquitous in UK households. Ninety-nine percent of households 
in the UK buy bread, and the UK eats the equivalent of over nine million large loaves of bread every 
day.3 Through its widespread consumption, bread offers a platform from which to understand the 
erosion of artisanal (baking) skills and the ways that food networks have emerged to counter this 
loss. This article centres in particular on the discourses and narratives of the “real bread” network of 
bread-bakers (some professional, others infrequent bakers) who have learned how to bake “real 
bread” through a food movement called Bread Matters. 

Bread Matters is a pioneering British food movement and business based in Scotland that 
supports the creation of community-owned bakeries in the UK and offers courses that teach how to 
bake “real bread”, in contradistinction to bread produced through mechanised processes. Bread 
Matters celebrates artisanal, hand-made baking with organic and local ingredients. It claims that a 
Bread Revolution is under way in the UK,4 leading individuals to bake and set-up artisan bakeries, 
thwarting the corporate and highly mechanised bread industry – a food movement still understudied 
and which stands as an example of grassroots efforts in the UK to counter the mechanization of the 
food industry. The overwhelmingly mechanical production of bread in the UK can be traced to the 
development in 1961 of the Chorleywood Bread Process, which combines vegetable fat, yeast, and 
improvers at high speeds so that a loaf can be made in less than three and a half hours. This highly 
mechanised and chemical process is now used to produce eighty percent of bread baked in the UK,5 
because it reduces the cost of production and more than doubles a loaf’s shelf-life.6  

The bread industry in the UK is now heavily dependent on modern technology, and less 
reliant on individual skill and craft, or the savoir-faire of bread-baking. It is estimated that the 
number of small-scale artisanal bakeries in the UK fell from around 18,000 to fewer than 3500 
between the 1950s and the 2000s.7 Ninety-seven percent of bread in the UK is made in factories or 
supermarkets, reflecting the ‘growth of an ideology of neo-liberal markets and the rise of a 

                                                             
1 Alexandra Littaye is a doctoral student in the School of Geography and the Environment at the University of 
Oxford. She investigates the process of heritagization of food products in Scotland and in Mexico through 
studying small-scale producers and the international organisation Slow Food. She used to be a philosophy 
lecturer in the United Arab Emirates and has competed as an amateur boxer for several years.  
2 F.J.K. Fisher, The Art of Eating (New York: MacMillan, 1954). 
3 ‘History of the Bread Industry’, Federation of Bakers, accessed 23 August 2013, 
http://www.bakersfederation.org.uk/the-bread-industry/about-the-bread-industry.html. 
4 Andrew Whitley, the founder of Bread Matters, co-founded the Real Bread Campaign in the UK in 2008. 
5 ‘History of the Bread Industry’.  
6 Ibid. 
7 ‘Press release: From Brick Lane to Bread Street’, Sustain, accessed 21 August 2014, 
http://www.sustainweb.org/pdf/25_08_04.pdf. 
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concentration in corporate control of agri-food’.8 The erosion of artisanal, hand-made bread typifies 
the wider mechanisation, systematisation, and standardisation of the food system in the UK.  

 “Real bread” is a concept constructed by Bread Matters in response to such industrialised 
production methods sketched above and the resultant perceived lack of authenticity in the modern 
British food system. As this article explores, the “real” nature of “real bread” is linked to 
representations of how bread should be baked that stand in stark contrast to the Chorleywood 
Bread Process. In this case, the “real” is based on notions of the correct use of time, celebrated in 
Bread Matters’ narrative that evokes an idealised and fixed past for bakers and the craft of baking. 
The impetus for remembering “real bread” – understood as the desire to bake as well as the act of 
eating – is rooted in attempts at reviving both artisanal foodstuffs and the skills intrinsically linked to 
their survival. The “real bread” network is thus a platform through which to grasp how baking bread 
influences its consumption and vice-versa, enabling us to break down the all-too-familiar dichotomy 
between consumption and production. In relation to food, what we remember is necessarily and 
intrinsically linked to how we remember. Within the discourse surrounding “real bread”, it is 
assumed that those who bake and consume it regain a sense of reality and authenticity lacking from 
the food system they would otherwise inhabit. As such, the movement for the expansion of “real 
bread” is mainly focused on food production, which has had little traction as a potential site for the 
analysis of reflexive conduct. 

In investigating Bread Matters’ formulation of “real bread”, this article seeks to bridge two 
academic fields within food studies: the conceptualisation of foods from the past as forms of cultural 
capital with the potential to alleviate broader social and economical concerns in local rural areas;9 
and heritage or traditional foods as a response to feelings of alienation typical of post-Fordist, 
Western societies, ‘divorced from their origins through urbanization and population migration, such 
senses of pride and place have to be created’.10 Through discourse analysis, the role of food 
networks in shaping culinary pasts and heritage is underlined. The following pages investigate how 
food networks revive eroding culinary skills through the structuring of pastness as ‘a vague “then”, a 
“time before”’.11 They consider how the “reality” of bread is constructed according to different 
temporalities and representations of the past and, moreover, what consequently constitutes 
“unreal” bread (the majority of bread eaten in the UK) Ultimately, this article aims to efface the 
binary oppositions of ‘broad-brushed contrasts between “now” and “then”, “past” and “present”’12 
upon which these food networks base their legitimacy.  
 
Bread Matters 
Bread Matters is a business that offers classes on how to prepare and bake handmade goods 
(though it does not sell bread) and also helps community-shared bakeries to establish themselves 
within or outside of the UK, through paid or free consultancy. Its recipes and larger philosophy are 
based on sourdough, a type of bread that necessitates a “slow” fermentation. It heavily encourages 

                                                             
8 K. Morgan, T. Marden and J. Murdoch, Worlds of Food: Place, Power, and Provenance in the Food Chain 
(Oxford, New York: Oxford UP, 2006), p. 55. 
9 G. Brunori and A. Rossi, ‘Synergy and Coherence Through Collective Action: Some Insights from Wine Routes 
in Tuscany’, Sociologia ruralis, 40 (2000), pp. 409-423. 
10 A.J McIntosh and C.P. Richard, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, Annals of Tourism Research, 26.3 (1999), pp. 589-
612, at p. 590. 
11 P.J. Fowler, The Past in Contemporary Society: Then, Now (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 6. 
12 R. Samuel, Theatres of Memory (London: Verso, 1994), p. 6. 
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baking with “heritage” and organic cereals such as einkorn (discussed below) with the exclusion of 
any artificial additives. Indeed, “real bread” is ‘defined as being made without additives, fermented 
for several hours and always touched by human hands’.13 Furthermore, because of its production 
methods and the raw ingredients, “real bread” is ‘better for you, better for your community, better 
for the planet’.14 

Andrew Whitley, the founder of Bread Matters, also co-founded the Real Bread Campaign 
(RBC) in 2008, through which he aimed to spread the philosophy of “real bread” throughout the UK. 
The RBC website announces their aim as being: 
 

to increase the enjoyment, production and consumption of bread 
made with natural ingredients, appropriate fermentation and no 
adulterants…we want to see grain and bread production at the 
heart of a sustainable ecological food system…We campaign for 
proper labelling so at least we know what we’re eating. We want all 
the additives – declared and hidden – out of bread. We are helping 
to organise scientific research into why fast-made bread leaves so 
many people bloated. We work with other organisations to make 
real bread available in schools, hospitals and other public 
institutions.15  

The organisation constructs its notion of “real bread” in contrast to the ills it perceives in today’s 
dysfunctional food system and in relation to bread from the past: 

In the pre-industrial era, time was an essential ingredient in bread-
making, even after the processes of fermentation were well 
understood.16  

The notion that in the past, baking was ‘well understood’, stands as an ideal against which to criticise 
the bread industry in the UK today, with its heavy machinery and lack of expertise and manual skill:  

Without time and watchfulness, there would be no bread as we 
know it...Before the advent of commercial yeasts, bakers had to 
make their own leavening mixture.17 

Tacit knowledge as well as the use of time necessary to baking are seen to be replaced by machines 
and chemistry inherent in the modernisation of the bread industry. Indeed, time is a key element in 
the production of “real bread” made without preservatives or additives and whose dough thus rises 
solely through the action of yeast. “Real bread” is intrinsically slowly made bread. Time – and its 

                                                             
13 ‘Real Bread Campaign’, Bread Matters, accessed 13 February 2013, 
http://www.breadmatters.com/index.php?route=information/information&information_id=15. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 ‘Time and Bread’, Bread Matters, accessed 13 February 2013, 
http://breadmatters.com/index.php?route=information/information&information_id=19. 
17 Ibid. 
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slow unfolding – is the essence of the “reality” of “real bread”. If we rob bread of its time, it fails to 
be the “staple of life”, since:  

…it was, above all, time which caused that first left-over piece of 
flour-and-water dough to surprise its maker by rising a little after a 
few hours of benign neglect...Without time and watchfulness, there 
would be no bread as we know it...Without time to ferment the 
dough and allow the microorganisms to interact, bread not only 
lacks flavour but may not be the staff of life we fondly imagine.18  

The organisation deplores the nominal use of time deployed in the global food system, both at a 
consumption and production level. It takes a vocal stance against fast food culture by praising home 
baking: 

For the British baking industry in the past fifty or so years, a more 
serious race has been on: to make mass-produced bread as quickly 
as possible in the interests of profit and low prices. Most big plants 
moved to the ‘no-time dough’, in which a combination of high-speed 
mixing and chemical additives is substituted for traditional 
fermentation. No-time dough: the very antithesis of leavened bread 
as it first emerged many thousands of years ago.19 

The additives (enzymes and chemicals) that reduce the baking time in the Chorleywood Bread 
Process are perceived as unwanted adulterations, and inhibit bread from qualifying as “real” 
because they replace traditional baking production. In other words, “real bread” is inherently made 
from “real” baking methods where time is respected. Indeed, ‘modern distribution systems, 
dedicated to provide multiple retailers with maximum freshness, interrupt the rhythm of time 
necessary to real bread’.20 According to Bread Matters, the bread industry has habituated us to a 
homogenous flavour of mass-produced bread and, more perniciously, to the idea of perpetual 
freshness. The bread industry has limited our capacity to identify fresh bread by offering loaves with 
preservatives: 

[T]he trouble is that if absolute freshness (even the ersatz freshness 
of a ‘baked-off’ loaf) becomes our minimum standard, we 
progressively rob ourselves of the benchmark by which the true 
delight of freshness can be judged.21  

The modern imperative for long-lasting freshness requires that freshness is a stable state available in 
processed bread: our experience of bread is, as Whitley labels it, one of ‘absolute’ freshness. The 
mistreatment of time robs bread of its “reality”. Time cannot punctuate the various stages of the 
evolution of the loaf – fresh or stale. Industrial bread limits our experience of food since bread 
should be allowed to ‘grow old with dignity’ so that we may ‘use it in different ways, dunking it in 

                                                             
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
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soup, toasting it, covering it trencher-style with succulent stews. Even when quite stale it still 
delights us, in summer pudding, croûtons or kvass’.22 The list of recipes entails a cornucopia 
intrinsically linked to “real bread” which, by its very transitory nature, enables the organisation to 
weave ‘alternative temporalities into the present’23 as well as to refer to an idyllic past ‘when bread 
was a vital source of sustenance, it was usually so hard won that throwing it away was a sin’.24  

By referring loosely to “the past”, Bread Matters’ discourse is a ‘mixing [of] pastness and 
presentness’25 that presents itself as a template for living in the now.26 Foodstuffs gain meaning 
through their association with a past that is either invented or re-enacted. As Visser points out, the 
food industry has capitalised on the growing desire for authentic, artisanal, or traditional foods. 
Indeed, “real bread” typifies:   

Western societies, in which political and cultural processes are 
generally mediated to the consumer by professionals, particularly 
great reliance is similarly placed in the interpretation of authenticity 
to the consumer by professionals (Walsh 1992)27…what is and is not 
authentic is largely the consequence of replicated interpretations.28  

The organisation’s discourse equally embraces biblical connotations, claiming ‘it is no 
surprise that the language of bread finds echoes in religious metaphor. From the germination of the 
good seed to symbolic identification with the body of Christ, bread speaks to us of becoming, of 
transformation’.29 The association of “real bread” with the body of Christ confers a sacred aspect on 
food that, by association, suggests bread that fails to be “real” – or those who fail to eat “real” bread 
– are sinful. The notion of “real bread” is thus couched in a rhetoric that invites an association 
between good foods and good bakers/eaters, whereas unreal processed bread is linked to bad foods 
and evil bakers/eaters. 

Bread Matters’ quest for the “authentic” or the “real” epitomises a shift in the ideals 
pursued by “foodies” in the past decade.30 Instead of seeking authenticity in foreign cuisine (the 
“other outward”) they are reaching back into our culinary past to guide them towards a “reality” 
that they feel is lacking from our modern food. Baking and eating “real bread” are acts of 
authenticity that are expressed as ‘identity, autonomy, individuality, self-development, and self-

                                                             
22 Ibid. 
23 K. Verdery, Political Lives and Dead Bodies. Reburial and Postsocialist Change (New York: Columbia UP, 
1999), p. 115. 
24 ‘Time and Bread’.  
25 McIntosh and Richard, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, pp. 589-612, at p. 590. 
26 Fowler, The Past in Contemporary Society. 
27 K. Walsh, The Representation of the Past: Museums and Heritage in the Postmodern World (London: 
Routledge, 1992), cited in McIntosh and Richard, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, p. 590. 
28 McIntosh and Richard, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, p. 590. 
29 ‘Time and Bread’. 
30 U. Hannerz, ‘Reflections on Varieties of Culturespeak’, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 2 (1999), pp. 
393-407. 
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realization’.31 It is the affirmation of identity through looking back, as a memory but with the pain 
removed.32  

The capacity of the past to confer “reality” on food is typified in the interest in heritage 
seeds. One of the key projects for Bread Matters is “Scotland, the Bread”, which aims to ‘build a 
local grain economy’ by helping to ‘re-establish a Scottish flour and bread supply that is healthy, 
equitable, locally-controlled and sustainable’.33 The project attempts to revive the biodiversity of 
grains ‘from the past’ in Scotland and in the UK more broadly, whereby, at present: 

little, if any, of this wheat was used directly by local breadmakers. As 
with other commodity foods, the part of the supply that isn’t fed to 
animals or used to make biofuels is bought by large milling 
conglomerates or aggregated by traders. Its identity is submerged 
and its price is distorted by speculators. Worse, the kind of grain 
grown is determined by the presumed needs of intensive farming 
and industrial bread production. To build health and food 
sovereignty requires better grains, less intensive processing and 
more connection between producers and bread eaters.34  

“Scotland, the Bread” started in March 2013 by planting small samples of 19th century Scottish 
wheat on four organic farms. The aim of the project was to start researching new crosses, mixtures, 
or landraces.  

Bread Matters claims that ‘the growing interest in older grains (e.g. spelt, emmer, einkorn) 
and “heritage” varieties mirrors significant citizen dissatisfaction with industrial wheat and bread’.35 
Through this project, Bread Matters promotes nostalgia for a Lost Eden36 that responds to desires 
for a “reality” rooted in the past. The organisation’s discourse is couched in terms of a nostalgia 
rooted in memories of Gemeinschaft37 (i.e. in terms of ideals rather than in terms of regular 
transgressions of these ideals). The appeal to an ‘armchair nostalgia’38 is symptomatic of late 
capitalist consumerism whereby the ‘merchandiser supplies the lubrication of nostalgia’ and the 
consumer ‘need only bring the faculty of nostalgia to an image that will supply the memory of a loss 
he or she has never suffered’.39 In this sense, both Bread Matters and “real bread” bakers engage 

                                                             
31 M. Berman, The Politics of Authenticity (London: Allen & Unwin, 1970), cited in McIntosh and Richard, 
‘Affirming Authenticity’, p. 590. 
32 D. Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1985), cited in McIntosh and 
Richard, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, p. 590. 
33 ‘Time and Bread’. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 D. Sutton, Remembrance of Repasts: An Anthropology of Food and Memory (London: Berg, 2001). 
37 Gemeinschaft is a category coined by the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies that indicates social 
relations characterized by intimacy, trust and common values, and through which individuals share memories 
of community.   
38 A. Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: U. of Minneapolis P, 
1996), p. 78. 
39 Ibid., p. 78. 
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with a commodification of ‘pastness’, which underlines ‘needs for identity, and the finding of the 
true self through the appropriation of pastness’.40 
 
Bread Matters, Slow Food and Global Counter-Movements 
Bread Matters’ philosophy echoes a wider global counter-movement against the increasing 
“McDonaldization” of today’s food system. The study of Bread Matters reflects a wider shift in 
academic discourse coined the “cultural turn”41 in the food system’s ‘“turn” to quality’.42 Bread 
Matters epitomises various alternative movements characteristic of Post-Fordist43 economies that 
have been spurred by demands for local, organic, fresh, artisanal, or traditional foods.44 Much of the 
recent academic literature on “alternative” foods and networks has been dedicated to ethical 
eating45 and complementary trends such as organic food, Fair Trade, or vegetarianism.46 Some 
believe efforts for more reflexive consumption patterns represent a paradigm shift away from an 
industrial food system.47 Others, meanwhile, consider these patterns simply as the reverse side of 
mass food production.48  

Such counter-movements are typified by Slow Food: ‘a global, grassroots organization with 
supporters in 150 countries around the world who are linking the pleasure of good food with a 
commitment to their community and the environment’.49 The Slow Food movement emphasises the 
importance of maintaining the knowledge and taste of “real”, “slow”, or “forgotten” foods and the 
skills necessary for the preservation of culinary tradition. Bread Matters is one of the local activities 
affiliated to Slow Food,50 and during Slow Food’s 2012 Terra Madre event, Bread Matters held a 
stand promoting the philosophy of “real bread”.51 Both Bread Matters and Slow Food have taken a 
stance against the conventional food system, symptomatic of how 'things are speeding up and 

                                                             
40 McIntosh and Richard, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, p. 590. 
41 See N. Thrift, ‘Capitalisms Cultural Turn’, in L. Ray and A. Sayer (eds.), Culture and Economy After the Cultural 
Turn (London: Sage Publications, 1999), pp. 135-61. 
42 D. Goodman, ‘The Quality ‘Turn’ and Alternative Food Practices: Reflections and Agenda’, Journal of Rural 
Studies, 19 (2003), pp. 1-7, at p. 1. 
43 Understood as the shift from an economy based on mass production of homogenous goods to one 
distinguished by flexible specialization. 
44  D. Harvey, ‘Flexible Accumulation through Urbanization: Reflections on “Post-Modernism” in the American 
City’, Antipode, 19 (1987), pp. 260-286. 
45 D. Bell and G. Valentine, Consuming Geographies: We Are Where We Eat (London: Routledge, 1997). 
46 M. Miele and J. Murdoch, ‘Fast Food/Slow Food: Differentiating and Standardising Cultures of Food’, in R. 
Almas, and G. Lawrence (eds.), Globalisation, Localisation and Sustainable Livelihoods (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2000), pp. 25-41. 
47 E. Schossler, Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the American Meal (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2001). 
48  J. Guthman, ‘Fast Food/Organic Food: Reflexive Tastes and the Making of “Yuppie Chow”’, Social and 
Cultural Geography, 4 (2003), pp. 45-58. 
49 ‘The UK Ark of Taste & Chef Alliance Programmes,’ Slow Food UK, accessed 8 July 2014, 
http://www.slowfood.org.uk/ark-info/forgotten-foods/. 
50 Bread Matters is a supporter of Slow Food UK in that they ‘share and want to support the Slow Food 
cause by engaging with [their] network to achieve positive change in the food system’ (Slow Food UK, ‘The UK 
Ark of Taste & Chef Alliance Programmes’). 
51 ‘Terra Madre: World Meeting of Food Communities, An Idea’ was co-organised with the Salone del Gusto for 
the first time in Turin in 2012. It is a biannual event, which aims to link ‘destiny communities’ (i.e. farmers from 
around the world as well as potential global food distribution networks). 
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spreading out'52 by either identifying the foods that need saving or encouraging the enskillment 
necessary to their survival. Slow Food’s rhetoric provides a global framework to Bread Matters’ 
discourse.  

The Ark of Taste (Ark) is one of Slow Food’s strategies in support of small-scale producers: an 
online list or ‘compendium that proposed the documentation of disappearing agricultural and food 
products on a global scale’.53 Slow Food has thus evolved into a global ‘cultural producer’54 that 
orchestrates and defines which foods qualify as ‘threatened with extinction’55 and which do not. 
Through the Ark, Slow Food determines which foods need to be remembered. Luciana Castellina 
aptly conveys the impetus of the Ark: ‘there is a desperately serious genocide of taste material 
culture...food is what gives meaning to human existence and taste is something that gives 
meaning.56 The discourse of the Ark thus introduces paradoxical appreciations for time: we must 
take our time eating and preparing Ark products yet we must simultaneously hurry in doing so, or 
they will become extinct. As Slow Food UK proclaims on its website: ‘eat it or lose it!’. In upholding a 
discourse of urgency, simultaneously a discourse of nostalgia for ‘disappearing foods’ and ‘forgotten 
flavours’,57 Slow Food legitimises the Ark’s discriminating criteria, which mirrors Bread Matters’ 
process of discriminating between “real” and “unreal” bread.  

One of the foodstuffs listed by the Ark of Taste UK is einkorn, a heritage grain also endorsed 
by Bread Matters. Einkorn is the oldest type of wheat, but with the majority of UK bread being 
produced from one strain of (engineered) wheat, einkorn disappeared from England 5,600 years ago 
until, in 2008, ‘Doves Farm on the Wiltshire/Berkshire border began a collaborative project with a 
small group of organic farmers to reinstate its production.’58 They are currently conserving einkorn 
in situ as well as other ‘historical series of varieties’,59  focusing on the common bread wheat grown 
in Britain since Neolithic times. Einkorn seeds thus stand as ‘witnesses of the past’60 whose very 
reintroduction underlines the interrupted agricultural heritage within the UK.61 In other words, the 
constancy of “real bread’s” tradition and heritage, implicitly assumed in Bread Matters’ discourse, is 
an invention.62 This invention obscures and facilitates the organisation’s role in rediscovering ‘a 
sense of place and of the past [that] is conveyed formally rather than organically’.63 

                                                             
52 D. Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Cambridge: Polity, 1994), p. 146. 
53 A. Leitch, ‘Gastronomic Revolutionaries: Slow Food and the Politics of “Virtuous Globalization’’, in D. Inglis 
and D. Gimlin (eds.), The Globalization of Food (New York: Berg P, 2009), pp. 45-64, at p. 53. 
54 K.I. MacDonald, ‘The Morality of Cheese: A Paradox of Defensive Localism in a Transnational Cultural 
Economy’, Geoforum, 44 (2013), pp. 93-102, at p. 97.  
55 B. Pietrykowski, ‘You Are What You Eat: The Social Economy of the Slow Food Movement’, Review of Social 
Economy, 62.3 (2004), pp. 307–321, at p. 315. 
56 Cited in an interview in C. Petrini, Slow Food: Collected Thoughts on Taste, Tradition, and the Honest 
Pleasures of Food (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2001), p. 32. 
57 ‘The UK Ark of Taste & Chef Alliance Programmes’. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 J. Barrau, ‘Witnesses of the Past: Notes on Some Food Plants of Oceania’, Ethnology, 4.3 (1965), pp. 282-294, 
p. 282. 
61 Sutton, Remembrance of Repasts. 
62 E. Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, in E. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger (eds.), The Invention of 
Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983), pp. 1-14. 
63 McIntosh and Richard, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, p. 590. 
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‘With its explicitly biblical imagery of deluge and salvation’,64 Bread Matters’ and the Ark’s 
shared discourse with regard to grain promotes, in Kenneth MacDonald’s words, an ‘aesthetic of 
redemption’65 enmeshed with moral undertones and nostalgia. Slow Food, similarly, ‘promises not 
only to save our conscience but to bring the world back from the edge of alimentary apocalypse’.66 
MacDonald argues that Slow Food portrays eating Ark products as an act of ‘moral salvation’,67 
surreptitiously introducing an element of morality into the experience of eating (intrinsically linked 
to remembering “forgotten flavours”). This rhetoric of redemption is necessarily coupled to the 
naturalistic discourse of food: we need to save nature. In other words, Slow Food’s discourse is one 
whereby we have a moral obligation to save nature (and its forgotten flavours) by eating it. Andrea 
Nightingale, meanwhile, believes Slow Food's naturalistic discourse is an unexamined and pre-given 
category whereby the appeal to what is “natural” exempts its followers’ actions from political and 
moral scrutiny.68 To remember, produce, or eat forgotten flavours – most notably “real bread” – is 
an act, which resonates throughout Bread Matters and Slow Food’s rhetoric as being endowed with 
morality. “Real bread” needs time to be baked and consumed, yet there is little time to lose in 
baking or eating it if we are to save our world and ourselves.  
 
Enskillment 
Time is not only essential to the production of “real bread”; it is also fundamental to the enskillment 
of its bakers. Slow Food and Bread Matters identify the disappearance of artisanal foods with the 
erosion of savoir-faire and the loss of ‘food memories’69 – exemplified by distorted notions of 
freshness in bread. Nadia Seremetakis believes that Western cultures are experiencing a 
‘reorganization of public memory’,70  since ‘[s]ensory premises, memories and histories’ linked to 
food are being erased in ‘entire regional cultures’.71 The loss of memories of food is intrinsically 
linked to the loss of craft in food production. Duruz makes a link between time spent cooking and 
the loss of culinary skills: 

Although the ‘time-poor’ Generation X has become the technology-
rich one (the development of the microwave chip enabling easy 
access to both food and entertainment), at the same time it is this 
generation that displays a definite ‘lack’ in the everyday skills of 
food preparation.72 

                                                             
64 Leitch, ‘Gastronomic Revolutionaries’, p. 416. 
65 MacDonald, ‘The Morality of Cheese’, pp. 98. 
66 H. Paxson, 'Slow Food in a Fat Society: Satisfying Ethical Appetites’, Gastronomica, 5 (2005), pp. 14-18, at p. 
17. 
67 MacDonald, ‘The Morality of Cheese’, pp. 93. 
68 A.J. Nightingale, ‘Can Social Theory Adequately Address Nature-Society Issues? Do Political Ecology and 
Science Studies in Geography Incorporate Ecological Change?’, online papers archived by the Institute of 
Geography, School of Geosciences, University of Edinburgh, 2006, p. 6, accessed 7 July 2014,  
https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/bitstream/1842/1437/1/anightingale004.pdf. 
69 Sutton, Remembrance of Repasts. 
70 C.N. Seremetakis, ‘The Memory of the Senses’, in C.N. Seremetakis (ed.), The Senses Still: Perception and 
Memory as Material Culture in Modernity (Boulder: Westview P, 2006), pp. 23-43, at p, 3. 
71 Ibid., p. 3.  
72 J. Duruz, ‘Home Cooking, Nostalgia, and the Purchase of Tradition’, Traditional Dwellings and Settlements 
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The speeding up of the industrial bread production and the decline of ‘everyday skills of food 
preparation’ mean that ‘cooking seems to be increasingly socially disembedded if not 
disembodied’.73 By offering courses teaching “real bread” baking, Bread Matters strives to redress 
this memory loss by enskilling people with, effectively, the means to bake “reality” into bread.  

As David Sutton reminds us, any skill involved in craftsmanship necessitates a context in 
which we can exercise judgment as well as adjust our expertise to each task at hand.74 It depends on 
the dual process of enculturation and enskillment whereby taste and skills are learned, mobilized, 
and repeatedly trained.75Our ‘enculturation’ or ‘education of attention’76 demands that our senses 
be engaged in our apprenticeship with and within our environment: our whole person (mind/body) 
is learning a new skill. Baking becomes a simpler, non-mechanised tool that extends the ‘whole 
person [into the environment] and draws power from this’.77 “Real bread” demands time and 
apprenticeship: the foundation for embodied memories (i.e. skills). It necessitates an understanding 
of our environment and the objects that we seek to affect as ‘the world [that] is its own best 
model’.78 To understand how to bake “real bread”, we need to enskill ourselves (i.e. absorb 
memories of know-how).  

The enculturation and enskillment of baking is illustrated in Bread Matters’ lessons in 
preparing a sourdough. One of the methods taught during Bread Matters’ “Fundamental” course – a 
two day course tailored to beginner bakers – is that of “airing” the dough: kneading it in the air (as 
opposed to on the table) to stretch the gluten bonds of the dough until they are deemed fit for 
baking. Each sourdough preparation begins with a “starter”: dough that is pre-fermented by wild 
yeasts and lactic-acid bacteria. This allows the development of flavours in the bread and gives 
sourdough its distinct taste. At the beginning of the class, none of the participants know how to 
judge whether the dough has risen sufficiently to be baked. Thus, the purpose of the course is to 
demonstrate the methods of airing as well as to give bakers “a feel” for the “right consistency” of a 
dough before baking it. Participants learn how to refresh a starter: augment its mass without 
changing its distinct flavour. The starter remains active for an indefinite time in the correct 
conditions. The mother sourdough (original dough) in Bread Matters, from which the majority of 
loaves are made, has been continuously refreshed for five years. This not only gives loaves the 
distinct taste of Bread Matters bread, but also provides a constant platform for Bread Matters’ 
education in taste. The starter can be passed on from one participant to another and from one 
generation to the next. In this sense, the flavours of sourdough are timeless (since they come from 
the same starter) yet its production process is regulated entirely by time.  

On the Bread Matters website, we are told that the original invention of the sourdough 
starter (which, we are taught, can be made from scratch from water, flour, and time) was the result 
of accident and not ingenuity:  

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Review, 12 (2001), pp. 21-32, at p. 24. 
73 D. Sutton, ‘Cooking Skills, the Senses and Memory: The Fate of Practical Knowledge’, (2006), in C. Counihan 
and P. Van Esterik (eds.), Food and Culture: A Reader (New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 299-321, at p. 305. 
74 D. Sutton, ‘A Tale of Easter Ovens: Food and Collective Memory’, Collective Memory and Collective Identity, 
75 (2008), pp. 157-180. 
75 P. Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989). 
76 Quoted by Sutton, ‘Cooking Skills, the Senses and Memory’, p. 303. 
77 Quoted by. Ibid., p. 303. 
78 T. Ingold, ‘From the Transmission of Representations to the Education of Attention’, in XMCA Research Paper 
Archive (2001), accessed 8 September 2014, http://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Paper/ingold/ingold1.htm. 

http://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Paper/ingold/ingold1.htm


Alexandra Littaye: Baking Memories for the Future 
 

15 
 

For we may surmise that it was, above all, time which caused that 
first left-over piece of flour-and-water dough to surprise its maker 
by rising a little after a few hours of benign neglect.79  

During the workshop, participants are also taught that sourdough starter is produced in twelve to 
thirty-six hours; however, it is from the feel or a gentle poke of the dough that one knows it is 
sufficiently proved. Participants are encouraged to smell, observe, and touch the dough to gain a 
‘reasoned use of the senses’.80 This necessitates apprenticeship, repetition, and the education of the 
senses, or enskillment. As the founder of Bread Matters reminds us, ‘to know how to bake bread, 
you need to bake’.81 The body learns gestures, which it remembers and improves each time it bakes, 
re-enacting gestures with every loaf. The act of baking, like the bread it produces, enmeshes various 
temporalities by invoking learnt gestures and past experiences as guides for preparing dough. “Real 
bread” is thus baked by those who have incorporated the skills for baking through repeated practice. 
As Sutton claims, craftwork establishes a realm of ‘skill and knowledge perhaps beyond human 
verbal capacities to explain...language is not an adequate “mirror-tool” for the physical movements 
of the human body’.82  

The baking skills taught by Bread Matters are perpetually evolving as they are transmitted, 
practised, and honed. Within the discourse promoted by the organisation, though, “real bread” is 
constructed as the product of a static past; it thus ignores the fact that tradition ‘develops with the 
growth of the organism’.83 Bread Matters’ manual for baking “real bread” reflects the growing desire 
for traditional, authentic, or real foods in the format of what Alan Warde calls a ‘nostalgia 
cookbook’.84 Nostalgia cookbooks epitomise static notions of tradition as well as an underlying 
desire in Western societies for an oral community and the embodied knowledge it transmits. 
Paradoxically, this knowledge is encapsulated in the written format, the most commodified form of 
all.85 As Joy Adapon reminds us, ‘As with any other sort of skill, cooking is something that is enacted 
and embodied, not usually articulated’.86 The legacy of “real bread” as articulated by the 
organisation is in this case an invention87  – similar to the agricultural heritage of einkorn – that 
Bread Matters perpetuates by creating static notions of bread baking culture in the UK. For Jeffrey 
Pratt, traditional or artisanal products ‘are not survivals as such; they are generated out of sustained 
commercial activity, state regulatory systems, and international trade agreements’.88  
 
Conclusion: Memory and Reality 

                                                             
79 ‘Time and Bread’. 
80 Sutton, ‘Cooking Skills’, p. 310. 
81 Bread Matters Fundamental Course Workshop, Macbiehill Farmhouse, Scotland, Bread Matters 
Fundamental Course, 1-2 June 2013. 
82 Sutton, Remembrance of Repasts, p. 95. 
83 Ingold, The Perception of the Environment, p. 361. 
84 A. Warde, Consumption, Food and Taste (London: Sage, 1997), cited in Sutton, Remembrance of Repasts, p. 
142. 
85 Ibid.  
86 J. Adapon, Culinary Art and Anthropology (Oxford and New York: Berg, 2008), p. 14. 
87 Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, pp. 1-14.  
88 J. Pratt, ‘Food Values: The Local and the Authentic’, Critique of Anthropology, 27 (2007), pp. 285-300, at p. 
292. 
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The potency of the discourses articulated by Bread Matters and Slow Food lies in their promise for 
salvation intertwined with a return to a “reality” constructed in reference to the past. According to 
Richard Sennett, the Western world is now experiencing a ‘nostalgia for the real’89 in a society of 
increasingly mass-mediated experience. The growing popularity of “real bread” responds to what 
Doreen Massey argues is the general sentiment in affluent First World economies of ‘discomforts of 
fragmentation, disruption and “placelessness” that have produced nostalgic longings for a secure 
world and for secure positionings within it’.90  The expansion of fast food culture, she argues, is one 
of the factors that has had the capacity to ‘erase differences between “this place” and “that” and 
between “now” and “then”’.91 Borgmann, meanwhile, relates the apparent ‘receding of reality’92 to 
the loss of metis and techne (technique or skill) whereby artisanal expertise is lost to mechanisation 
and computerisation. The desire to bake “real bread” in the UK thus speaks to feelings of 
placelessness and disembededness, along with a ‘receding of reality’.93 Through “real bread”, Bread 
Matters directly responds to demands to re-embed food in its social, cultural, and environmental 
context, typified by the Age of Ecology of the third modernity.94 “Real bread” offers the opportunity 
for an aesthetic appreciation95 of food based on the awareness of the temporal flow of food from 
the past into the present.96  

Through a discussion of “real bread”, this article has sought insights into the ways that the 
‘past is recalled, memorialised and used to construct the present’.97 The time gained through the 
availability of ready-made, processed food and the apparent cornucopia of choice in retail stores has 
been counterbalanced by a loss of culinary skills and food heritage,98 as well as a sense of reality. 
The latter is constructed in opposition to the ills perceived as being inherent in the modern food 
system by alternative food movements to which they contrast elaborate representations of idyllic 
gastronomic pasts. In so doing, they capitalise on a wave of ‘nostalgia for reality’99 that spurs the 
search for authenticity and heritage in foods from our past, notably in heritage grains. Bread Matters 
and Slow Food’s discourse results in a profitable production of nostalgia, whereby “real bread”, 
linked to einkorn, creates what Potter and Tilzey term ‘spaces for postproductivism within an 

                                                             
89 R. Sennett, The Craftsman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), p. 155. 
90 Massey quoted by J. Duruz, ‘Home, Cooking, Nostalgia and the Purchase of Tradition’, TDSR, 12.2 (2002), pp. 
21-32, at p. 22. 
91 J. MacClancy, Consuming Culture: Why You Eat What You Eat (New York: Henry Holt & Co. 1992), p. 193. 
92 A. Borgmann, ‘The Artificial and the Real: Reflections on Baudrillard’s America’, in W. Stearns and W. 
Chaloupka (eds.), Jean Baudrillard: The Disappearance of Art and Politics (New York: St Martin’s P, 1992), pp. 
160-176. 
93 Ibid.  
94 D. Goodman, ‘Agro-Food Studies in the “Age of Ecology”: Nature, Corporeality, Bio-Politics’, Sociologia 
ruralis, 39 (1999), pp. 17-38. 
95 ‘Practical aesthetics’ mingles ‘the social and the natural in the very taste of the foods themselves and this 
combination points to an ethical element in the products and cuisines proposed by Slow Food’: M. Miele and J. 
Murdoch, ‘The Aestheticisation of Food: Taste, Time and Typicality’, Sociologia Ruralis, 42 (2002), pp. 312-328, 
at p. 319.  
96 M. Miele and J. Murdoch, ‘The Aestheticisation of Food’, p. 328. 
97 J.D. Holtzman, 'Food and Memory’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 35 (2006), pp. 361-378., at p. 363. 
98 In their study of British cuisine, Mason and Brown classified more than 400 regional foodstuffs as 
'endangered species'. This number is higher today. L. Mason and C. Brown, Traditional Foods of Britain: An 
Inventory (Totnes: Prospect, 1999). 
99 Borgmann, The Artificial and the Real. 
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inherently productivist agriculture…[by] map[ing] out an alternative “consumption countryside”’.100 
Presented within the discourses of Bread Matters and Slow Food are thus promises of salvation, 
redemption, and reality. “Real bread”, by its very name, holds a promise to ground us back in 
“reality” by saving the constructed tradition of baking bread. 

However, the temporality referred to in the discourse surrounding “real bread” is 
ambivalent. On the one hand, Bread Matters claims that the British bread industry distorts our sense 
of reality by perverting our sense of freshness. This freshness is constructed in relation to a notion of 
an idealised past in which bread was widely used regardless of its state (fresh or stale). As Fowler 
reminds us, the ‘past is an intellectual concept’.101 Bread Matters is changing the past to its own end 
in what David Lowenthal coined a ‘creative anachronism’102 and is offering memories of food based 
on invented traditions.103  

Simultaneously, this loss of reality is also articulated in conjunction with the importance of 
artisanal, traditional skills. “Real bread”, as demonstrated throughout the Bread Matters workshop, 
needs time, expertise, and craft in order to be “real”. In this sense, reality in food is also dependent 
on the enskillment and enculturation of its producers which, in turn, depend on embodied memories 
embedded within the baker’s person through repetition and practice. Bread Matters suggests that 
the loss of knowledge of artisanal food production is one of a ‘loss of ancient gestures’;104 the loss of 
(embodied) memories and the loss of reality. “Real bread” typifies a growing sentiment of ‘nostalgia 
for the real’105 through its expanding network. We are reminded of Terdiman’s ‘present past’106 
whereby the creation of “real bread” attempts to reproduce a memory: an impossible desire (at the 
root of nostalgia) to recall things by replicating them which, by virtue of being memories of the past, 
are gone forever.107 In defining the criteria for “real” foods by determining which memories are 
required, Bread Matters is in danger of reducing those who do not know how to make – or do not 
have access to – “real bread” to be condemned to fake foods and, by extension, vulnerable to fake 
bakers.  

Indeed, by making claims about the “reality” embedded in food, Bread Matters 
surreptitiously invokes particular interpretations of the past and morality linked to food. Unknotting 
the temporalities embedded in the network’s risk discourses underlines the importance of the role 
of memory and different types of remembrance at play in the promotion and creation of “real 
bread”. Bread Matters and Slow Food make implicit moral assertions through affirmations of the 
correct use of time in food preparation, recollection, and consumption. The discourse of “real bread” 
depends on a dichotomy between “real” and “no-time” dough (i.e. unreal or fake bread), and “slow” 
and “fast” food that is couched in normalised terminology. The binary distinction invites moral 

                                                             
100 C. Potter and M. Tilzey, ‘Agriculture Policy Discourses in the European Post-Fordist Transition: 
Neoliberalism, Neomercantilism, and Multifunctionality’, Progress in Human Geography, 29.5 (2005), pp. 581-
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101 Fowler, The Past in Contemporary Society, p. 187. 
102 Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, p. 363. 
103 Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, pp. 1-14.  
104 L. Giard, ‘Part II: Doing-Cooking’, in L. Giard, M. de Certeau and P. Mayol (eds.), The Practice of Everyday 
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positionings that can confer morality and reality on those who engage in bread baking. The moral 
undertone of the food movements’ discourse propagates the notion that there is “reality” to be 
found in certain breads and, thus, that there is also bread that lacks “reality”. This dichotomy is not 
only simplistic and problematic, but it also echoes Julie Guthman’s conclusions that the organic 
movement, and to a greater extent Slow Food, promulgate notions of “good” and “bad” eaters.108 
Similarly, the articulation of “real bread” may foster notions of “real” and “unreal” bakers. As 
described, these food networks reject ingredients or methods that fail to live up the cultural criteria 
of “real” or “slow”, underlining the fact that ‘foods operate as objectifications that enable and 
channel cultural positionings’.109  

A second problem arises from discourses embedded in representations of the past as a 
guide to a more sustainable future. Such discourses implicitly assume that cultural reality is 
continuous. As Sami Zubaida and Richard Tapper have argued, belief in a historical permanence is 
shared by those ‘drawn to explanations in terms of origin and the assumption of cultural continuity 
in the history of a people or a region’.110 As this article demonstrates, artisan breads represent a 
mixture of tradition and innovation, physicality and symbolism, mechanization and craftsmanship, 
endogeneity and exogeneity, myths and realities.111 By offering nostalgic appropriations of 
foodstuffs, these networks uphold the binary, moralistic rhetoric surrounding “good” and “bad” 
foods, while simultaneously reinforcing the belief that foods from the past, whether heritage 
traditional sourdough or ‘forgotten flavours’,112 hold the key to solving the ills of an industrial food 
system epitomised by its ‘receding reality’.113 In promising salvation and reality through “slow” and 
“real” foods, these discourses overlook the inventiveness inherent in any skilled production and 
craft, most notably in artisanal baking and cooking.  

Through their criteria for ‘forgotten flavours’ and production methods for real foods, Bread 
Matters and Slow Food perpetuate the very sense of “placelessness” and “disembeddedness” they 
seek to uproot. The promotion of a “reality” in “real bread” anchored in the celebration and re-
enactment of a bucolic view of the past necessarily excludes those who do not identify with or know 
that past, and those who do not have time for “real bread” baking. The growing call for “reality” in 
foods, and the belief in their capacity to re-embed us in “reality”, asks for further investigation. The 
discourse of “real bread” encourages constructions of moral bakers and eaters while condemning 
others to unreality and timelessness. The production of food, including baking bread, is an untidy 
process. Those bold enough to manually engage in culinary activities ought to be assured that the 
very act of creation is one of producing reality.  

                                                             
108 J. Guthman, ‘Fast Food/Organic Food’, pp. 45-58. 
109 I. Cook and P. Crang, ‘The World on a Plate: Culinary Culture, Displacement and Geographical Knowledges’, 
J. Mater. Cult., 1 (1996), pp. 131-53, at p. 132. 
110 S. Zubaida and R. Tapper, ‘Introduction’, in S. Zubaida and R. Tapper (eds.), Culinary Cultures of the Middle 
East (London: Taurus, 1994), pp. 1-18, at p. 7. 
111 A. Tregear, ‘From Stilton to Vimto: Using Food History to Re-Think Typical Products in Rural Development’, 
Sociologia Ruralis, 43 (2003), pp. 91-107, cited in S. Bowen and K. De Master, ‘New Rural Livelihoods or 
Museums of Production?: Quality Food Initiatives in Practice’, Journal of Rural Studies, 27 (2011), pp. 73-82, p. 
81. 
112 The UK Ark of Taste & Chef Alliance Programmes’.  
113 Borgmann, The Artificial and the Real.  
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Over the course of the last ten years, there has been a resurgence of interest in the popular 

and material culture of the 1950s. Much of the period’s renewed presence has taken the form of a 
typical cyclical revival of 1950s retro style and fashion. However, the postwar past has also been 
reconstructed and re-imagined through more lasting forms of cultural representation, such as 
television and cinema, literature and museums. These retrospectives can be seen as part of a wider 
process of memorialization connected to the most recent memory phenomenon, in which an 
increasing number of people are engaging in memory work related to the postwar period.  

Focusing on the museological response to the revival of the 1950s, this article examines 
the relevance of Pierre Nora’s paradigmatic concept of lieux de mémoire (sites of memory) for the 
study of how museal sites function as loci for memory work in contemporary France and Germany. 
Adopting a comparative case study approach, it explores three museal sites devoted to postwar 
material culture based in France, western Germany and eastern Germany respectively.2 These sites 
have been selected on the basis of their interpretive strategies and more “bottom-up” approaches 
to the past, which demonstrate a more nuanced understanding of both remembering and forgetting 
based on the central dynamics of temporality, spatiality, and materiality. In a departure from Nora’s 
thesis, the article finds that despite the artificiality and constructed nature of such sites, the way in 
which they are able to engage different memory communities means that they are not simply 
repositories for static, historicized memories but that they have a wide capacity for dynamic, 
spontaneous memory work. As a result, and because of the organizational nature and geographical 
locations of the museums concerned, this article also considers lieux de mémoire as potential props 
of more marginalized pasts and localized identities; offering a new engagement with memory that 
provides a response to, and different perspective on, “top-down”, state-centred narratives.   
 
The Memory Phenomenon and the Revival of the 1950s  
The cultural reinvestment in the 1950s must be understood, at least in part, as an offshoot of a 
much wider foregrounding of the ‘paradigm of memory’ in everyday life and academic scholarship.3 
Appearing under a wide range of conceptual guises, including a ‘memory boom’, an ‘obsession with 
memory’, ‘commemorative fever’, a ‘generation of memory’ and, most recently, a ‘memory 

                                                             
1 Stephanie Bostock is a Drapers' Company Scholar studying for a PhD in Modern Languages at Bangor 
University. Her research combines theories from material culture studies, memory studies and museology to 
examine the representation of the 1950s in current French and German museums and exhibitions. Prior to 
taking up her current position as a doctoral student, she completed a BA in German and French and an AHRC-
funded MA in European Languages and Cultures, both at Bangor University. Stephanie can be contacted at 
s.bostock@bangor.ac.uk. 
2 In order to avoid confusion, East and West Germany (with capital letters) are used to denote the pre-
unification states of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in 
existence until 1990; eastern and western Germany (with lower case letters) are used to refer to the post-
unification regions of unified Germany in existence since 1990. 
3 S. Arnold-de Simine, Mediating Memory in the Museum: Trauma, Empathy, Nostalgia (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2013), p. 16. 
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complex’ to name but a few, the turn to memory has brought about a fundamental shift in the way 
that societies articulate their past and identities through heritage.4 Once the realm of professional 
historians, chroniclers, and archivists, the past has now been decentralized and democratized. This 
has been to such an extent that “normal”, everyday people are now taking ownership and control of 
their own genealogies and personal experiences through a wide range of memory-related activities 
at a grassroots level. Larger memory communities, such as regions and nations, are also increasingly 
recognizing what G.J. Ashworth, Brian Graham and J.E. Tunbridge see as the ‘pluralization of the 
past’ in the face of extensive demographic changes, where memory has become a mode of public 
commemoration and an embattled site of identity politics.5 Museums have responded to these 
transformations with equal vigour and implemented change through a variety of institutional 
agendas, strategies, and policies. No longer branded a cultural monolith, the museum is increasingly 
seen as a site of ‘revolutions’, becoming a ‘fluid and responsive, dynamic, shaping, political, 
particular and complex’6 site. The proliferation of more localized and private museums in particular, 
often concerned with the narration of micro-histories, might be seen as ‘locally acceptable 
formulae’7 of the aforementioned pluralization of the past. Encompassing a wide range of memory 
and heritage practices, however, the museum need not necessarily be a single, physical institution in 
the traditional sense of the word. As Andreas Huyssen observed as early as 1995, renovation, retro 
fashions, visiting flea and antiques markets, memoir writing, the digital archiving of data: all these 
memory activities can be seen as “museological”, and have made the museum, in a ‘broad, 
amorphous sense…a key paradigm of contemporary cultural activities’.8 

It is within this larger framework of musealization that the 1950s have re-emerged in 
France and Germany since the mid-2000s. In France, the television channel France 5 has led the way 
in producing documentaries about the 1950s, narrating the postwar period through the objects, 
people, and political events which shaped and characterized it, such as in the film Le Roman des 
années 50 in 2006 and the 1950s series of the programme Graffiti in 2008. The year 2010 saw the 
release of journalist and writer Jean-Louis Marzorati’s first publication on the 1950s, C’était les 
années 50, as well as the two-part television drama Ah, c’était ça la vie! This was aired on France 2 
and explored the lives of three friends living in the Saint-Germain-des-Près area of Paris at the height 
of its fame as a hub of intellectual and cultural activity in the mid-1950s. These have been followed 

                                                             
4 For ‘memory boom’ see D. Berliner, ‘The Abuses of Memory: Reflections on the Memory Boom in 
Anthropology’, Anthropological Quarterly, 78 (2005), pp. 197-211, at p. 197; for ‘obsession with memory’ see 
A. Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 5; for 
‘commemorative fever’ see B. A. Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering (Philadelphia, PA: Open UP, 2003), p. 
2; for ‘generation of memory’ see J. Winter, ‘The Generation of Memory: Reflections on the “Memory Boom’ 
in Contemporary Historical Studies’, GHI Bulletin, 21 (2000), accessed 24 June 2014; for ‘memory complex’ see 
S. Macdonald, Memorylands: Heritage and Identity in Europe Today (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2013), p. 1. 
Heritage too, of course, is a highly contested term, which cannot be separated from its own contextual 
discourse. See G. J. Ashworth, B. Graham and J. E. Tunbridge, Pluralising Pasts: Heritage, Identity and Place in 
Multicultural Societies (London: Pluto P, 2007). 
5 Ashworth, Graham and Tunbridge, Pluralising Pasts. 
6 S. J. Knell, S. MacLeod and S. Watson (eds.), Museum Revolutions: How Museums Change and are Changed 
(Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2007), p. xx. 
7 Ashworth, Graham and Tunbridge, Pluralising Pasts, p. 211. 
8 Huyssen, Twilight Memories, p. 14. 
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more recently by the 2012 cinematic romantic comedy Populaire, which tells the story of a gifted 
speed typist in late-1950s Normandy. 

The cultural renaissance of the 1950s began a few years earlier in Germany with the 2003 
box office hit Das Wunder von Bern about the “miraculous” West German victory in the 1954 FIFA 
World Cup final. At the same time, Wirtschaftswunder (economic miracle) rhetoric was invoked by 
Angela Merkel as the leader of the Christian Democratic Union, who called for ‘new founding years’ 
of a ‘new social market economy’. This intensified throughout her election campaign. The mid-2000s 
brought about what can only be described as “fifties fever” in Germany: the six-part ARD 
documentary Unsere 50er Jahre that aired on Das Erste at the end of 2005 was an extremely popular 
television series and the accompanying book of the same name became a best seller; icons and 
“dream women” of 1950s cinema were celebrated in the “Retrospective” section of the 2006 
Berlinale film festival; and in April 2007, the weekly news magazine Der Spiegel ran a 
Wirtschaftswunder series, dubbing Germany’s economic success of the digital age the 
“Wirtschaftswunder 2.0”. Nostalgia-infused explorations of the 1950s have since given way to more 
critical reappraisals of the period, which attempt to rewrite more marginal narratives into cultural 
memory. Journalist and writer Helga Hirsch’s 2012 literary portrayal Endlich wieder leben: Die 
fünfziger Jahre im Rückblick von Frauen, for instance, focuses on the lives of women in East and 
West Germany in the 1950s.  
 
Museums as Sites of Memory 
Alongside literature and visual culture, the 1950s have been memorialised in an increasing number 
of museums and exhibitions throughout France and Germany. In addition to the numerous 
permanent museums, exhibitions, and temporary displays dedicated to the 1950s there have been 
several significant touring exhibitions.9 The most recent of these are the House of Bavarian History’s 
Wiederaufbau und Wirtschaftswunder that went on display in numerous Bavarian towns and cities 
from March to September 2013, and the DOMITYS residential home service’s L’Expo des années 50 
which completed a two-year “Tour de France” of residential homes between September 2011 and 
October 2013.10 The sheer volume and breadth of museal representations is indicative of a memorial 
landscape of the 1950s in France and Germany that is both complex and multifarious. Although 
explicitly rooted in the postwar past, it is a landscape that is also being actively formed and shaped 
in the present, in which memory work is undertaken and memories are created, sustained, and 
shared between different groups of people and generations, including those who have no first-hand 
experience of the period. People interact with these museal sites both as visitors wishing to 
remember, engage with, or learn more about the past, and as museum professionals in a bid to 

                                                             
9 In addition to the 1950s museums discussed in this article, I am aware of permanent museums (including 
those which have official museum status and those which do not) dedicated to the 1950s in France and 
Germany in: Allouville-Bellefosse (Seine-Maritime, France); Saint-Sulpice-des-Landes (Loire-Atlantique, 
France); Bad Soden-Salmünster (Hesse, Germany); Büdigen (Hesse, Germany); Burgpreppach (Bavaria, 
Germany); and Schwäbisch Gmünd (Baden-Württemberg).    
10 For a description of the exhibition content of Wiederaufbau und Wirtschaftswunder and locations and dates 
(only available in German) see: ‘Wiederaufbau und Wirtschaftswunder: Wanderausstellung 2010 bis 2013’, 
Haus der Bayerischen Geschichte, accessed 31 July 2013, http://www.hdbg.de/wanderausstellung-
wiederaufbau/. For the most recent press dossier for L’Expo des années 50 (only available in French) 
see: ‘Exposition “La vie quotidienne des années 50”’, Domitys, accessed 31 July 2013, 
http://www.chartres.fr/fileadmin/user_upload/Actus/Pdf/DP_annees_50__GOOTENBERG_OK.pdf.  
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document their own pasts and/or facilitate the interpretation of heritage material. As memorial 
interfaces between visitors and curators, and between objects and narratives, these sites are 
amongst some of the most important institutions of cultural memory pertaining to the postwar 
period in France and Germany. They have the ability to confirm and challenge consensus on the past 
and construct and deconstruct notions of identity. 

As such they constitute some of the most privileged lieux de mémoire: a theoretical 
concept developed by French historian Pierre Nora between 1984 and 1993, which argues that an 
historicized, artificial memory ‘crystallizes and secretes itself’11at sites such as museums because of 
the disappearance of an authentic, social memory. According to Nora, lieux de mémoire exist 
ultimately because of a specific ‘intention to remember’,12 evident for museums in their very 
existence, and it is this which distinguishes them from being simply lieux d’histoire (sites of history). 
For sites to be lieux de mémoire they must hold material, symbolic, and functional value 
simultaneously.13 As physical entities and repositories of material objects, museums are by nature 
characterized by materiality, although the increase in the number of virtual museums and digital 
collections online is perhaps evidence that this is no longer essential. As storehouses of, and bridges 
to, the past, all museums are invested with a particular kind of symbolic aura and can represent sites 
of symbolic actions, such as commemorative events and interaction between different groups of 
people. Whilst the primary function of museums continues to spark much debate amongst museum 
professionals and academics, most museal sites now adopt a more holistic approach and are 
committed to both the preservation and communication of the tangible and intangible heritages of 
different communities for present and future publics.14 Moreover, as sites based on the 
safeguarding and transmission of cultural memories, museums constitute the foundations of the 
memorial heritages and identities of national memory communities.  

Whilst Nora’s thesis provides a useful model for understanding the relationship between 
sites of cultural memory and national identity, the concept of sites of memory is by no means 
uncontested. This article situates itself amongst those extant studies that find that the term does not 
always provide an adequate explanation of the dynamics of memory at such sites. The notion of a 
site of memory can be easily misconstrued, as though to suggest, as Ann Rigney argues, that 
collective remembrance is somehow anchored to sites of memory in a static and amnesic way.15 
Nora’s choice of the very terms ‘lieu’ and ‘mémoire’ has also been critiqued as too imprecise.16 
Considering Nora’s examples of lieux de mémoire are wide ranging and often wholly unrelated to 
any physical site or sense of place, the term ‘lieu’ is in many ways misleading. ‘Mémoire’ too 
requires more clarity, as the memory to which Nora refers is not a spontaneously occurring memory, 

                                                             
11 P. Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, trans. Marc Roudebush, Representations, 26 
(1989), pp. 7–24, at p. 7. 
12 Nora, ‘Between Memory and History’, p. 19. 
13 Ibid., pp. 18-19. 
14 This represents a significant departure from the core functions of museums in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. For an overview of this institutional change, see G. Black, The Engaging Museum: 
Developing Museums for Visitor Involvement (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2005). 
15 A. Rigney, ‘The Dynamics of Remembrance: Texts Between Monumentality and Morphing’, in A. Erll and A. 
Nünning (eds.), A Companion to Cultural Memory Studies (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010),  
p. 345. 
16 S. Englund, ‘The Ghost of Nation Past’, Review of Les Lieux de mémoire, part 1. La République, part 2. La 
Nation, (ed.), Pierre Nora, The Journal of Modern History, 64 (1992), pp. 304–05. 
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but rather a historicized memory, altered by what Nora sees as the gradual erosion of memory by 
history.17 What Nora attempts to define in Les Lieux de mémoire is not a theoretical model of 
memory per se, but rather, as Steven Englund suggests, the ‘willed re-creation’ of historicized 
memory relating to French national identity at certain sites.18 

Allowing for some conceptual malleability with regard to terminology, what is perhaps 
more problematic is that the model of lieux de mémoire seems bereft of an engagement with the 
dynamics of forgetting. With the work of memory scholars highlighting the interconnectedness of 
remembering and forgetting, it seems that any theoretical engagement with lieux de mémoire must 
also take into account the way in which such sites are a result of, perpetuate, or confront 
forgetting.19 Lieux de mémoire must, therefore, acknowledge the way in which sites simultaneously 
act as Nancy Wood suggests, as lieux d’oubli.20 There is a notable absence in Les Lieux de mémoire of 
the more problematic aspects of the French past: what, for instance, ‘are the lieux de mémoire that 
fail to include Dien Bien Phu?’.21 Nora defends his exclusion of colonial and postcolonial sites of 
memory from Les Lieux de mémoire in Lieux de mémoire, Erinnerungsorte: D’un modèle français à un 
projet allemande with the rather perverse remark that the French colonial experience has left only a 
faint trace on collective memory.22 Nora’s nostalgic approach to the overwhelmingly national, 
republican sites of memory in Les Lieux de mémoire suggests an epistemological shift is necessary for 
the application of the model to other memory communities. 

This article outlines a nuanced application of sites of memory in order to understand the 
dynamic quality of remembering and forgetting at three museums based in France and Germany: 
the Appartement témoin Perret in Le Havre on the northwest French coast; the Museum der 50er 
Jahre in Bremerhaven on the northwest coast of western Germany; and the 
Dokumentationszentrum Alltagskultur der DDR (DOK) in Eisenhüttenstadt, on the border with 
Poland in the eastern German state of Brandenburg.23 It is based on the premise that memory of the 

                                                             
17 Nora, ‘Between Memory and History’, p. 8. 
18 Englund, ‘The Ghost of Nation Past’, p. 305. 
19 See, for instance, P. Ricoeur, La mémoire, l’histoire, l’oubli (Paris: Seuil, 2003); P. Connerton, ‘Seven types of 
forgetting’, Memory Studies, 1 (2008), pp. 59–71, accessed 2 August 2013; A. Assmann, Der lange Schatten der 
Vergangenheit: Erinnerungskultur und Geschichtspolitik (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2006); A. Forty and S. Küchler 
(eds.), The Art of Forgetting (Oxford: Berg, 2001). 
20 N. Wood, Vectors of Memory: Legacies of Trauma in Postwar Europe (Oxford: Berg, 1999),  
pp. 10–13. 
21 P. Anderson, ‘Union Sucrée’, Review of Le Rappel à l’ordre: Enquête sur les nouveaux réactionnaires, by D. 
Lindenberg, Esquisse pour une auto-analyse, by P. Bourdieu, and La République mondiale des lettres, by P. 
Casanova, London Review of Books, 26 (2004), pp. 10-16, at p. 10. 
22 P. Nora, ‘Le modèle des “Lieux de mémoire”’, in E. François (ed.), Lieux de mémoire, Erinnerungsorte: D’un 
modèle français à un projet allemand (Berlin: Centre Marc Bloch, 1996), pp. 13-17, at p. 16. 
23 I use the term museum throughout this article as a readily-understandable designation for the institutions 
discussed, all of which serve to exhibit tangible and intangible cultural heritage. The term is, however, 
imprecise: the Appartement témoin Perret is classified as a micro-museum, the Museum der 50er Jahre a 
private museum and the DOK a public documentation centre. A documentation centre differs slightly from a 
museum in that it prioritizes the mediation of historical facts and information over the exhibition of material 
objects (and as such is often heavily text-focused), and is concerned with the unravelling of stereotypes and 
myths. The distinction is important in so far as how the site understands and presents itself, but as the DOK 
also places strong emphasis on exhibition of authentic artefacts, the term museum seems equally appropriate 
for this particular discussion. 
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1950s is negotiated museologically not through museums as discrete sites of memory, but rather as 
an ensemble of sites which function as part of a network of memory. Forged from the dialectical 
process of remembering and forgetting, such sites are intrinsically connected at different semantic 
levels and include: the temporal (the thematization of the 1950s as a historical experience); the 
spatial (the geographical location, architecture and manipulation of exhibition space); and the 
material (the specific everyday objects). The article demonstrates that through the interplay of these 
sites the case study museums constitute complex sites of memory, which represent cornerstones of 
the heritages and identities of smaller memory communities and which have the ability to generate 
natural, spontaneous memory work.   
 
Appartement témoin Perret 
The Appartement témoin Perret is a public micro-museum owned and managed by the city of Le 
Havre. It consists of a fully-furnished model postwar apartment situated in an apartment block in the 
heart of the city. The entire city centre was redesigned by Belgian architect Auguste Perret and 
reconstructed in the postwar period in a bid to develop modern, durable residential accommodation 
and public spaces in an economically viable way following the extensive bombing of the city during 
the Second World War. By the time of liberation on 12 September 1944, around seventeen thousand 
buildings had been completely or partially destroyed and housing had been reduced by almost half, 
making swift and efficient reconstruction in Le Havre critical.24 The apartment block in which the 
Appartement témoin Perret is situated was part of the first phrase of reconstruction in 1947 and is 
decorated according to ensembles presented by various designers between 1947 and 1954. The 
apartment is thus archetypal of the new housing available in Le Havre throughout the 1950s. 

The Appartement témoin Perret is a direct product of the high physical and material cost of 
the liberation of Le Havre. However, the temporal signification of the apartment is not the postwar 
but rather specifically the 1950s, as the beginning of the progressive Trente Glorieuses (the “glorious 
thirty” years of productivity- and consumption-fuelled economic growth and high standards of living 
that lasted roughly from 1945 until the 1973 oil crisis).25 Although the apartment dates to this period 
(as part of the construction of apartment block V40 in 1947), this is a selective retrospective 
narrative that is being imposed on the museal space through exhibition content and design, 
interpretation strategies, and museum literature. In many ways this appears to be in conformity with 
the French national narrative and the universal view of the 1950s as a heyday that has filtered 
through retrospective cultural representations of the period to present generations. However, the 
1950s as an era of interior design progress, in which architects and designers responded to the 
needs of future inhabitants for flexible living and modern comfort, is presented in the apartment 
and accompanying literature as something very unique to Le Havre. Visitors are invited to discover 
what was presented at the time as the “housing of tomorrow” through an appreciation of the 
apartment’s formal and aesthetic qualities, such as the complex optimization of space, natural light, 
and airflow. The apartment is equally conceived as a space in which it is possible to gain an accurate 
insight into everyday life in the late 1940s and early 1950s, and is advertised as such on the city of Le 

                                                             
24 ‘Les étapes de la Reconstruction’, Archives Municipales de la ville du Havre, accessed 2 August 2013, 
http://archives.lehavre.fre/delia-CMS/archives/site/article_id-/sstopic_id-/topic_id-824/topic_parent_id-
757/les-etapes-de-la-reconstruction.html.  
25 J. Fourastié, Les Trente Glorieuses: ou la révolution invisible de 1946 à 1975 (Paris: Fayard, 2010). 
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Havre’s official website and in the museum’s advertising leaflet.26 Fully furnished and including 
carefully placed personal objects such as items of clothing and toiletries, the museum is presented 
as a kind of time capsule, acting as a fixed repository for the cultural memories of day-to-day 
domestic life at the height of the reconstruction period in Le Havre. In reality, however, the extent to 
which the apartment is able to effectively portray everyday life during this period is limited because 
the apartments turned out to be beyond the financial means of many of the city’s residents.27  

Despite the seemingly static nature of the apartment, the museum fulfils an active role in 
the cultural memory and identity of the city. Since 2001, Le Havre has sported the title of City of Art 
and History, an official label awarded by the Ministry of Culture and Communication to those towns 
and districts committed to the cultural development of their heritage and architecture. Le Havre’s 
application for the award revolved principally around the reactivation of memory concerning its 
1950s architecture, in order to make the city’s inhabitants, particularly young people, more aware of 
it. On successful procurement of the label, the city proposed a series of thematic engagements with 
heritage and architecture aimed at fitting in with school curricula. Two of these involved examining 
the modern architecture of the reconstruction period, and the ambiance of the postwar period in 
the form of the Appartement témoin Perret. The apartment was conceived as a key pedagogical tool 
in informing young people about 1940s and 1950s architecture and everyday life, and designed to 
provide a basis for a new civic pride centred on Le Havre’s heritage and architecture. 

Furthering this aim, the Appartement témoin Perret opened in 2006 as part of the 
designation of the entire postwar reconstructed city centre of Le Havre as a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site in 2005. The city was granted this status on the basis that it represents an important step in the 
integration of urban planning traditions with modern developments in architecture, technology, and 
town planning, as well as being an ‘exceptional’ postwar example of urban architecture.28 Since the 
inscription of Le Havre’s city centre on the World Heritage List, it has become an important site of 
memory, founded, in Nora’s terms, on an intention to remember and memorialize reconstruction 
success and ingrain this narrative in the cultural memory of the city and its inhabitants. It also 
represents the foundation for a re-imagined civic identity centred on a positive identification with an 
urban architecture and design style whose quality has finally been recognised, as the foreword to 
the apartment catalogue puts it, in ‘the power but also the poetry of concrete’.29 The museum’s 
representation of the 1950s as a period of architectural and design progress (as well as a period of 
social and economic upturn) is essentially a site of more localized memory within a much larger site 
of memory attesting to 1950s postwar architecture, with the 1950s being memorialized inside and 
outside the apartment. It is this strong connection between two sites of memory that makes Le 
Havre’s reconstruction story unique, and which goes some way to explaining how the 1950s have 
come to fulfil such a singularly important role in the cultural memory and identity of Le Havre.30 The 

                                                             
26 ‘Appartement témoin Perret’, Site officiel de la ville du Havre, accessed 29 August 2013, 
http://www.lehavre.fre/node/784.  
27 This shortcoming is acknowledged in the museum catalogue but is not made apparent in the museum space 
itself or related to visitors in guided tours. 
28 ‘Le Havre, la ville reconstruite par Auguste Perret’, Unesco.org, accessed 2 August 2013, 
http://whc.unesco.org/fr/list/1181/. 
29 Maire du Havre, ‘Avant-propos’, in Ville du Havre (ed.), Appartement témoins de la Reconstruction du Havre 
(Bonsecours: Point de vues, 2007), p. 3. 
30 The large-scale postwar design and reconstruction of housing such as that of the Appartement témoin Perret 
was by no means exclusive to Le Havre. Similar projects were underway during the reconstruction period in 

http://www.lehavre.fre/node/784
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significance of the period serves equally to consolidate Le Havre’s Second World War experience 
into one homogenous narrative of widespread destruction by allied bombs at the careful exclusion 
of more painful local and national war narratives.31  

In order to maximize visitor engagement with the Appartement témoin Perret as a site of 
memory, visits take place exclusively on a guided tour basis, with tours being conducted mostly in 
small groups and given by representatives of the city of Le Havre. The recreated apartment museum 
is presented to visitors almost as a show home, which plays on its origins as a model “appartement-
type”, reminiscent of the format of an estate agent-led house viewing. Visitors are not presented 
with rigid historical narratives as part of a formalised pedagogy, but rather they are given time after 
the tour to explore and interact with the space at their own pace. Unlike traditional “do not touch” 
museums, visitors are actively encouraged to look behind doors and open cupboards according to 
their own free will. This element of personal choice regarding participation enables those visitors 
without first-hand experience of the 1950s to interact fully with the different spaces of the site. It 
also allows visitors to determine the process and dynamics of remembering and potentially allows 
for a deeper engagement with everyday life in the 1950s, as visitors single out those narratives and 
objects to which they better relate. Parent and child visitors, for instance, invariably head to the 
main children’s bedroom where children can try out the Marcel Gascoin three-position stool (which 
“grows” with children when rotated) or play with the rocking horse. Visitors are able to attach their 
own experiences and memories to the site and the visit and invest them with meaning. 

The artefacts exhibited in the apartment are material sites of memory in their own right as 
emblematic objects of French 1950s design and cultural markers of the national consumption boom, 
such as mass-produced, modular furniture, the Frigidaire refrigerator, and brightly-coloured Duralex 
crockery. Other objects and ensembles pertain to much more localized memories of the 1950s. At a 
time when only twenty-six per cent of French households had indoor toilets and only ten per cent a 
bath or shower, the apartment’s indoor bathroom fittings and furniture seem to confirm the 
narrative told at the museum and in accompanying publications of Le Havre as an architecture and 
design exception in the 1950s.32 Although artefacts on display in the apartment are, in a 
Baudrillardian sense, ‘by-gone objects’33 because they no longer have any other purpose than to 
signal the passage of time since the 1950s, the way that they are exhibited as part of a re-creation of 
everyday life serves to re-inscribe meaning into the commonplaceness of their usage. The way that 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
many towns and cities throughout France, notable examples of which are Sotteville-lès-Rouen (Haute-
Normandie) and Boulogne-sur-Mer (Nord-Pas-de-Calais). Boulogne also has the label Ville d’art et d’histoire 
and has a dedicated architectural, urban, and landscape protection zone which contains much of the 
reconstruction architecture, suggesting a growing recognition of it. It seems, however, that the intention to 
fully memorialize postwar urbanist architecture that has rendered the city centre of Le Havre a site of memory 
is not currently present in Boulogne (perhaps because other aspects of Boulogne’s architectural heritage play a 
larger role in the cultural memory and identity of the city, such as the twelfth century belfry, which has shared 
UNESCO world heritage site status and the château, which houses an important art and archaeology museum). 
31 Liberation, for instance, was arguably the most distressing part of the Second World War for the inhabitants 
of Le Havre. See M. L. Roberts, What Soldiers Do: Sex and the American GI in World War II France (Chicago: U 
of Chicago P, 2013), pp. 1–4. 
32 C. Sowerwine, France Since 1870: Culture, Society and the Making of the Republic, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), p. 263. 
33 J. Baudrillard, The Revenge of the Crystal: Selected Writings on the Modern Object and its Destiny: 1968-1983 
(London: Pluto, 1999), pp. 35–43. 
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they are then able to be re-experienced by visitors through sensory functions of touch and smell, 
recalling the haptic function of all everyday objects, means that the materiality of memory work is 
no longer rooted in the past, but rather in the present. The exhibition of certain items of furniture in 
the apartment stems from a desire to memorialize the largely-forgotten designers who created the 
objects (as well as the objects themselves), such as Marcel Gascoin (who was born in Le Havre) and 
René Gabriel. It is significant that nearly all the secondary literature about these two designers has 
emerged since the first public recognition of Le Havre’s city centre architectural heritage in the early 
2000s, and particularly since the establishment of the Appartement témoin Perret in 2006. This 
suggests that sites of memory are not necessarily always formed from the force of remembering but, 
contrastingly, to stem the tide of forgetting: in this case, the prevention of cultural amnesia 
regarding some of the pioneers of French 1950s design. 
 
Museum der 50er Jahre 
The Museum der 50er Jahre is a private museum located in the port of Bremerhaven, dedicated to 
the exhibition of the everyday culture and cultural history of the 1950s. The museum adopts a 
thematic approach to the exhibition of some twenty thousand objects, conveying the West German 
Alltag (everyday life) through recreated private and public spaces. The flyer advertising the museum 
explains that visitors will be immersed in the atmosphere of the Wirtschaftswunder years, and, like 
in the Appartement témoin Perret, it is this narrative of progress and modernity during the 1950s – 
of kidney-shaped tables and cone lamps, parties and petticoats, coach trips to Italy, musical 
comedies featuring the Austrian entertainer Peter Alexander, Starmix food blenders, Bosch 
refrigerators, and BMW Isetta bubble cars – which has been popularized in subsequent cultural 
representations of the period that dominates in the museum.34 Reflecting the style and design of 
1950s products and goods, as well as the consumption patterns of an increasingly affluent postwar 
society, the 1950s are presented as a golden age for West Germans who considered themselves 
better off economically and socially than they had ever been before. This historical narrative is not 
prescriptive, as the museum acknowledges in a wall text that it is impossible to exhibit the 1950s per 
se (because experiences, memories, and impressions of the period are different for each visitor), and 
is presented rather as one interpretation of 1950s living, work, and free time arrangements. The 
museum is posited as a memorial “Knoten im Taschentuch” (knot tied in a handkerchief), designed 
to elicit memories and responses from visitors by means of reflective memory work, rather than 
impart historical narratives through formal didacticism. In so doing the museum recognizes that a 
number of complementary and conflicting memories coexist for the 1950s, thus producing a site of 
memories in the plural rather than the singular.  

Overly nostalgic representations of the 1950s, which fail to engage with the dark side of a 
seemingly colourful period of German history, are challenged within the museum’s interpretive 
framework. The text cites Ralph Giordano’s concept of the 1950s as a zweite Schuld (second guilt), as 
a reminder of the necessity to keep not only the memory of the National Socialist period alive – 
National Socialist crimes constituting the “first guilt” – but also that of the postwar forgetting of 
National Socialist crimes.35 The aim of the museum is, therefore, to establish a site that critically 
explores the 1950s Alltag as a period in which many Germans retreated into the domestic 

                                                             
34 ‘Das Museum der 50er Jahre: Erinnerung an eine Zeit des Vergessen-Wollens’, Das Museum der 50er Jahre 
in Bremerhaven, accessed 3 August 2013, http://www.museum-der-50er-jahre.de/seiten/museum_info.pdf.   
35 R. Giordano, Die zweite Schuld: oder Von der Last Deutscher zu sein, 2nd ed. (Cologne: KiWi, 2008). 
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consumption of the Wirtschaftswunder because they were reluctant to engage with the National 
Socialist past. This is continued throughout the museum in the form of short wall texts that respond 
critically to the installations and situate everyday experiences of the 1950s within the discourse of 
postwar Holocaust and Second World War memory repression. These texts serve to break temporal 
continuity in the museum, encouraging visitors to undertake reflective memory work from the 
vantage point of the present by exploring the legacy of National Socialism in the postwar period and 
in present-day unified Germany. As such, the museum not only engages with the 1950s as a site of 
memory of everyday life and culture of the Wirtschaftswunder, but also as a site of forgetting the 
National Socialist past. 

The temporal signification of the 1950s as a somewhat blinkered launch into the 
Wirtschaftswunder is accompanied by the universal narrative of the postwar period as heavily 
Americanized. The strong cultural influence of America is thematized in the museum through the 
presence of iconic figures of popular culture, such as Elvis Presley and advertising for American 
goods and products, including Coca Cola. An accompanying museum text encourages visitors to 
contemplate the way of life borrowed from the USA, expressed particularly in domains such as 
dress, appearance, and behaviour. Exhibition content about America is strengthened spatially by the 
museum’s setting and location, which, like in Le Havre, creates the effect of a more localized site of 
memory within a larger, external site of memory. The museum is housed in a former post chapel 
that was built in the early 1950s in the US Military Staging Area (renamed Carl Schurz Kaserne in 
1973) of Bremerhaven-Weddewarden for use by members of the US Armed Forces, and as such, the 
architecture provides an “authentic” setting for the museum space and exhibition content. The 
building and surrounding area memorializes the 1950s both temporally, as a product and act of 
cultural memory of the period in its own right, and culturally, as a connection to the highly visible 
American presence in Bremerhaven during the postwar period. Just as Bremerhaven had acquired 
the nickname ‘Vorort von New York’ (suburb of New York) in the nineteenth century as the 
departure point of over seven million Germans to America (now memorialized in the German 
Emigration Centre in Bremerhaven), the sheer volume and impact of Americans in Bremerhaven in 
the 1950s led the Staging Area (and later the Kaserne) to be known colloquially as “klein Amerika” 
(little America). 36 This forged a strong bond between Bremerhaven and the US military. The 
museum building is equally significant as a site of memory attesting to the Americanization of the 
whole of West Germany. Bremerhaven was the sole US Army Port of Embarkation for all army, navy, 
marine corps, and air force personnel (including Johnny Cash and Elvis Presley) entering West 
Germany from the end of the Second World War onwards. Between 1947 and 1957, more than ten 
million tons of goods, three and a half million people, and almost two hundred thousand private 
vehicles passed through Bremerhaven en-route to main military bases further south. Bremerhaven 
became the gateway to the rest of West Germany.37 Along with the museum’s self-proclaimed “GI 
baby” curator, the building is thus a direct product of the postwar German-American cultural 
encounter and helps to support localized place memories as a spatial site of memory.   

Material objects on display in the museum serve to reinforce the American-inspired style 
and design of the 1950s consumption boom. Emblematic objects of furniture of the period that have 

                                                             
36 M. Butzkus, ‘Die Amerikaner in Bremerhaven: Teil 1 – Der Ursprung’, Bremerhaven.de, 30 March 2012, 
accessed 3 August 2013, http://www.bremerhaven.de/meer-erleben/stadtleben/die-amerikaner-in-
bremerhaven-teil-1-der-ursprung.48151.html.  Also available in English. 
37 ‘Die Amerikaner in Bremerhaven: Teil 1 – Der Ursprung’. 

http://www.bremerhaven.de/meer-erleben/stadtleben/die-amerikaner-in-bremerhaven-teil-1-der-ursprung.48151.html
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become sites of memory of the Wirtschaftswunder, such as the Nierentisch (kidney-shaped, three-
legged table), Tütenlampe (lamp with cone-shaped shades), and Cocktailsessel (cocktail chair) 
convey a sense of the 1950s past through aesthetic form and as cultural mediators of the contexts of 
manufacture and use in which they initially originated.38 As part of recreated scenes of everyday life, 
such objects have the ability to trigger sensory memories, despite the museum operating a “no-
touch policy”. For people with first-hand experience of 1950s objects, items of furniture like the 
Nierentisch act as repositories of family experiences and memories often linked to the impracticality 
of design objects in domestic settings.39 For those with no first-hand experience of 1950s objects, 
the exhibition of items of furniture (none more so than the Nierentisch) links back to the narrative of 
the Wirtschaftswunder that has been retrospectively created in cultural representations of the 
period. This provides a means for visitors to access their own memories or reconstructions of the 
1950s West German Alltag and compare those to the museal narratives on offer at the site. The 
specifically local connection to the city and the surrounding area is made through some of the 
ensembles exhibited, such as the bar, jukebox, and records taken from the well-known Bremen pub 
Zum Tuschkasten. Due to space restrictions, the majority of local ensembles remain in the museum’s 
depot, but the exhibition of a select number of familiar, local establishments may serve to sustain 
localized place memories. These, together with sensory, involuntary memories evoked through the 
playing of 1950s music, helps to create a stronger connection to the past than would otherwise be 
available at the site and a memorial environment in which memory work may be triggered. 
 
Dokumentationszentrum Alltagskultur der DDR 
The Dokumentationszentrum Alltagskultur der DDR (DOK) is a public museum in the centre of 
Eisenhüttenstadt that documents everyday culture and life in the former East Germany.40 It 
comprises a permanent and temporary exhibition on the GDR Alltag, and between 2008 and 2012, 
also included a 1957 historic apartment situated a few streets away from the main museum site. By 
focusing on the GDR Alltag, the DOK challenges pejorative post-unification responses to the GDR as 
an unconstitutional Stasi-state by seeking to rewrite forgotten memories of everyday experiences of 
the GDR into German cultural memory. The museum constitutes a site of memory based on a will to 
memorialize and narrate this forgotten everyday “normality” through professional museum work. 
The museum differs significantly from the other two case study museums discussed in this article 
because it is not devoted explicitly to the exhibition of 1950s everyday culture, but rather that of the 
whole period of the GDR (1949-90). Indeed, it is significant that there is currently no 1950s museum 
per se in the whole of eastern Germany. The 1950s are remembered at the DOK, but constitute a site 
of memory based on the fusion of personal experience and memory with political memory only as 
one part of the whole forty-year story of the GDR.41 The GDR Alltag is organised around ten thematic 

                                                             
38 J. D. Prown, ‘The Truth of Material Culture: History or Fiction?’, in S. Lubar and W. D. Kingery (eds.), History 
from Things: Essays on Material Culture (Washington: Smithsonian, 1993), pp. 1-19, at p. 16. 
39 The Nierentisch, for instance, is often remembered as a highly impractical piece of postwar design: the 
three-legged structure makes for uneven weight distribution once something is actually placed on one end of 
the table.  
40 The permanent exhibition at the DOK is at present still open to the public but all professional museum work 
has been discontinued pending further notice due to funding cuts. All references to the historic apartment 
were correct at the time of writing. 
41 The only exceptions to this are the 17 June 1953 uprising and 1950s interior décor. Neither of these features 
prominently in the current permanent exhibition but they were directly thematized in two temporary 
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sections in the permanent exhibition, linked by a chronological timeline, in which aspects of 
everyday life of GDR citizens are seamlessly merged with those of the GDR’s institutions of power, 
situating GDR everyday experience within the context of its political history. This is echoed in the 
historic apartment, which although a direct attempt to portray 1950s GDR domestic life, is still 
ultimately presented within the wider narrative of socialist new town construction in a bid to 
“construct [aufbauen] socialism”42 in the 1950s. A wall text in the apartment, for instance, reminds 
visitors that the apartment is located on Eisenhüttenstadt’s Straße der Republik, ‘the town’s most 
important East-West axis’. Unlike in France and western Germany where the 1950s are emerging as 
a particularly important site of memory, the 1950s in eastern Germany seem to be largely subsumed 
into the wider cultural memory of the former East German state. The GDR no longer exists, and as 
such, the usual boundaries that define temporal experiences of everyday life such as decades, are 
blurred to form one meta-narrative of GDR experience. Paradoxically, therefore, GDR museums such 
as the DOK can be seen as sites of memory par excellence according to Nora because they are 
deliberately created as the archives and storehouses of mythicized and historicized memories, since 
real, authentic milieux de mémoire (environments of memory) no longer exist for the GDR.    

The confinement of the 1950s to the historical narrative of the whole GDR period is 
perhaps surprising given the significance of the 1950s in the cultural memory and identity of 
Eisenhüttenstadt. The town was founded in 1950 as a residential area accompanying the 
Eisenhüttenkombinat Ost steel mill and was named Stalinstadt in 1953 in order to commemorate 
Stalin’s death.43 The town was subsequently developed throughout the 1950s as ‘Germany’s first 
socialist town’, going on to become a successful industrial town with a steadily-increasing population 
until the late 1980s.44 Eisenhüttenstadt still bears the strong architectural stamp of the 1950s and 
represents a unique contribution to German architectural heritage, as over twenty-two acres of 
residential complexes now have listed status, making Eisenhüttenstadt’s town centre the largest 
continuous historical building and conservation area in Germany.45 However, where such a 
significant architectural heritage could form the basis of a re-imagined civic pride and identity as in 
Le Havre, Eisenhüttenstadt’s 1950s architecture is yet to find widespread public recognition and 
appreciation. For over a decade, the city of Eisenhüttenstadt has been engaged in a large-scale 
restructuring and renovation project, aimed at re-urbanizing its city centre through the conversion 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
exhibitions: 1953: Ein Jahr in Politik und Alltag (2003) and ‘Die wachsende Wohnung’: Wohnkultur in der DDR 
der 50er und 60er Jahre (2005-06). 
42 This phrase was commonly used in reference to the SED’s (the ruling party of the GDR) programme of 
political, economic and social changes, known as the Aufbau des Sozialismus, announced at the Second Party 
Conference in July 1952. 
43 The town was originally destined to be named after the revolutionary Karl Marx but Stalin’s sudden death 
made memorializing the Soviet Union’s former leader a priority and the town was quickly named Stalinstadt 
(Chemnitz thereby receiving the name Karl-Marx-Stadt). The town was renamed Eisenhüttenstadt in 1961 
following official de-Stalinization. In order to eliminate confusion, in this article the town will simply be 
referred to as Eisenhüttenstadt pre- and post-1961.   
44 At its peak in the late 1980s, Eisenhüttenstadt’s population reached over fifty thousand inhabitants 
(compared to around thirty thousand today). A. Ludwig, Eisenhüttenstadt: Wandel einer industriellen 
Gründungsstadt in fünfzig Jahren (Potsdam: Brandenburgische Landeszentrale für politische Bildung, 2000), p. 
84. 
45 This area includes the DOK’s main museum building in Erich-Weinert-Allee and the apartment block in which 
the historic apartment is situated in Straße der Republik. ‘Flächendenkmal Friedrich-Engels-Straße’, 
Brandenburg.de, accessed 6 August 2013, http://www.lbv.brandenburg.de/1161_1208.htm.  

http://www.lbv.brandenburg.de/1161_1208.htm
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and modernization of between three thousand five hundred and four thousand apartments.46 Most 
of these apartments were constructed in the 1950s and 1960s as part of the establishment of 
residential areas Wohnkomplex I to IV and are now under listed status. Whereas 1950s apartments 
in Le Havre have come to symbolize the architectural progress of the postwar period, 1950s 
apartments in Eisenhüttenstadt have come to epitomize the limitations of GDR housing 
construction, now often being too small and basic to meet the requirements of contemporary 
consumers. The current status of 1950s architecture in Eisenhüttenstadt thus seems to confirm the 
view that was dominant in the immediate post-unification period of the GDR as a backward 
Mangelwirtschaft (shortage economy). Although a renaissance of GDR architecture is taking place in 
cities such as Berlin (where it is increasingly identified by the younger generations in the realm of 
retro-chic), it seems that in visibly socialist towns like Eisenhüttenstadt, there is still an uneasy 
association of GDR architecture with the failures and shortcomings of the centrally-planned state. 

Amidst the large-scale renovation of Eisenhüttenstadt’s town centre, the DOK’s 1950s 
apartment and main museum building appear to be historical remnants of a way of life now defunct 
in post-unification Germany. The three-bedroom historic apartment is recreated as authentically as 
possible to show the typical living arrangements of a family living and working in the model socialist 
town in the late 1950s. The museum’s permanent and temporary exhibitions are housed in a former 
GDR nursery and kindergarten, which was built between 1953 and 1954 to serve Wohnkomplex II. 
Such services were essential to GDR ideology and economic success but, according to a wall text in 
the historic apartment, particularly critical for day-to-day life in Eisenhüttenstadt in the 1950s 
because seventy-two per cent of women were in work and children made up almost a quarter of the 
population. Cultural markers of the building’s former use are still visible in the customer service and 
exhibition spaces, such as the 1954-55 lead-glazed stained glass windows in the stairway depicting 
“scenes of the life of children” by one of the best-known East German Socialist Realist artists Walter 
Womacka. The buildings are important as products and acts of cultural memory of 1950s 
Eisenhüttenstadt but, because of the museum’s central narrative of the forty-year story of the GDR, 
they are largely memorialized as sites of memory of the GDR’s early socialist Alltag in general. That 
this story is told through architectural, historical “eye-witnesses” to the GDR past serves to 
strengthen the memorial connection to exhibition content and create an “authentic” memorial 
environment which encourages active memory work.  

Alongside the spatial, memory work is encouraged at the DOK through the material. Like 
the collections of the other case study museums, emblematic objects of 1950s design on display in 
the historic apartment, such as mass-produced wooden furniture, a Tütenlampe, and a three table 
Nierentisch attest to a narrativization of the 1950s as a period of interior design progress. Similarly, 
the exhibition of luxury material objects such as authentic indoor bathroom fittings and a 
refrigerator seem to confirm the view that residents of such apartments in the 1950s enjoyed 
increased domestic comfort and higher standards of living, despite the view of the GDR as a 
backward Mangelwirtschaft. This particular narrative is not extended to the whole of the GDR of the 
1950s, however, or even that of the majority of the residents of Eisenhüttenstadt. As in Le Havre, 
such apartments were extremely expensive and thus typically out of reach financially of most 

                                                             
46 Stadt Eisenhüttenstadt, Stadt Eisenhüttenstadt Integriertes Stadtentwicklungskonzeption (Potsdam: 
Brandenburgische Beratungsgesellschaft für Stadterneuerung und Modernisierung, 2008), p. 10 [accessed 6 
August 2013]. 
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families.47 Unlike in the permanent exhibition where many objects are displayed in cases, visitors are 
able to freely interact with the space and objects within it, sitting on the living room sofa and 
opening the kitchen cupboards. As at the Appartement témoin Perret, this free interaction with the 
artefacts allows for a less prescriptive pattern of remembrance and potentially for a deeper 
engagement with the apartment as a site of memory because visitors are able to focus in on those 
particular objects and narratives of interest to them. 

The exhibition of material objects in the main museum building takes place in a markedly 
different way to that in the historic apartment and centres on more traditional museum 
interpretation. Objects are included as part of formal thematic displays on various aspects of the 
GDR Alltag and are supported by textual information, video footage, and photographs that situate 
the experiences of individuals living in the GDR within the wider narrative of the state’s history. The 
incorporation of highly personal “memory icons”, such as photographs, into the display allows for a 
potentially greater capacity for organic memory work pertaining to the GDR Alltag because such 
objects serve to enshrine family histories and are ‘invested with the affective imprints’48 of historical 
experiences. Exhibited icons of GDR cultural memory, such as the much-discussed and debated 
Töpfchenbank (collective potty training bench) embody the political ideology of the SED regime and 
serve to act as cultural mediators of everyday life in the GDR.49 By adopting a layering of 
interpretation strategies, which is now common in many museums, the exhibition makes use of an 
audio guide and audio stations located throughout the exhibition. These play excerpts of recorded 
interviews with former GDR citizens about material objects on display, as well as personal 
experiences of everyday life. Together with the other personal artefacts on display, these play an 
important role in combining emotions, senses, and memories as ‘vital components’ of the visiting 
experience, creating what Gaynor Kavanagh has termed ‘dream spaces’50 for visitors’ personal 
expression, recollection, and reflection within the public framework of the museum. By 
incorporating these first-hand testimonies, communicative memories of former GDR citizens are 
becoming part of the exhibition narrative, and are thereby ingrained as cultural memories against 
which visitors are able to test their own experiences, memories, or preconceptions of the GDR. 
Whilst visitors are not able to experience the haptic function of the artefacts as they are in the 
historic apartment, the audio material provides a way for visitors to engage directly in memory work 
centred on the everyday material culture of the GDR, enabling a quasi-experience of the materiality 
of memory. This enables the objects to be re-experienced in the present, even by those visitors who 
have no first-hand experience of the GDR. 
 
 

                                                             
47 Unlike in the Appartement témoin Perret, this shortcoming is acknowledged in a wall text in the historic 
apartment. Most visitors are thus well aware that the Alltag-narrative on offer is highly selective. 
48 A. Fuchs, ‘From “Vergangenheitsbewältigung” to Generational Memory Contests in Günter Grass, Monika 
Maron and Uwe Timm’, German Life and Letters, 59 (2006), pp. 169–86, at p. 184. 
49 The Töpfchenbank has become one of the most well-known symbols of the GDR education system. In 1999, 
a picture of East German children sitting on a Töpfchenbank was included in criminologist Christian Pfeiffer’s 
controversial Spiegel article ‘Anleitung zum Haß’ about the link between institutional child-rearing and GDR 
education and post-unification racism and xenophobia in the eastern Länder. This sparked a much wider 
debate about the role of GDR socialisation versus the significance of situational factors in the creation of a 
distinct eastern identity. 
50 G. Kavanagh, Dream Spaces: Memory and the Museum (London: Leicester UP, 2000), p. 3. 
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Conclusion: Towards a Plurality of Sites and Memories 
Exploring the ways that the 1950s past is remembered at the three case study museums has 
revealed some of the memorial complexities of the museums as sites of memory. The different ways 
in which the 1950s are represented in the three sites, in terms of both exhibition content and 
presentation, suggests that memorialized incarnations of the period are as varied as the very 
memories and experiences which initially characterized and shaped everyday life in France and 
Germany in the postwar period. These include providing an immersive, seemingly historically 
“authentic” experience which encourages visitor participation, as is the case in the Appartement 
témoin and the DOK’s historic apartment; creating a self-reflexive environment for critical personal 
reflection, as is promoted in the Museum der 50er Jahre; and providing a multimodal interface for 
the negotiation of official, sanctioned histories, and personal memories, as takes place in the DOK’s 
permanent exhibition. Conveying the past at different semantic levels through a multiple layering of 
sites that co-exist and feed into one another as part of a network of memory of the 1950s (including 
the temporal, spatial and material), the museums represent privileged sites of memory where 
remembrance is encouraged and sustained. Whilst the museums employ a variety of interpretive 
strategies and media to fulfil this, such as using guided tours, enabling visitors to handle objects, 
incorporating first-hand testimony in the form of audio material, and posing critical questions 
through wall texts, they are all united in laying claim to a unique, more localized narrative of the 
1950s. The museums thus provide a means of refocusing on the wider French, West German and 
East German national experiences of the 1950s through the local lens, highlighting, in particular, 
reconstruction architecture, Americanization, and everyday life in a socialist new town respectively. 

As the museums highlight, however, sites of memory are simultaneously determined by 
processes of forgetting, as museum and heritage practitioners are concerned with reframing 
dominant (often state-centred) historical narratives and reclaiming forgotten or delegitimized 
narratives. As part of a wider heritigization of the 1950s in Le Havre, the Appartement témoin Perret 
seeks to reinscribe its marginalized postwar city centre architecture and the forgotten pioneers of 
French 1950s design into French cultural memory, using it as a basis for a new sense of local identity 
and civic pride. The DOK and historische Wohnung engage in a similar process of reactivating and 
revaluing memories of the East German Alltag as a way of countering pejorative, “top-down” post-
unification narratives of the GDR. For the Museum der 50er Jahre, the concept of forgetting 
necessarily underpins much of the museum’s narrativization of postwar history and memory. It sets 
up the 1950s as a period in which West Germans bought into the mythology of the 
Wirtschaftswunder as a means of social and cultural escapism from the Second World War and the 
National Socialist past. Rather than being antonymous counterparts, remembering and forgetting 
are part of the same mnemonic mechanism and constitute dynamic processes at the sites, which 
serve to invest and divest the past of meaning. As such, the extent to which aspects of the 1950s 
past are remembered or forgotten depends on the way in which the sites are appropriated spatially 
and materially by curators and visitors.  

Although all three museums are to some extent prescriptive in the versions of the past 
they narrate, the recognition of the possibility of multiple (and perhaps conflicting) narratives and 
the way in which the responsibility of remembering is encouraged to be undertaken by the 
individual visitor through self-reflective memory work, suggests an increasingly fluid understanding 
of what it means to remember the past at museums. If, as Nora argues, sites of memory only come 
about because of the replacement of an authentic, naturally-occurring social memory with an 
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artificial one, museums seem only to continue to hold relevance for people as memorial 
cornerstones because of the subsequent reversal of this phenomenon. A glance in the museums’ 
visitor books provides a snapshot of the multifarious ways in which people are prompted to respond 
to historical narratives on offer, and shows that memories are constantly shaped, exchanged, 
altered, and constructed anew by the fluid interaction between people, objects, and narratives. This, 
together with the role that museums play within memory communities in creating and sustaining 
local as well as national identities results in them becoming not repositories of historicized memory, 
as Nora suggests, but rather sites of active, organic memory work. 
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Memory as a Signpost 
Memory is defined as both ‘[t]he faculty by which the mind stores and remembers information’ and 
the mind itself ‘regarded as a store of things remembered’.2 And yet, as Elke Heckner writes, 
‘[s]econd-generation witnesses do not passively store away memories of the Holocaust’.3 A new 
term was necessary to capture the complex nature of second-generation memory after the Nazi 
genocide, one which conveyed ‘its temporal and qualitative difference from survivor memory’.4 
Marianne Hirsch coined the term “postmemory” to describe that which ‘characterises the 
experience of those who grow up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own 
belated stories are evacuated by the stories of the previous generation shaped by traumatic events 
that can be neither understood nor recreated’.5 The prefix “post” renders postmemory a signpost to 
the past that is rooted in the present and looks towards the future: a generational shift in memory 
which refers specifically though not exclusively to second-generation memory of the Holocaust or 
Shoah.6 The concept of postmemory has been chiefly associated with Hirsch though some of her 
ideas intriguingly spring from those of French novelist and scholar Henri Raczymow. Drawing on his 

                                                             
1 Rebekah Vince recently completed a Masters by Research on amnesia, trauma, identity, and language in 
literature written in French on the Algerian War of Independence and its aftermath. She is currently working 
on a PhD at the University of Warwick on literature written in French surrounding the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, for which she has received a Wolfson Postgraduate Scholarship. She is interested in postcolonialism, 
interculturalism, and memory studies. She can be contacted at R.L.Vince@warwick.ac.uk. 
2 A. Stevenson (ed.), Oxford Dictionary of English, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford UP, 2010). All subsequent 
references will use the abbreviation ODE (not to be confused with OED, Oxford English Dictionary, whose 
definition does not match this idea of ‘storing’).   
3 E. Heckner, ‘Whose Trauma Is It? Identification and Secondary Witnessing in the Age of Postmemory’, in D. 
Bathrick, B. Prager and M.D. Richardson (eds.), Visualizing the Holocaust (Rochester, New York: Camden 
House, 2008), pp. 62-85, at p. 67. 
4 M. Hirsch, ‘Postmemories in Exile’, Poetics Today, 17 (1996), pp. 659-686, at p. 662. 
5 Quoted in R. Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern (Oxford; New York: Oxford UP, 2004), p. 80. 
Hirsch writes: ‘Searching for a term that would convey its temporal and qualitative difference from survivor 
memory, I have chosen to call this secondary, or second-generation, memory “postmemory”’ (Hirsch, 
‘Postmemories in Exile’, p. 662). 
6 Referring to Franz Kafka’s statement, ‘When the Earth turns to the right…I would have to turn to the left to 
make up for the past’, Raczymow writes: ‘So much for what Kafka wrote at the beginning of the 1920s. Since 
then, the earth has turned, and we know in what direction’ (H. Raczymow, ‘Memory Shot Through With Holes’, 
trans. by A. Astro, Yale French Studies, 85 (1994), pp. 98-105, at p. 105).   
In the course of this article, I have chosen to use the term Shoah meaning “catastrophe” – a word of Hebrew 
origin which has been adopted into the French vocabulary as the preferred term – as opposed to the word 
Holocaust, originating from the Greek holokauston, from holos “whole” and kaustos “burnt” (ODE). Though no 
one of the narrators refers specifically to the Nazi genocide as either Shoah or Holocauste, Grimbert uses the 
word ‘catastrophe’ in Un Secret (p. 49), Raczymow refers explicitly to ‘la Catastrophe’ twice in Un Cri Sans Voix 
(pp. 165-7), and Perec, in a nuanced way, speaks of ‘la catastrophe’ of a shipwreck in W ou le Souvenir 
D’enfance (p. 84). This shipwreck is a form of catastrophe, occurring in the South Atlantic Ocean, in which a 
young boy, Gaspard Winckler, loses his mother Caecilia (W, p. 58), whose name bears an uncanny resemblance 
to that of Perec’s autobiographical narrator Georges’ mother, Cyrla or, in French, Cécile (Ibid., p. 29). 
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theories of ‘belatedness and disconnection’,7 she refers to Raczymow’s ‘Memory Shot Through With 
Holes’ in her first essay on the subject. Similarly, Ellen Fine alludes to Raczymow in her analysis of 
‘absent memory’,8 and Robert Eaglestone comments that postmemory ‘points to “Memory shot 
through with holes”...where the collective memory is full of gaps, blanks, uncertainties’.9  

Raczymow’s contribution to the postmemory debate is found not only in ‘Memory Shot 
Through With Holes’ but also in his novel Writing the Book of Esther10, which joins Georges Perec’s 
W or the Memory of Childhood11 and Philippe Grimbert’s Memory12 in the analysis that follows in 
this article.13 While both Grimbert and Raczymow are post-war children of survivors, Perec is an 
orphan who lost his mother during the Shoah.14 Grimbert’s Memory, meanwhile, is autobiographical 
and the narrator’s first name corresponds to that of the author, Philippe. Nevertheless, Grimbert 
defines the text as a roman (novel), allowing room for ‘novelistic investment’, claiming that his 
‘family history contained so many gaps that the novel…was the only possibility of overcoming 
them’.15 Like Grimbert, Raczymow is a member of the second generation. His narrative is fictional, 
however, as is his narrator Mathieu, and Raczymow, therefore, locates Writing the Book of Esther in 
the novel genre. Meanwhile, Perec, as a member of the 1.5 generation,16 incorporates into his W or 
the Memory of Childhood a fictional narrative he conceived as a child alongside reflections on 

                                                             
7 Hirsch, ‘Postmemories in Exile’, p. 663. 
8 E. Fine, ‘Transmission of Memory: The Post-Holocaust Generation in the Diaspora’, in E. Sicher (ed.), Breaking 
Crystal: Writing and Memory after Auschwitz (Illinois: U of Illinois P, 1998), pp. 185-200, at p. 187. 
9 Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern. Fine writes: ‘Essentially, this nonmemory or lack of memory 
comes from the feeling of exclusion both from the experience and from knowledge about the experience. The 
“absent memory” is filled with blanks, silence, a sense of void’ (Fine, ‘Transmission of Memory’, p. 187).  
10 H. Raczymow, Writing the Book of Esther: A Novel, trans. by D. Katz (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1995). 
11 G. Perec, W or the Memory of Childhood, trans. by D. Bellos (London: Collins Harvill, 1988). 
12 P. Grimbert, Memory, trans. by P. Mclean (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2009). 
13 Unless otherwise stated, all quotes from the primary sources will be taken from the English translation and 
indicated in parenthesis using the following abbreviations, followed by the relevant page number(s):   
M = Philippe Grimbert, Memory. Original text:  Grimbert, Un Secret (Paris: B. Grasset, 2004). 
W = Georges Perec, W or the Memory of Childhood. Original text: W ou le Souvenir D’enfance (Saint-Amand: 
Gallimard, 1999), title translated literally.  
Marianne Hirsch refers to Grimbert’s Memory (originally translated literally as A Secret) in M. Hirsch, The 
Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture after the Holocaust (Chichester; New York: Columbia 
UP, 2012), p. 272. 
WBE = Henri Raczymow, Writing the Book of Esther. Original text: Un Cri Sans Voix: Roman (Paris: Gallimard, 
1985), translated literally as A Voiceless Cry: A Novel. 
14 ‘I lost my father at four, my mother at six’ (W, p. 6). Georges’ father ‘died for France’ in the First World War 
(Ibid., p. 37). 
15 S. Hand, ‘Never Tell: Dynamics of Secrecy in Philippe Grimbert’s Un Secret’, French Studies, 66 (2012), pp. 
208-221, at p. 217. Grimbert, ‘Questions for the Author’, in Memory. According to Hand, ‘Un Secret clearly 
conflates the three distinct if occasionally relating genres of autobiographical recollection, Holocaust 
testimony, and psychoanalytic explanation’ (Hand, ‘Never Tell’, p. 209). Each of these components will be 
touched upon in the course of this article.  
16 Neither a member of the survivor generation nor of what Geoffrey H. Hartman terms ‘the generation after’, 
Perec (and by extension his autobiographical narrator Georges) can be located in the 1.5 generation, a term 
coined by Susan R. Suleiman to describe those who are ‘too young to have had an adult understanding of what 
was happening to them but old enough to have been there during the Nazi persecution of the Jews’. Hartman 
quoted in E. McGlothlin, Second Generation Holocaust Literature: Legacies of Survival and Perpetration 
(Rochester, New York: Camden House; Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2006), p. 125. Suleiman quoted in I. 
Kacandes, ‘“When facts are scarce”: Authenticating Strategies in Writing by Children of Survivors’, in J. Lothe, 
S.R. Suleiman and J. Phelan (eds.), After Testimony: The Ethics and Aesthetics of Holocaust Narratives for the 
Future (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 2012), pp. 179-197, at p. 186.   
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childhood memories, voiced by the autobiographical narrator Georges. Consequently, Perec 
classifies the text as autobiography, which he defines elsewhere as ‘the exploration of one’s own 
memories’.17 In his mourning process, each narrator senses a tangible absence: for Philippe, it is that 
of his half-brother Simon, who died in the Shoah before he was born; for Mathieu, it is that of his 
sister Esther, who committed suicide as a guilt-ridden member of the 1.5 generation; and for 
Georges, it is that of his mother, a victim of the Shoah. 

Despite difference in experience and approach, Grimbert, Raczymow, and Perec can each 
be seen as writers of postmemory because they are situated in the generation that comes after the 
eye-witnesses. Yet these postmemory writers still possess a memory, defined as ‘[t]he faculty by 
which the mind stores and remembers information’,18 which finds reference in the ‘artistic 
representation’ of the written word, rendering postmemory ‘a dynamic mode of transmission, 
rather than just an inert storage place for Holocaust memory’.19 Knowledge of the Shoah, and the 
trauma that this brings, is transmitted to the narrators Philippe, Georges, and Mathieu not through 
personal experiences translated into memories but through articulated silence and the presence of 
absence in memory-triggering objects. These components act as initial stimuli for each narrator, who 
goes on to discover some of the truth about the years preceding his birth, aided by intergenerational 
transmission or ‘acts of transfer’.20 In turn, each narrator voices his postmemory experiences of 
shame and disbelief through writing (facilitated through imagined reconstruction). Writing becomes 
a form of “working through” the transmitted yet repressed postmemory trauma resulting from the 
catastrophe that overshadowed his childhood.21 In this way, the authors become ‘agent[s] of 
postmemory’, those who give ‘narrative shape to the surviving fragments of an irretrievable past’.22 

 
Silence and Voice:  Surviving the Silence and the Shame 
Grimbert’s Memory is what social psychologist Erika Apfelbaum defines as one of the narratives by 
children of survivors of the Shoah ‘describing how heavily burdened they felt by the silence of their 
parents, who refused to speak of their past history’.23 As a psychoanalyst himself, Grimbert would 
likely agree that ‘the silence within the family, enhanced by the collective social amnesia about the 
Holocaust’ was ‘damaging’.24 Using the lexical field of pain and suffering to express the harmful 
effect of the enforced silence of his childhood, Grimbert speaks of ‘the secret in which my parents 
had shrouded me’25 and ‘the painful wall with which my parents had surrounded themselves’.26 

                                                             
17 G. Perec, Je Suis Né (Paris: Hachette littérature, 1978), p. 83 (my translation).  
18 ODE. 
19 Heckner writes: ‘According to [Marianne] Hirsch, second-generation witnesses translate the narrative and 
images they receive from their parents into new modes of artistic representation. Postmemory, figured as 
such, is a dynamic mode of transmission, rather than just an inert storage place for Holocaust memory’ 
(Heckner, ‘Whose Trauma Is It?’, p. 67). 
20 Hirsch, ‘The Generation of Postmemory’, Poetics Today, 29 (2008), pp. 103-128, at p. 104. 
21 S. Freud, ‘Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through’, The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. by J. Strachey, in collaboration with A. Freud, assisted by others, 
Vol. XII (London: Vintage: Hogarth P, 2001), pp. 147-156. S. Freud, ‘Resistance and Repression’, The Standard 
Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. by J. Strachey, in collaboration with A. 
Freud, assisted by others, Vol. XVI (London: Vintage: Hogarth P, 2001), pp. 286-302. 
22 Hirsch, ‘Postmemories in Exile’, p. 666. 
23 E. Apfelbaum, ‘Against the Tide: Making Waves and Breaking Silences’, in L.P. Mos (ed.), History of 
Psychology in Autobiography (New York; Berlin: Springer, 2009), pp. 1-36. 
24 Apfelbaum, ‘Against the Tide’, p. 29.  
25 M, p. 46. 
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Philippe is only able to ‘climb’27 this wall when family friend and confidante Louise reveals the truth 
of the past to him. In this way, Louise can be seen as an exemplary analyst who acquaints Philippe 
with ‘the resistance’28 he feels towards knowledge of his parents’ past and his half-brother’s death, 
and enables him to work through his postmemory grief. According to Ruth Kitchen, Louise is for 
Philippe ‘the storyteller, history-giver and enlightener, restoring to him a previously obscured and 
inaccessible past’.29 Perec, on the other hand, does not explicitly refer to a transmitter in the life of 
Georges; the past remains inaccessible to him. Perec’s cousin Bianca Lamblin describes how the 
author’s aunt Esther ‘probably had a talk with him. Or maybe not…[N]either Georges nor my mother 
ever spoke of it’.30 Thus for both Georges and Philippe, memory is, at least temporarily, ‘concealed, 
refused or forbidden’.31  

Similarly, Raczymow’s narrator Mathieu is brought up in a closed ‘family circle’,32 yet he is 
complicit in their silence, as can be seen in the use of the first-person plural possessive pronoun in 
the following quote:  

 
Our silence, as far as Esther was concerned, was not a deliberate 
intent not to remember her…Our silence seemed so effortless, so 
natural, that it was as if Esther had really never existed. Never 
existed except in dreams, or rather in nightmares, but the kind of 
hazy, fuzzy nightmares that disappear on awakening, leaving nothing 
behind except a sort of vague uneasiness.33 

 
Although silence is shown to be a repressive force here, a vague recollection nevertheless remains. 
In other words, though it may seem that ‘life went on’34 following his sister’s suicide, Mathieu 
acknowledges that ‘life went on as usual…only on the surface.’35 Evoking what Fine terms the 
‘unhealed wounds of memory’,36 Grimbert writes in the same vein: ‘Their hurts will become less 
raw; only a dull pain will remain lurking inside each of them. They will no longer speak of the war, or 
mention the names of those who were lost’.37  

Similarly, the external layer of silence in Writing the Book of Esther conceals a deeper 
wound: ‘underneath the surface it was better not to look too close’.38 A willing forgetfulness, verging 
on denial, is thus contained in the familial silence explored by Raczymow through his narrator 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
26 Ibid., p. 9. 
27 Ibid., p. 9. 
28 Freud, ‘Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through’, p. 155. 
29 R. Kitchen, ‘Another Side to the Story: Confessions of Guilt in Occupation Narratives’, French Cultural Studies, 
22 (2011), pp. 207-217, at p. 213. 
30 B. Lamblin, A Disgraceful Affair: Simone de Beauvoir, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Bianca Lamblin-Women's Life 
Writings from Around the World, trans. by J. Plovnick (New England: Northeastern UP, 1996), p. 131. 
31 E. Fine, ‘The Absent Memory: The Act of Writing in Post-Holocaust French Literature’, Writing and the 
Holocaust, ed. by B. Lang (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1988), pp. 41-57, at p. 44. Perec writes towards the end 
of his autobiographical narrative of a time when his aunt took him to ‘an exhibition about concentration 
camps’ (W, p. 157), hence the qualifier ‘at least temporarily’.  
32 Ibid., p. 185. 
33 Ibid., p. 2. 
34 Ibid., p. 1. 
35 Ibid., p. 109. 
36 Fine, ‘Transmission of Memory’, p. 41. 
37 M, p. 130 
38 WBE, p. 109 
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Mathieu: ‘It was more than forgetfulness: nothing had happened’;39 ‘Mathieu has forgotten Esther 
since her death. They have all forgotten her. In any case, they never speak about her. She is taboo’.40 
In the same way, Philippe’s half-brother and father’s previous wife become subjects of taboo: ‘His 
name was never mentioned again, nor Hannah’s’.41 Nevertheless, this strained forgetfulness, 
enforced by silence, proves to be temporary and superficial. Raczymow explains how ‘[t]he unsaid, 
the untransmitted, the silence about the past were themselves eloquent’42 in expressing the deep 
absence of memory, which is not to be confused with forgetfulness but rather to be seen as ‘a void 
in our remembrance of the Holocaust through which we did not live’.43 Indeed, Raczymow’s narrator 
Mathieu in Writing the Book of Esther later acknowledges that silence does not necessarily signify 
forgetfulness: ‘Of course, they didn’t forget Esther. How could they forget? But they never spoke 
about her’.44 Similarly, when Grimbert’s autobiographical narrator Philippe is told of his half-
brother’s previous existence in Memory, he realises that, despite their silence, ‘[t]he whole family 
knew. They had all known Simon, all loved him’.45 

There is, then, an ambiguity surrounding the silence that is enforced by the family and a 
voluntary ‘denial’ on the part of the narrators, ‘a defence mechanism commonly used to repress 
feelings of powerlessness and the fear that ensues’.46 Perec’s autobiographical narrator Georges 
claims that history has already spoken in its objectiveness: ‘History with a capital ‘H’ had answered 
the question in my stead: the war, the camps’.47 What is more, he appears almost reassured by the 
innocence conceded by ‘an absence of history’ which protects him from the stark reality of ‘my real 
story’,48 the story of an orphan who lost his mother during the Shoah. ‘I have no childhood 
memories’, he declares, and then later revisits the phrase in a tone of self-reflection: ‘“I have no 
childhood memories”: I made this assertion with confidence, with almost a kind of defiance. It was 
nobody’s business to press me on this question’.49 In contrast to Fine’s claim that ‘those born in the 
shadow of genocide…desire…to be informed about what occurred’,50 what can be seen here is a 
temporary ‘inversion of the desire to know into a refusal to hear’.51 Grimbert’s narrator Philippe 
demonstrates a decided obstinacy, suggesting a resistance to knowledge ‘by process of 
repression’:52 ‘I had decided not to know’.53 Raczymow’s narrator demonstrates a similar ‘refusal to 
hear’: ‘Mathieu drew a feeling of shame from…[the] absence of reasons for the decreed 
extermination of the Jews. He didn’t want to hear about it anymore’.54 

Silence is, therefore, associated with shame. As a member of the second generation, 
Mathieu locates himself in relation to his sister who, like Georges in W or the Memory of Childhood, 

                                                             
39 Ibid., pp. 1-2 
40 Ibid., p. 100 
41 M, pp. 123 
42 H. Raczymow, ‘Memory Shot Through With Holes’, trans. by A. Astro, Yale French Studies, 85 (1994), p. 100.   
43 Ibid., p. 104. 
44 WBE, p. 109. 
45 M, p. 65. 
46 A. Hass, In the Shadow of the Holocaust: The Second Generation (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996), p. 48. 
47 W, p. 6 
48 Ibid., p. 6 
49 Ibid., p. 6 
50 Fine, ‘Transmission of Memory’, p. 41. 
51 J. Rancière, Le Destin des Images (Paris: La Fabrique éditions, 2004), p. 130 (my translation).  
52 Freud, ‘Resistance and Repression’, p. 294.  
53 M, p. 9 
54 WBE, p. 131 
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is a member of the 1.5 generation: ‘Esther’s great superiority, her incomparable superiority, lies in 
the fact that she’d been threatened. Born after the war, Mathieu can never catch up’.55 Her suicide 
is, ‘for him, a replica in miniature of what the Jewish people had experienced forty years earlier’.56 
Therefore, to ‘dare speak’ or indeed write of either ‘constituted the worst of indecencies’57 in his 
eyes. Here, the voice of the narrator echoes that of the author: ‘I did not have nothing to 
say…Rather, I had to say nothing’.58 Raczymow identifies a ‘prohibition on speaking’ associated with 
the second generation: ‘My question was not “how to speak” but “by what right could I speak,” I 
who was not a victim, survivor or witness’.59  

Raczymow continues to explore this question through his narrator in Writing the Book of 
Esther. Under the subheading “Silence”, Mathieu imagines how his sister, as a member of the 1.5 
generation, would have reacted had she known that he had dared to write about the Shoah as a 
second-generation survivor: 

 
She wouldn’t have allowed it. She would have asked him why he was 
butting in, what business it was of his, and Mathieu would have been 
speechless at that question, acquiescing – indeed, indeed, what 
business was it of his, acquiescing, admitting, acknowledging his guilt 
– he was guilty of giving up his rightful place, of having usurped 
another’s place, another’s role. Only survivors had a right to speak. 
The others, especially those born after the war, should keep quiet, 
be silent. Their words are obscene, impudent. That’s what Esther 
would have said.60 

 
A sense of culpability is, therefore, associated with second-generation ‘vicarious 

witnessing’.61 Through a process of self-interrogation, Mathieu recognises that ‘this feeling of 
shame’ and ‘the forced silence’ arise from the fact that he was ‘[b]orn after the war’.62 Thus the 
journey of Raczymow’s narrator tracks his own progression from silence – at one time ‘only silence 
could evoke the horror. A taboo weighed upon it’ – to articulation, for ‘as any psychoanalyst will tell 
you, the time comes when you have to speak of what is troubling you’.63 Indeed, according to 
Raczymow, this ‘imperious need to speak’ was the reason he wrote Un cri sans voix.64 His narrator 
acknowledges that ‘it wasn’t a desire for knowledge that animated him. Because he knew, he knew 
everything. But he simply had to write about that knowledge, get it down in black and white. To get 
past the disgust’.65 

                                                             
55 Ibid., p. 106 
56 Ibid., p. 128 
57 Ibid., p. 128 
58 Raczymow, ‘Memory Shot Through With Holes’, p. 100 
59 Ibid., p. 102. Original italics. 
60 WBE, p. 119. 
61 Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness: Belated Memory and Authorial Presence in Recent Holocaust Literature’, in J. 
Epstein and L.H. Lefkovitz (eds.), Shaping Losses: Cultural Memory and the Holocaust (Urbana: U of Illinois P, 
2001), pp. 128-160, at p. 153.  
62 WBE, pp. 123-4, p. 106. 
63 Raczymow, ‘Memory Shot Through With Holes’, p. 100. 
64 Ibid., p. 102-103. 
65 WBE, p. 124. 
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Silence, then, is initially associated with not hearing (due to having not been told or to not 
wanting to listen), then with not speaking (due to shame). Following the voluntary suppression of 
memory, a time of fluctuation between resisting and desiring knowledge and articulation of the 
truth ensues. Jacques Rancière elucidates: ‘There is…this toying between wanting to know, yet not 
wanting to tell, telling without telling, and refusing to listen’.66 Perec compares this in-between 
state, located in the space between silence and articulation, to the childhood game of hide-and-
seek: ‘I was like a child playing hide-and-seek, who doesn’t know what he fears or wants more: to 
stay hidden, or to be found’.67 These seemingly conflicting emotions of fear and ‘desire’68 can be 
compared to ‘[the] horror and fascination commingled in the bottomless pit of those memories’,69 
which leads to the ‘[i]ncompréhension’70 faced by Perec and expressed through his narrator Georges:  

 
I do not know whether I have anything to say, I know that I am 
saying nothing; I do not know if what I might have to say is unsaid 
because it is unsayable (the unsayable is not buried inside writing, it 
is what prompted it in the first place); I know that what I say is blank, 
is neutral, is a sign, once and for all, of a once-and-for-all 
annihilation.71 

  
Nevertheless, the narrator who begins Perec’s tale is compelled by a ‘mission’, passed down to him 
from an unidentified transmitter, to break this ‘icy silence’ in an act of witness.72 Philippe, 
meanwhile, is released from the ‘prison of silence’73 by Louise, who sees it as ‘her duty to break the 
silence’,74 acting as a surrogate mother by teaching him not only to listen but also to speak. First 
Philippe complies with his parents’ deception in the name of love: ‘The silence was going to 
continue, and I couldn’t imagine what might make me decide to break it. I was trying, in my turn, to 
protect them’.75 Eventually, in a role reversal of intergenerational transmission, prompted by the 
death of family dog Echo, Philippe tells his parents what they already know, articulating the absence 
so present in their lives.76 Transmission thus becomes an integral part of Grimbert’s existence. As a 
psychoanalyst, he speaks into the silence of his parents and, as an author, he recounts an 
autobiographical narrative. This is an example of what Erika Apfelbaum identifies as ‘telling to exist 

                                                             
66 Rancière, Le Destin des Images, p. 130 (my translation). 
67 W, p. 7. 
68 Hirsch writes that postmemory ‘describes…the relationship of the second generation to the experiences of 
the first – their curiosity and desire, as well as their ambivalences about wanting to own their parents’ 
knowledge’ (M. Hirsch, ‘Surviving Images: Holocaust Photographs and the Work of Postmemory’, The Yale 
Journal of Criticism, 14 (2001), pp. 5-37, at p. 12).  Elsewhere, she speaks of ‘the mixture of ambivalence and 
desire, mourning and recollection, presence and absence that characterize postmemory’ (Hirsch, 
‘Postmemories in Exile’, p. 659).  
69 W, p. 3. Original italics.  
70 Ibid., p. 3. Original italics. 
71 Ibid., p. 42.  
72 W, p. 4. Perec speaks of ‘the mission which had been entrusted to me’, and goes on to write that, ‘he who 
entrusted it to me, he too has disappeared’ (Ibid., p. 3). Consequently, his narrator asserts that ‘in what I am 
about to relate I was a witness and not an actor’ (Ibid., p. 4. Original italics).  
73 M, p. 64. 
74 Ibid., p. 58. 
75 Ibid., p. 61.  
76 Ibid., pp. 143-4.  
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socially in the world’, which consists of ‘storing individual experiences and emotions into memory’ 
and ‘depends on the possibility of sharing them with others and…on the trust the narrator has in the 
interlocutor’s capacity to hear’.77 An element of ‘resistance to resolution’78 remains nonetheless, in 
that Philippe does not reveal the whole truth to his parents, deliberately omitting the suicidal and 
infanticidal decision which led to Hannah and Simon’s deportation. 

Nevertheless, with this semi-confession comes an apparently definitive relief, and yet, 
years later, following his parents’ death, the grief of Grimbert’s autobiographical narrator Philippe 
resurfaces when he visits a dog cemetery, a site of memory of sorts.79. As he recalls Echo’s 
cremation, other, more disturbing, images come to mind:  

 
Echo flashed into my mind, abandoned on the table of a veterinary 
clinic to be incinerated with a mountain of other carcasses. But I 
soon started to feel uneasy as I read the tombstones, whose dates 
following fast on one another brought to mind the graves of 
children: Josée de Chambrun, Laval’s daughter, buried her cosseted 
pets here.80 

 
Knowing that Pierre Laval collaborated in the deportation and subsequent extermination of 

French Jews and their children, Philippe is disgusted that his daughter’s dogs, who died by natural 
means, are given a proper burial while the human beings he indirectly sent to the gas chambers 
were denied this right.81 In light of this, Philippe reflects on what it might mean to figuratively lay his 
brother to rest in the novel as a site of memory: ‘It was in that cemetery, lovingly maintained by the 
daughter of the man who had given Simon a one-way ticket to the end of the world, that I had the 
idea for this book. The pain I have never been able to assuage by mourning would be laid to rest in 
its pages’.82 Thus ‘through mourning and the at least symbolic provision of a proper burial,’ Philippe 
‘attempts to assist in restoring to victims the dignity denied them by their victimisers’.83 
 
Absence and Presence: Object-ive and Subject-ive Memory  
Knowledge repressed in silence comes to the surface and to some extent is played out in material 
objects and photographs. Anthropologist Carol A. Kidron argues that for second-generation 
survivors, ‘objects trigger descendant vicarious identification, intersubjectivity and 
intercorporeality’.84 Each narrator attaches a memory-triggering status to objects which act as mise 

                                                             
77 Apfelbaum, ‘Against the Tide’, p. 30. 
78 Hand, ‘Never Tell’, p. 219.  
79 Philippe’s parents commit suicide (M, p. 152). 
80 Ibid., pp. 149-150.  
81 ‘President Laval…in his defence hearing said that he had encouraged the deportation of children under 
sixteen so as not to separate families’ (Ibid., p. 150). Erin McGlothlin notes that for ‘most second-generation 
writers, there are no death certificates, dates of death, or graves to mark the murder of their relatives’ 
(McGlothlin, Second Generation Holocaust Literature, p. 24). 
82 M, p. 150. 
83 LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 713. 
84 C.A. Kidron, ‘Breaching the Wall of Traumatic Silence: Holocaust Survivor and Descendant Person−Object 
Relations and the Material Transmission of the Genocidal Past’, Journal of Material Culture, 17 (2012), pp. 3-
21, at p. 17. This can be seen as an extension of Hirsch’s argument that ‘[o]bjects, lost and again found…can 
embody memory and thus trigger affect shared across generations’ (M. Hirsch, ‘Objects of Return’, in J. Lothe, 
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en abymes within the text, embodying the absent relative. Grimbert’s narrative begins with a 
discovery of the toy dog which belonged to his narrator Philippe’s half-brother Simon.85 Philippe 
feels ‘my mother’s unease’ as she asks him to put this uncomfortable reminder of her husband’s 
firstborn ‘back in his place’,86 as if the memory evoked by the toy – this ‘thing remembered from the 
past’ –87 belongs in a trunk hidden in the dusty corner of memory itself, defined as ‘the mind 
regarded as a store of things remembered’.88 Even the name Philippe attributes to his half-brother’s 
toy dog – Si – is indicative of his absence: ‘I had snatched [this name] from the darkness’.89 In light of 
the knowledge of his brother’s deportation, Philippe declares: ‘now that I knew what he had been 
through, there was no way I could face the flash of those little black eyes’.90 As Kidron writes: 
‘Despite the mnemonic potential of objects, children of survivors depict the remembrance of the 
Holocaust dead as particularly problematic. The painfully present–absent dead are difficult to fully 
evoke, yet nonetheless are sorely “felt”’.91 And yet, by returning Si to the attic, Philippe favours 
introjection over ‘intercorporeality’, and resists ‘incorporation’ through ‘identification’92. In this way, 
‘melancholic identification’ can be seen as ‘a prerequisite for letting…go’.93 According to Hirsch, 
‘identification can resist appropriation and incorporation, resist annihilating the distance between 
self and other’.94  

On returning Si to ‘the dusty memories of the attic’,95 Philippe comes across a photo 
album: ‘A life in black-and-white, the smiles now gone; dead people with their arms around each 
other’.96 While Hirsch argues that photographs act as ‘memory cues’,97 Kidron goes a step further, 
stating that these ‘photographic images of relatives allow for the imagined presence of the dead to 
“take shape” in the present, providing a face, a gesture and an interfamilial bond to what might 
otherwise be experienced as the presence of absence’.98 Philippe feels such a bond with his half-
brother when he finally comes across photographic evidence of him: ‘At last I had seen Simon: 
photos of him filled several pages. His face seemed strangely familiar’.99 There is a ‘particularity of 
identification’ for Philippe with regard to the photographic subject of his brother, forming a ‘material 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
S.R. Suleiman, and J. Phelan (eds.), After Testimony: The Ethics and Aesthetics of Holocaust Narratives for the 
Future (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 2012a), pp. 198-220, at p. 200). 
85 M, p. 5. 
86 Ibid., p.5. 
87 ODE. 
88 Ibid. 
89 M, p. 135. ‘Where did I get that name? From the dusty smell of his fur? The silences of my mother, my 
father’s sadness? Si, Si! I walked my dog all around the flat, not wanting to notice my parents’ distress when 
they heard me calling his name’ (M, p. 14). Hand writes that Simon’s ‘name had...been preserved in broken 
form by what had been his own toy dog’ (Hand, ‘Never Tell': p. 211).   
90 M, p. 135. 
91 Kidron, ‘Breaching the Wall of Traumatic Silence’, p. 12. The object of the toy dog is ‘particularly complex’ as 
it fits into the category of ‘[o]bjects that silently encapsulate and perform pasts that have culminated in 
death…Some of these objects do not evoke natural or anticipated death but, rather, dramatic and unexpected 
ruptures in the texture of the self and the family, such as…genocide’ (Ibid., p.4).  
92 For a discussion of these terms, drawing on the work of psychoanalysts Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, 
see Hand, ‘Never Tell’, p. 216.  
93 Judith Butler quoted in LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 714; original italics.  
94 Hirsch, ‘Surviving Images’, p. 11. 
95 M, p. 135. 
96 Ibid., p. 136. 
97 Hirsch, ‘Surviving Images’, p. 7. 
98 Kidron, ‘Breaching the Wall of Traumatic Silence’, p. 16. 
99 M, p. 136. 
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connection…to a lost past’,100 which corresponds to Hirsch’s argument that ‘because many images 
have survived even though their subjects did not, photography provides a particularly powerful 
medium of postmemory’.101  

 In Writing the Book of Esther, the post-war absence of Mathieu’s sister is 
encapsulated in a wartime cap and embodied in ‘the photograph of women fighters in the Warsaw 
ghetto’102 pinned to her bedroom wall. Although she does not feature within it herself, this 
photograph comes to represent her: ‘this photograph is really Esther. It evokes Esther. It’s a little as 
if she were still there among them’.103 The image forms the stimulus for Mathieu to write a journal 
locating his sister in the world of this photograph, knowing that she wanted to resemble one of 
these women fighters.104 Mathieu thus reimagines his sister and attributes to her ‘traits of a 
character she perhaps dreamed about and one she impersonated, a girl who was about twenty years 
old in 1940. Like one of the women in the photograph’.105 What is more, the photograph that 
possesses Esther is inextricably linked to the cap she herself possessed, ‘her ridiculous and oversized 
cap’ which she wore ‘the same way the young Jewish women fighters wore theirs’.106 Mathieu 
describes how ‘she succeeded in believing herself one of the fighters. Wearing a cap’,107 and later 
recalls a conversation he had with Esther when a child in which she insisted, ‘Look, that’s me in the 
picture. And that cap I’m wearing there, look, I still have it’.108  

Thus the object of the cap triggers a ‘vicarious identification, intersubjectivity and 
intercorporeality’ for Mathieu which Zeitlin argues verges on usurpation and reveals the danger of 
over-identification, the risk of ‘substitution through identification’.109 According to Zeitlin, ‘[t]he 
principle of substitution, which also includes theft and guilty appropriation in taking another’s place, 
provides the key to the dynamics of the entire work. It is exemplified in Mathieu’s appropriation of 
Esther’s cap’.110 While Mathieu’s parents, out of ‘fundamental decency’, ‘leave Esther’s room 
intact’,111 complete with the photograph on the wall and the cap on her desk, ‘Mathieu snatched it, 

                                                             
100 ‘The notion of postmemory that Hirsch proposes is conjoined to the medium of photography, especially 
with regard to the particularity of identification that she finds to be possible with photographic subjects’ 
(Heckner, ‘Whose Trauma Is It?’, p. 68). It is this photograph which Philippe enters into Serge Klarsfeld’s French 
Children of the Holocaust: A Memorial (New York: New York UP, 1996).  
101 Hirsch, ‘Postmemories in Exile’, p. 660. 
102 WBE, p. 97. Zeitlin claims that this photograph has ‘achieved iconic status’ not only as an ‘emblem…of the 
ghetto’ but also as ‘representative…of the Holocaust’ as a whole (Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 140). For a 
reprint of this photograph, see Ibid., p. 145. 
103 WBE, p. 98. 
104 Ibid., p. 98. 
105 Ibid., p. 4. 
106 Ibid., p. 3. ‘The oversized cap is the symbol [...] of the ghetto. A material object that emerges from the 
photograph into tangible reality, it becomes the relic of Esther herself and is imbued with her presence and 
power’ (Ibid., p. 146). 
107 Ibid., p. 105. 
108 Ibid., p. 118. 
109 Kidron, ‘Breaching the wall of traumatic silence’, p. 17. ‘To usurp her place, to substitute himself for her, is a 
source of power and also a compromise of his own identity’ (Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 147). Heckner 
writes: ‘At stake is the appropriation, that is, the substitution of the self for the other’ (‘Whose Trauma Is It?’, 
p. 77). Similarly, LaCapra comments on the ‘difficulty [which] arises when the virtual experience involved in 
empathy gives way to vicarious victimhood, and empathy with the victim seems to be-come an identity’, 
suggesting that ‘the secondary witness’ should ‘resist…full identification and the dubious appropriation of the 
status of victim through vicarious or surrogate victimage’ (LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, pp. 699, 717.) 
110 Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 148. 
111 WBE, p. 106. 
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the cap that Charles and Fanny kept of her, the cap that she bought herself and wore in the 
streets’.112 The first time Mathieu wears his sister’s cap, it is out of respect for her at her burial: 
‘Perhaps it gave her pleasure there, beyond the grave, to have close to her, on her death, this 
symbol of the ghetto’.113 However, it soon becomes an obsessive possession which he wears as he 
writes his sister’s journal, as if to legitimise his usurpation of her role in doing so.114 Indeed, Mathieu 
attempts to overcome the sense of illegitimacy associated with second-generation “witnessing” by 
temporarily assuming the narrative voice of his sister as a member of the 1.5 generation: ‘Esther 
Litvak. Thanks to this name he could at last write, even in disgust, in self-disgust, and not only about 
himself but about the whole thing’.115 Dominick LaCapra warns against such appropriation and 
advocates empathy instead: ‘It is dubious to identify with the victim to the point of making oneself a 
surrogate victim who has a right to the victim’s voice or subject-position. The role of empathy and 
empathic unsettlement in the attentive secondary witness does not entail this identity; it involves a 
kind of virtual experience through which one puts oneself in the other’s position while recognizing 
the difference of that position and hence not taking the other’s place’.116 The difference is that 
Mathieu does not feel that he has a right to the victim’s voice but temporarily assumes it 
nonetheless. According to Zeitlin, it is only until he dispossesses the past through the act of writing 
that Mathieu is able to regain his own subjective identity.117 In this way, ‘acting out’, manifested 
here in his appropriation of his sister’s cap and narrative voice, can be seen as ‘a necessary condition 
of working-through’ for Mathieu.118  

While Philippe and Mathieu’s postmemory is triggered by the physical objects of the toy 
dog and wartime cap, in Perec’s W or the Memory of Childhood Georges appears to recall an object 
from a hazy childhood memory, a sling which he seems to remember having worn when his mother 
evacuated him119 but which is in fact imaginary.120 This sling is linked to the drawing of a parachute 
on the front cover of a Charlie Chaplin magazine his mother had given him as a leaving present. The 
memory is further confused with the introduction of another object: a truss linked to an operation 
following his arrival in the free zone. Georges elucidates: ‘A triple theme runs through this memory: 
parachute, sling, truss: it suggests suspension, support, almost artificial limbs. To be, I need a 
prop’.121 Years later, Perec is able to partially decrypt this ‘coded memory’:122  

 
[I]n 1958, when, by chance, military service briefly made a 
parachutist of me, I suddenly saw, in the very instant of jumping, one 
way of deciphering the text of this memory: I was plunged into 

                                                             
112 Ibid., p. 98. 
113 Ibid., p. 106. 
114 According to Zeitlin, Mathieu usurps his sister’s ‘borrowed identity in order to write’ (Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious 
Witness’, p. 147). 
115 WBE, p. 123.  
116 LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 722. 
117 ‘From the photograph on the wall to the cap, from the donning of the cap to the writing of the book, and 
from the book to the anticipation of a child, dispossessing the past means repossessing a self that is not 
playing the part of another, inhabiting the life of another, and living always in the memory of another. Or 
almost. The text remains’ (Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 150).  
118 LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 717. 
119 W, p. 55. 
120 Later, Georges refers to ‘the imaginary arm in a sling’ (Ibid., p. 56).  
121 Ibid., p. 55. 
122 Hirsch, ‘Surviving Images’, p.7.  
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nothingness; all the threads were broken; I fell, on my own, without 
any support. The parachute opened. The canopy unfurled, a fragile 
and firm suspense before the controlled descent.123 

 
Alone without his mother, who ‘ought to be there but is missing’, Georges falls into the ‘emotional 
void of absence surrounding the familial past’, and yet ‘the controlled descent’124 could be seen to 
suggest an element of working through.125 In this way, Perec can perhaps begin to convert his 
mother’s absence into ‘a lack, a loss’.126 What is more, the parachute or “prop” may well be 
representative of his writing in what Raczymow identifies as ‘the abyss between my imperious need 
to speak and the prohibition on speaking’.127 Forming a link between ‘the task of writing’ and ‘the 
task of remembering’, Georges elucidates:  

 
I write because we lived together, because I was one amongst them, 
a shadow amongst their shadows, a body close to their bodies. I 
write because they left in me their indelible mark, whose trace is 
writing. Their memory is dead in writing; writing is the memory of 
their death and the assertion of my life.128   

 
While initially he locates himself amongst the “we” of the first generation, Georges ultimately 
detaches himself from their unspeakable victimisation and death, in affirming his life, supported by 
the prop of the written word which enables him to realise ‘[t]he idea of writing the story of my 
past’.129 Indeed, for Georges, representing the past is ‘bound up with the matter of writing and the 
written matter’.130 It is as much to do with the presence of words as it is to do with the absence of 
memory.  

Each of the texts advocates, along with Jean-Luc Nancy, that ‘the “representation of the 
Shoah” is not only possible…it is in fact necessary’.131 Grimbert, Perec, and Raczymow are 
nonetheless ‘cognizant that our memory consists not of events but of representations’.132 These 
representations form the personalised history of each author, ‘my own story’.133 Thus, instead of 
‘History with a capital H’134, presented here as a destructive force, the narrators take their readers 
on a journey of discovery in a reconstructive attempt to map out ‘the passage of my history and the 

                                                             
123 W, p. 55. 
124 Ibid., p. 55. 
125 ‘Loss is often correlated with lack, for as loss is to the past, so lack is to the present and future. A lost object 
is one that may be felt to be lacking…Lack…indicates a felt need or a deficiency; it refers to something that 
ought to be there but is missing’ (LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 703; Kidron, ‘Breaching the Wall of 
Traumatic Silence’, p. 17). 
126 ‘[A]bsence may be converted into a lack, a loss, or both’. LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 704.  
127 Raczymow quoted in Kitchen, ‘Another Side to the Story’, p. 215. 
128 Ibid., p. 42. 
129 Ibid., p. 26. 
130 Ibid., p. 42. 
131 J.-L. Nancy, Au Fond des Images (Paris: Galilée, 2003), p. 61 (my translation). 
132 Hirsch, ‘Surviving Images’, p.7.  
133 W, p. 6. In relation to second-generation memory, Lefkovitz speaks of ‘the kind of sordid privilege conferred 
by my personal history – I should say my parents’ personal histories’ (Lefkovitz, ‘Inherited Memory and the 
Ethics of Ventriloquism’, p. 227).  
134 W, p. 6. 



Rebekah Vince: Out of Sight But Not Out of Mind: Absence as Presence in French Postmemory 
Narrative 

 

53 
 

history of my passage’.135 Each narrator, then, in the silence, finds his voice. Yet this voice 
‘recognizes the absence of memory and, thus, the necessity of reconstructing the past through the 
imaginary’.136 There is, therefore, an element of imagined reconstruction, and of educated 
guesswork, contained in each narrative. In the words of Esther’s husband Simon, ‘I can only suppose 
since I wasn’t there’.137 In their attempt to bridge the gap,  the narrators attempt to fill in the gaps, 
‘imaginatively reconstructing an historically sacred event’.138 There is a two-fold necessity: to 
represent and to reconstruct.  
 
Memory and the Imagination: (Re)membering, (Re)constructing, (Re)imag(in)ing 
According to Hirsch, ‘Postmemory is a powerful and very particular form of memory precisely 
because its connection to its object or source is mediated not through recollection but through an 
imagination investment and creation’.139 In an attempt to fill in the gaps, Raczymow’s text locates 
itself within the Jewish tradition, while Grimbert resorts to Greek mythology, and Perec to a 
fabulating childhood narrative.140 The first section of Writing the Book of Esther is marked by the 
chronology of the Jewish feasts of Yom Kippur,141 Rosh Hashanah142 and Passover.143 According to 
Lori Hope Lefkovitz, ‘Memory is a Jewish speciality that often takes the form of inserting oneself’ 
into what she terms ‘the mythic past’.144 Lefkovitz uses the example of the Passover Seder as a 
commemoration of the Exodus in order to illustrate her point: ‘we not only commemorate liberation 
from slavery in ancient Egypt but also perform an annual re-enactment of our own liberation, 
commanded as we are to regard ourselves as members of the original generation saved by divine 
intervention in history’.145  

Similarly, Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka writes that ‘[t]o understand now means not only to 
situate an event within the network of life in its natural unfolding, but also to relate it to traditions 
that have been passed down from generation to generation’.146 Recalling the Jews’ bondage in Egypt 
and their seizure of Jericho, Raczymow draws the comparison between Hitler and Ramses,147 and 

                                                             
135 Ibid., p. 7. Phonetically, the word hache is a homonym in French and, therefore, has a double meaning: the 
letter ‘H’ and the weapon ‘axe’.  
136 Fine, ‘The Absent Memory’, p. 45.  
137 WBE, p. 145. 
138 Fine, ‘The Absent Memory’, p. 43. 
139 Quoted in Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern, p. 80. 
140 According to Raczymow, writing about the Shoah as a second-generation survivor is ‘a question of filling the 
gaps, of putting scraps together’ (Raczymow, ‘Memory Shot Through With Holes’, p. 103).  
141 WBE, p. 74. 
142 Ibid., pp. 33, 49, 50. 
143 Ibid., p. 43. Yom Kippur, the Hebrew term for the Day of Atonement, is ‘the most solemn religious fast of 
the Jewish year, the last of the ten days of penitence that begin with Rosh Hashana[h] (the Jewish New Year)’ 
(ODE); Passover is ‘the major Jewish spring festival which commemorates the liberation of the Israelites from 
Egyptian slavery, lasting seven or eight days from the 15th day of Nisan. – ORIGIN from pass over “pass without 
touching”, with reference to the exemption of the Israelites from the death of their firstborn (Exod. 12)’ (ODE). 
144 Lefkovitz, ‘Inherited Memory and the Ethics of Ventriloquism’, p. 228. 
145 Ibid., p. 229. 
146 Quoted in J. Smith, ‘Contextualising Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka’s Concept of Fabulation’, in A.T. Tymieniecka 
(ed.), Analecta Husserliana: The Yearbook of Phenomenological Research, Volume IC (Dordrecht: Springer, 
2009), pp. 3-8, at p. 8. 
147 WBE, p. 19. 
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between Jericho and the Warsaw ghetto.148 Yet these comparisons fail to illustrate the matchless 
atrocity of the Shoah, neither the parallel drawn with Egypt – ‘from this particular Egypt…there will 
be no exit for the Jews’ –149 nor that drawn with Jericho: ‘Who will circle the ghetto seven times for 
us and blow the shofar until the wall comes toppling down?’.150 Fransiska Louwagie claims that ‘the 
city of Jericho…[serves as] a point of comparison for the “walled-up” memory of the first 
generation’.151 In the light of this, it is interesting to note that when Mathieu writes himself into his 
sister’s imaginary past, set in the Warsaw ghetto, he gives himself the job of a mason: ‘His team 
oversees the wall, destroys chunks of it, builds it up again’.152 Building on Louwagie’s argument, this 
could be seen as a metaphor for Mathieu’s preoccupation ‘with the problems of reconstructing and 
recovering memory’ as a ‘vicarious witness’.153 A much darker memory was handed down to him by 
those of the ‘original generation’154 of survivors of the Shoah, ‘a non-memory, which by definition 
cannot be filled in or recovered’: the memory of those Jews who were not liberated.155 Furthermore, 
as the title suggests, Raczymow uses the framework of the biblical story of Esther to illustrate the 
murderous and anti-Semitic intentions of Adolf Hitler: ‘Purim. This will be the greatest Purim of all 
times. The Jews have the perfect Haman – A.H.’156 Yet, again, this comparison is shown to be 
unsatisfactory:157 

 
Some people in the ghetto still believe in their own luck, thinking 
that, like Haman in the Book of Esther, the Germans will flip coins—
their life or their death. They forget that Haman was Oriental, and 
enjoyed gambling and irony. Not the Germans. The Germans are not 
gamblers. They don’t consult the fates. They decide and they 
execute. And they have decided. Nothing will prevent them.158  

 
Mathieu concludes that ‘in the past our enemies gave us a choice: we could convert, renounce our 
faith, or die. Today, no’.159  

These biblical allusions appear in the reconstructed journal of Mathieu’s sister, set in an 
imagined past, which forms the first section of Raczymow’s novel: ‘He invented another life for his 

                                                             
148 Ibid., pp. 114-5. The conquest of Jericho is documented in Joshua 6. According to Fransiska Louwagie, ‘[t]he 
city of Jericho…serves, in the first part of the book, as a point of comparison with the ghetto’ (F. Louwagie, 
‘Œdipe à Jéricho. L’œuvre Testimoniale d’Henri Raczymow’, Neophilologus, 92 (2008), pp. 217–233, at p. 223 
[my translation]).  
149 WBE, pp. 19-20. 
150 Ibid., p. 41. 
151 Louwagie, ‘Œdipe à Jéricho’, p. 217. 
152 WBE, p. 71. 
153 Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 137. According to Zeitlin, Raczymow’s novel is ‘driven by the compulsion 
to bear vicarious witness…preoccupied with the problems of reconstructing and recovering memory, which 
can only be acquired second- or third-hand’ (Ibid., p. 137). 
154 Lefkovitz, ‘Inherited Memory and the Ethics of Ventriloquism’, p. 229 
155 Raczymow, ‘Memory Shot Through With Holes’, p. 104. ‘What I name the “pre-past” or prehistory, along 
with the Holocaust, was handed down to me precisely as something not handed down to me’(Ibid., p. 103).  
156 WBE, p. 40. Purim is a Jewish festival which ‘commemorate[s] the defeat of Haman’s plot to massacre the 
Jews as recorded in the book of Esther’ (ODE).  
157 For an analysis of the significance of the story of Esther in relation to Raczymow’s novel, see Louwagie, 
‘Œdipe à Jéricho’, p. 224. 
158 WBE, pp. 81-2. 
159 Ibid., p. 81. 
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sister, and another death. Perhaps the life and death she had imagined for herself. The life and 
death she couldn’t live without’.160 His sister’s life, as described in ‘Mathieu’s “novel,” his “novel” 
about the ghetto’,161 is an imaginary one, as is the death he attributes to her: ‘He’s made up his 
mind: he’ll have her die in Treblinka, he’ll finally give her the death she wanted. With the others’.162 
Nevertheless, this imaginary reconstruction arises from the memory of Esther’s actual life and death: 
‘When Esther was born, the Jews of Warsaw had been exterminated, all of them. She had missed a 
train. So she set her watch back on time, to the time of that train’s departure. One fine day in the 
spring of 1975, she stuck her head into her oven’163; ‘She had ended up joining the dead’.164 Thus, as 
Zeitlin writes, in pursuing ‘the tormented quest to reconstruct her life and the reasons for her death, 
he [Mathieu] discovers that he must also confront equally repressed memories of the Holocaust’.165 

The second section of Raczymow’s novel charts Mathieu’s reflections on the dual necessity 
of knowledge concerning and escape from the past. Raczymow combines biblical and mythological 
imagery in order to illustrate this paradoxical imperative:  

 
What did this knowledge consist of?...To catch up with the rolling 
train, the missed train that had carried them over there, to Pitchipoi? 
Impossible! You had to turn your back on this train. Leave the 
station. Not hang around, not look back…on Sodom-Auschwitz or, 
like Orpheus, on Eurydice.166 

 
The allusion to Sodom and the reference to Orpheus both serve to illustrate the danger of 
obsessively looking back on the past.167 Esther, ‘obsessed by the Jewish genocide’,168 had ‘wanted to 
know so much that she had exposed herself, and was burned by the mortal flame of that 
knowledge’.169 Mathieu describes his sister’s suicidal act in sacrificial terms: ‘by her suicide she had 
sacrificed herself for us, so that we might live’.170 Similarly, in Memory, Simon’s mother Hannah is 
transformed into a tragic heroine, recalling Greek myth: ‘Timid, shy Hannah, the perfect mother, had 
turned into a tragic heroine; the fragile young woman suddenly became a Medea, sacrificing her 
child and her own life on the altar of her wounded heart’.171 Handing over herself and her son in an 
act of suicidal infanticide, Hannah makes way for her husband Maxime’s union with her sister-in-law 

                                                             
160 Ibid., p. 109. 
161 Ibid., p. 160. 
162 Ibid., p. 106. 
163 Ibid., p. 99. 
164 Ibid., p. 123. 
165 Zetilin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 134.  ‘On both levels, the novel is the process and product of “working 
through”’ (Ibid., p. 134). 
166 WBE, p. 123. 
167 ‘Raczymow’s parallel reference to Sodom-Auschwitz recalls…the biblical story of Lot’s wife, who disobeyed 
the injunction not to look back at the burning Sodom and was turned into a pillar of salt. “Looking back” was 
the cause of Esther’s malady. It trapped her in the world of the dead while she was still alive and led finally to 
her self-inflicted death’ (Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 160).  
168 Louwagie, ‘Œdipe à Jéricho’, p. 219 (my translation).  
169 WBE, p. 123. 
170 Ibid., p. 1. 
171 M, p. 107. The idea of sacrifice contained in the Greek myth to which Philippe refers is subversively 
reminiscent of the historical meaning of the word “holocaust”, that is ‘a Jewish sacrificial offering which was 
burnt completely on an altar’ (ODE). 
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Tania, which eventually leads to Philippe’s post-war birth. Philippe attempts to detach himself from 
the horror of past reality by putting it into a mythological context, turning ‘Louise’s first-hand 
account…into a heterodiegetic drama in which Hannah is refocalized [as Medea]’.172  

Philippe’s reference to Greek thinking may also be influenced by his upbringing by sport-
obsessed parents who valued the Olympic ideal.173 Perec takes the Olympic trope a step further, 
using it as the framework of his childhood narrative “W” – ‘a land where sport is king’.174 He sets out 
his reasoning for doing so through his autobiographical narrator Georges:  

 
W is no more like my Olympic fantasy than that Olympic fantasy was 
like my childhood. But in the crisscross web they weave as in my 
reading of them I know there is to be found the inscription and the 
description of the path I have taken.175 

 
Thus Perec resorts to a story he wrote as a young teenager in order to map out the traumatic 
experience of surviving the Shoah as a child: ‘When I was thirteen I made up a story…this story was 
called W and…it was, in a way, if not the story of my childhood, then at least a story of my 
childhood’.176 The significance of this sport-obsessed island is not explicitly revealed until the closing 
chapter when Perec draws the parallel between the island of W and a concentration camp, in its 
twisted ‘societal organization’ and warped ‘vision of humanity’,177 demonstrating how the young 
Georges was subconsciously affected by the recent past. Thus Perec can be seen to use the island of 
W as a form of fabulation in its “dramatization” of the Shoah and its effects, and twisted ‘modelling 
of views about human predicament’.178 According to Robert Scholes, fabulation signifies ‘not a 
turning away from reality, but an attempt to find more subtle correspondences between the reality 
which is fiction and the fiction which is reality’.179 W, then, can be seen as ‘the reality which is 
fiction’ pointing to the Shoah which, in its incredulity, may even appear fictitious, but is in fact a 
shocking and unimaginable reality. Indeed, the suspension of disbelief in the “reality” of the W 
narrative – from a credible, geographically located island which praises sport to one which becomes 
more and more incredulous in its discriminatory and violent policies – reaches an incredible climax in 
the inclusion of the quote from David Rousset’s L’Univers Concentrationnaire.180 By referring to this 

                                                             
172 Hand identifies this literary technique as ‘a psychoanalytic reformulation of postmemory’ (Hand, ‘Never 
Tell’, p. 213).  
173 Grimbert admits that: ‘although they were indeed physically handsome and athletic, my real parents were 
not as preoccupied by their bodies and appearances as I have created them: that was a novelistic impulse 
which attracted me because of the way their inordinate passion for sport brought them together, as “stadium 
gods” who actually embodied the physical idea of their persecutors—an ambiguity that on a literary level I 
found both rich and disturbing’ (‘Questions for the Author’ in Memory). 
174 W, p. 67. 
175 Ibid., p. 7. 
176 Ibid., p. 6. 
177 W, p. 163-4; Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka, quoted in Smith, ‘Contextualising Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka’s 
Concept of Fabulation’, p. 7.  
178 Ibid., p. 6.   
179 R. Scholes, Fabulation and Metafiction (Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1979), p. 8. 
180 D. Rousset, A World Apart, trans. by Y. Moyse and R. Senhouse (London: Secker & Warburg, 1951). Annette 
Wieviorka explains how, through this text, Holocaust survivor David Rousset presents the concentration camp 
as a world of its own, with its own laws (A. Wieviorka, ‘L’expression “Camp de Concentration” au 20e Siècle’, 
Vingtième Siècle. Revue d'histoire, 54 (1997), pp. 4-12, at p. 10). Perec concludes his narrative with the 
following observation: ‘I have forgotten what reasons I had at the age of twelve for choosing Tierra del Fuego 



Rebekah Vince: Out of Sight But Not Out of Mind: Absence as Presence in French Postmemory 
Narrative 

 

57 
 

eye-witness testimony, Perec attributes more weight to his narrative, as he establishes the link 
between the sport-obsessed, law-enforcing universe of W and L’Univers Concentrationnaire.  

By incorporating the W narrative, Perec could be accused of what Eric L. Santner identities 
as ‘narrative fetishism’181 in his use of the fabulating technique. However, the fact that his W 
narrative is interjected with an autobiographical ‘work of mourning’182 for his mother problematises 
this claim. What is more, rather than being understood as a fetishising narrative alongside a work of 
mourning, W or the Memory of Childhood as a whole can be seen as a narrative which adopts a 
‘psychopathological technique’, containing ‘artificial closures, the blockage of 
narrative,…deformation and formal compensations, [and] the dissociation or splitting of narrative 
functions’.183 Unlike ‘festishized and totalizing narratives’ which recuperate ‘the past in terms of 
uplifting messages or optimistic, self-serving scenarios’184, W or the Memory of Childhood ends on a 
sobering note in which ‘totalization’ is ‘resisted’.185 Moreover, it is worth noting that ‘[m]odern 
fabulation accepts, even emphasizes, its fallibilism, its inability to reach all the way to threat, but it 
continues to look towards reality’,186 the reality in this case being the loss of Georges’ mother and 
the Shoah in which she died. Hence Georges’ admission that W or the Memory of Childhood is 
merely an attempt ‘to bring to term – by which I mean just as much “to mark the end of” as “to give 
a name to” – this gradual unravelling’.187 According to Erin McGlothlin, ‘postmemorial writing 
employs narrative to acknowledge the impossibility of fully grasping what happened, even as it 
ventures to construct a story about the Holocaust’.188 Similarly, Raczymow comments on how ‘[o]ut 
of the impossibility of recapturing the past, some forge the very meaning of their writing, well aware 
of how ridiculous the pursuit of the impossible is’.189 
 
Written, I Saw It Said... 
As opposed to the absence and ‘unreality’190 associated with postmemory which find reference in 
the literary imagination, each narrator ultimately resorts to firsthand experience and eye-witness 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
as the site of W. Pinochet’s Fascists have provided my fantasy with a final echo: several of the islands in that 
area are today deportation camps’ (W, p. 164).  
181 E.L. Santner defines ‘narrative fetischism’ as ‘the way an inability or refusal to mourn emplots traumatic 
events; it is a strategy of undoing, in fantasy, the need for mourning by simulating a condition of intactness, 
typically by situating the site and origin of loss elsewhere’ (E.L. Santner, ‘History beyond the Pleasure Principle: 
Some Thoughts on the Representation of Trauma’, in S. Friedlander (ed.), Probing the Limits of Representation: 
Nazism and the “Final Solution” (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London: Harvard UP, 1992), pp. 143-154, at p. 
144). 
182 According to Santner, ‘The use of narrative as fetish may be contrasted with that rather different mode of 
symbolic behaviour that Freud called Trauerarbeit or “the work of mourning”’ (Santner, ‘History Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle’, p. 144). He goes on to define the work of mourning as ‘a process of elaborating and 
integrating the reality of loss or traumatic shock by remembering and repeating it in symbolically and 
dialogically mediated doses; it is a process of translating, troping, and figuring loss’ (Ibid. p. 144). We have seen 
aspects of this process in relation to Perec’s work in the section on absence and presence, namely in the three-
fold allusion to suspension and support in the objects of the sling, truss, and parachute.  
183 Fredric Jameson quoted in H. White, ‘The Modernist Event’, in V. Sobchack (ed.), Tropes for the Past: 
Hayden White and the History/Literature Debate (London: Routledge, 1996), p. 32.  
184 LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 723. 
185 Ibid., p. 720.  
186 A. Tymieniecka, quoted in Smith, ‘Contextualising Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka’s Concept of Fabulation’, p. 8.  
187 W, p. 7. 
188 McGlothlin, Second Generation Holocaust Literature, p. 11. 
189 Raczymow, ‘Memory Shot Through With Holes’, p. 101.  
190 WBE, p. 125. 
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account in an attempt to reconstruct the past he did not know more accurately. According to 
Heckner, postmemory is ‘a relational term, for it links survivor memory and the pertinent 
documentary material to the memories of the second generation, giving it new artistic form and 
voice’.191 The narrators in question can thus be seen to ‘[claim] ground for the legitimacy of second-
generation memory while simultaneously preserving the unique status of survivor memory’.192 
Hence Perec concludes his narrative with Rousset’s eye-witness account as recorded in L’Univers 
Concentrationnaire.193 Furthermore, this information is authorised ‘by narrating the author’s 
experience of encountering the source’: ‘Years and years later, in David Rousset’s Univers 
Concentrationnaire, I read the following [...]’.194  

Philippe, meanwhile, looks to family friend Louise for clarification, while Mathieu turns to 
various relatives for eye-witness testimony. Philippe writes: ‘Louise slowly spelled out the realities of 
a war that had come to a close a few years before I was born’.195 As a member of the second 
generation, Philippe’s memory of the Shoah is reduced to shadows and imaginings. As a member of 
the first, Louise can speak from her own firsthand experiences; Philippe writes: ‘Louise was no 
longer telling me about an anonymous mass of victims but about herself’.196 Like Louise, Mathieu’s 
older sister Esther ‘was a contemporary of that. Simply because of the date of her birth’.197 No 
longer able to interrogate his sister following her suicide, Mathieu turns to living witnesses: 

 
[Therefore] Mathieu had to hear Simon. And hear Fanny again. And 
Charles. And Uncle Avrum, old Uncle Avrum. Before time ran out and 
there would be no one left, no one in the world who had been a 
contemporary. Then it would be the end. The voice of these people 
would be gone. There would be nothing more than written words, 
skimpy and ridiculous written words. Nothing.198  

 
Thus Mathieu attempts to authenticate the second part of his narrative ‘by anchoring it as an oral 
communication’.199 He refers to the recollections of Esther’s father Charles, her great uncle Avrum 
and her husband Simon, indicating when the account belongs to these first-generation survivors and 
not to himself, as a second-generation ‘vicarious witness’.200 Designators such as ‘he said’,201 
therefore, ‘serve to authenticate by pointing to this specific information as having a specific 

                                                             
191 Heckner, ‘Whose Trauma Is It?’, p. 67. 
192 Ibid., p. 67.  
193 D. Rousset, L’univers Concentrationnaire (Paris: Éditions du Pavois, 1946).  
194 W, p. 163. Original italics.   
195 M, p. 48. 
196 M, p. 56. 
197 WBE, p. 123. The ‘that’ refers to the preceding passage, in which Mathieu describes Esther as ‘[s]omeone 
who was older than him, and who, simply because of the date of her birth, could have straightaway died in a 
gas chamber. She was contemporary with this pure and simple possibility, that people could die in gas 
chambers, herself included. The moment of her birth coincided, to the very minute, with the gassing of 
thousands of people’ (Ibid., pp. 122-3). 
198 Ibid., p. 123. Original italics. 
199 Kacandes, ‘“When Facts are Scarce”’, p. 190. 
200 Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 137. 
201 WBE, p. 165. 
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source’.202 Furthermore, as Kacandes writes, by pointing ‘to the source for the writers’ 
knowledge…such phrases function to communicate the preciousness of that knowledge received, 
the solicitation of which is often difficult in survivor families’.203 A sense of urgency is contained in 
this task – a ‘rush to collect the testimonies of survivors before it is too late’ –204 as Mathieu seeks to 
make the most of the presence of those who survived the Shoah, before all that will remain is their 
absence and the written word.  

While working through in the process of writing down can be seen as a psychoanalytic 
solution, it is also a continual process ‘to overcome resistances due to repression’.205 For the 
narrators in question, this process involves ‘resisting silence’ and ‘breaking silences’,206 interacting 
with memory-triggering objects, experimenting with creative memory investment, and ultimately 
looking to the eye-witness generation for authentic account. Absence is present in silence, resurgent 
(and to some extent acted out) in objects, and finally articulated and worked through by way of the 
written word, which can be seen to convert absence into loss.207 For 1.5 and second-generation 
writers, then, the memory of the Shoah is out of sight but not out of mind, manifesting itself in 
traumatic postmemory, the nature of which ‘cannot be fully left behind’208 but instead becomes part 
of the narrator’s identity. The shocking reality of the catastrophe remains; the utter tragedy of 
personal and collective loss persists. A perpetual problem which cannot be solved or resolved, it 
must nevertheless be remembered, hence the authors’ ‘struggle to express the unimaginable and 
perpetuate it’.209  

In the words of LaCapra, ‘[w]orking through the past’ is ‘a process (not an accomplished 
state)’ which does not involve ‘definitive closure’.210 In accordance with this view, Perec’s 
‘nontotalizing narrative’ remains open-ended and unresolved – ‘a reiteration of the same story, 
leading nowhere’ –211 ‘a dialectic that does not reach closure but instead enacts an unfinished, 
unfinalizable interplay of forces involving a series of substitutions without…ultimate referent’.212 In 
this way, Perec demonstrates ‘the possibility of working through in which totalization…is actively 

                                                             
202 Kacandes, ‘“When Facts are Scarce”’, pp. 190-191. Other indicators include: ‘says Charles’ (WBE, p. 97), 
‘Charles’s story:’ (WBE, p. 182); ‘According to Simon [...]’ (WBE, p. 130), ‘Simon P’s story’ (WBE, p. 157). 
Moreover, the third section of Raczymow’s narrative is largely made up of Simon’s memories of his late wife 
Esther. 
203 Kacandes, ‘“When Facts are Scarce”’, p. 189. 
204 Lefkovitz, ‘Inherited Memory and the Ethics of Ventriloquism’, p. 227.  
205 Freud, ‘Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through’, p. 148.  
206 Hand, ‘Never Tell’, p. 214. Apfelbaum, ‘Against the Tide’, p. 1.  
207 LaCapra writes that ‘acting-out…may be seen as a prerequisite of working through, at least with respect to 
traumatic events’ (LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 714).  
208 According to Julia Epstein, ‘[t]he memory of trauma, the painful difficulty of remembering atrocity, 
becomes traumatic memory; that is, remembering becomes  part of the trauma, that part that did not end 
with liberation and cannot be fully left behind’ (J. Epstein, ‘Remembering to Forget: The Problem of Traumatic 
Cultural Memory’, in J. Epstein and L.H. Lefkovitz (eds.), Shaping Losses: Cultural Memory and the Holocaust 
(Urbana: U of Illinois P, 2001), pp. 186-204, at p. 186). Eaglestone writes that ‘identity without memory is 
empty’ (Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern, p. 78). 
209 A. Parry, ‘Idioms for the Unrepresentable: Postwar Fiction and the Shoah’, in A. Leak and G. Paizis (eds.), 
The Holocaust and the Text: Speaking the Unspeakable (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000), p. 120.  
210 LaCapra, History and Memory after Auschwitz, p. 42. 
211 W, p. 41. 
212 LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 705. ‘Mourning is not the only modality of working-through, although 
it is a very important one. Among a variety of possible modalities, one may mention certain forms of 
nontotalizing narrative’ (Ibid., p. 714). 
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resisted’.213 While the narrator Mathieu in Writing the Book of Esther declares that ‘[w]ith the last 
page of my book I’ll turn the page on my past, the long gone past’,214 the author Raczymow 
acknowledges that writing ‘remains for me the only way to assume the past…to recount it to 
myself’.215 Meanwhile, Grimbert’s narrator Philippe sees the completion of his novel as a way of 
laying grief to rest, converting absence into a loss which can be mourned, despite its scarring 
memory. In this way, he is able to work through his grief, as ‘mourning might be seen as a form of 
working through’.216 This is as opposed to ‘[w]hen mourning turns to absence and absence is 
conflated with loss’ which renders mourning ‘impossible, endless, quasi-transcendental grieving, 
scarcely distinguishable (if at all) from interminable melancholy’.217 

What is more, both Raczymow and Grimbert demonstrate a ‘reinvestment in, or recathexis, 
of life that allows one to begin again’218 in their introduction of the third generation at the end of 
their respective novels. While Philippe enters Laval’s daughter’s dog cemetery with his own 
daughter, Mathieu decides to have a second child, one who will ‘really be an afterward child’.219 Yet 
both Philippe and Mathieu, whether consciously or subconsciously, break the ‘chain of continued 
witnessing’220 and intergenerational transmission by failing to communicate their postmemory 
experiences to their children – Philippe in his failure to explain the significance of the cemetery to his 
daughter, and Mathieu in deciding to keep his sister’s life and death a secret from his child: ‘Never 
will I talk to him about Esther…No direct line from Esther to this child. Except maybe through this 
book. But only a book, nothing more’.221 The reader, meanwhile, engages with the transgenerational 
transmission of the written word. In this way, each text engenders postmemory as ‘an 
intersubjective transgenerational space of remembrance, linked specifically to [the] cultural or 
collective trauma’222 of the Shoah. The reader, whether he or she is a member of the second- or 
third-generation or neither, becomes a secondary witness, as postmemory is ‘extended beyond the 
circle of survivors and their children’ to all ‘those born after’.223  

 
  

                                                             
213 Ibid., p. 720. 
214 WBE, p. 203. 
215 Quoted in Fine, ‘Transmission of Memory’, p. 195.  
216 LaCapra, ‘Trauma, Absence, Loss’, p. 713  
217 Ibid., p. 716. 
218 Ibid. LaCapra would likely argue that mourning allows them to achieve this (Ibid., p. 713). 
219 WBE, p. 204. 
220 Heckner, ‘Whose Trauma Is It?’, p. 68.  
221 Ibid., p. 204.  
222 Hirsch quoted by Heckner, ‘Whose Trauma Is It?’, p. 68. 
223 ‘secondary – though not necessarily second-generation – witnessing’. Heckner, ‘Whose Trauma Is It?’, p. 70. 
Zeitlin, ‘The Vicarious Witness’, p. 158. Hirsch, ‘Postmemories in Exile’, p. 662.  
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Expressing Guineidade Through Lit/Orature: Semedo, Sila and their Meta-Narratives of Orality 
 

Francesca Frascina 
University of Birmingham1 

 
In studying African literatures one is often brought to consider the privileging of scribal, 

European-rooted literature over African oral culture, the latter of which has often been perceived 
pejoratively as a survival from a primitive past; the childlike state to the adulthood represented by 
its European counterpart, the pinnacle of cultural development. Ana Mafalda Leite reminds us of the 
importance of being conscious that these preconceptions about an inherent inferiority of non-
European civilisations, as opposed to the superiority of European cultures, often work latently in our 
perception of African literatures and may distort our interrogations and conclusions.2 Further to 
conscious and unconscious presumptions of inferiority, African producers of literary works face the 
supposition that they dilute their oral heritage culture – the local – by moulding it to the scribal, 
global form.  

As well as contending with this value judgement of cultures, writers must also broach the 
language dilemma, which has been most thoroughly discussed by Ngugi wa Thiong’o. He has 
questioned whether it is at all possible to write and pass on one’s own particular African culture in a 
second language, above all in the language of the oppressor:  

 
African literature can only be written in African languages, that is, 
the languages of the African peasantry and working class…By our 
continuing to write in foreign languages, pay homage to them, are 
we not on the cultural level continuing that neo-colonial slavish and 
cringing spirit? What is the difference between a politician who says 
Africa cannot do without imperialism and the writer who says 
African cannot do without European languages?3 

 
This article will consider how the prose fiction of two Bissau-Guinean authors,4 Odete 

Semedo and Abdulai Sila, works through this cultural conflict to show how they succeed in upholding 
the local, their guineidade (“guinean-ness”, “guineity”),5 whilst writing in the “global” Portuguese 
language and written literary form. In talking of the expression of guineidade in lusophone literature 

                                                             
1 Francesca Frascina graduated with a BA Hons in Modern Languages from the University of Birmingham, UK in 
2011, and successfully completed an MPhil at the same institution in 2014 with her thesis Gendering the 
Nation: Women, Men and Fiction in Guinea-Bissau. As well as continuing her interest in gender in lusophone 
African literatures, she is developing a project on selective colonial memory and forgetting in contemporary 
British and Portuguese cultures, which she intends to pursue at doctoral level in the near future. 
2 A.M. Leite, Oralidades & Escritas nas Literaturas Africanas (Lisbon: Colibri, 1998), p.18. 
3 N. wa Thiong’o, ‘The Language of African Literature’, in P. Williams and L. Chrisman (eds.), Colonial Discourse 
in Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader (New York: Columbia UP, 1994), pp. 435-456, at p. 450. 
4 Throughout this article Guinea-Bissau will also be referred to as Guinea, and its inhabitants as Guinean and 
Bissau-Guinean. This should not be confused with the neighbouring country the Republic of Guinea, which is 
not mentioned here. 
5 All translations from Portuguese-language texts, unless otherwise stated, are my own. 
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from Guinea-Bissau one must look first to linguistic techniques, as a text written entirely in a 
language of which only sixteen per cent of the population are speakers, and far less readers, is a 
questionable assertion of national identity. This article will argue that these authors reinforce the 
sense of guineidade carried in their works of fiction not only through linguistic and formal 
appropriation but also with the structuring of prose as lit/orature to construct a meta-narrative of 
orality. Existing critical readings of these authors, the primary foci of which have been linguistic and 
thematic expressions of guineity, will be used as a starting point from which this article will move on 
to consider their common use of a meta-narrative of the Guinean culture of orality and storytelling.  
 
Guineidade and Orality 
The most widely spoken language in Guinea-Bissau, Crioulo, often called crioulo guineense in 
Portuguese globally, was brought about by the colonial contact between Portuguese and African 
languages, and facilitated communication between lusophone merchants and Africans, as much as 
between different African groups.6 It became widespread during the anti-colonial war, functioning 
as a unifying force logistically and culturally, bringing communities of various ethnicities closer, and 
mobilising thousands to the nationalist cause.7 It served to support anti-colonialism and guineidade, 
reinforced by and in turn reinforcing Amílcar Cabral’s National Culture.8 Cabral’s ideology was 
governed by the concept that an oppressed nation’s culture lies at its core, and is ‘the seed of 
protest’.9 He argued that total colonial rule and oppression relied on the destruction of the culture 
of the oppressed party, yet that that very imposition of colonial culture would eventually be met 
with rejection. This consequently fostered an increased assertion, by the oppressed, of their own 
culture – an assertion that preceded liberation struggle. Therefore, Cabral argued, when a 
population asserts its national culture, those people collectively assert the strength of the nation and 
may rise with greater force against the oppressor. The function of Crioulo as a symbolic, as well as a 
highly employable cultural element, became paramount to Cabral’s cultural politics. The linguistic 
predominance of Crioulo in Guinea-Bissau and the nationalist cause were mutually beneficial. 
Indeed, Filomena Embaló cites the spread of nationalism as the principal factor in spreading the 
language as far as possible.10   

According to Russell Hamilton, the influences of Crioulo on Portuguese are most apparent 
lexically and phonetically, although most Crioulo words do have a Portuguese origin. 11 He goes on to 
explain the functions of the two: ‘a língua portuguesa funciona como um instrumente necessário e 
útil, porem transitório e sem a capacidade de exprimir os sentimentos etnoculturais inerentes ao 
crioulo’, (‘the Portuguese language functions as a necessary and useful tool, nevertheless it is 

                                                             
6 F. Embaló, ‘O Crioulo da Guiné-Bissau: Língua Nacional e Factor de Identidade Nacional’, PAPIA, 18 (2009), 
pp. 101-107; J. Lingna Nafafé, ‘Guinea-Bissau: Language Situation’, in K. Brown (ed.), Encyclopedia of Language 
& Linguistics, 2nd ed. (London: Elsevier, 2006), pp. 171-73. 
7 R.G. Hamilton, Literatura Africana. Literatura Necessária II: Moçambique, Cabo Verde, Guiné-Bissau, São 
Tomé e Príncipe (Lisbon: Edições, 1984), p. 215. 
8 See A. Cabral, A Cultura Nacional, Colecção ‘Cabral ka muri’, Departamento de Informação, Propaganda e 
Cultura do C.C. do PAIGC (Portugal: SARL, 1984); Cabral, A., ‘National Liberation and Culture’, Transition, 45 
(Indiana: Indiana UP, 1974), pp. 12-17; P. Chabal, Amilcar Cabral: Revolutionary Leadership and People’s War 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983). 
9 Cabral, ‘National Liberation and Culture’, p. 13.  
10 Embaló, ‘Crioulo’, p. 105. 
11 Hamilton, Literatura. 
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transitory and lacks the capacity to express the ethnocultural sentiments inherent to Crioulo’),12 or, 
perhaps better said, those inherent to guineidade. Hamilton’s use of the word Crioulo to mean 
Guinean could be said to be problematic. Though the most widely spoken, Crioulo is by no means 
the only non-European language used in Guinea-Bissau which, Embaló wrote in 2008, is home to 
more than two dozen autochthonous languages and ethnic groups.13 As the present article will note 
in the specified texts, to talk of that which is culturally Guinean is to talk of much more than that 
which is Crioulo, and the two terms are not interchangeable in referring to the culture, language, 
and people of Guinea-Bissau. Nevertheless, Embaló greatly values Crioulo as a cornerstone of 
Guinean national identity, arguing that the language was the foundation of the national identity that 
brought about the end of colonialism and helped establish the inter-ethnic cooperation and peace 
that the country arguably enjoys today.14 For these reasons I have chosen to discuss the prevalence 
of guineidade: a web of cultural identities and their respective and combined expressions existing 
alongside and not threatened by Crioulo, which emerge in the literature studied here.  

Within the field of study of Portuguese-language African literatures, Guinea-Bissau has 
received far less attention than the more literarily active Angola, Mozambique, and Cabo Verde. 
Several general critical volumes on Portuguese-language African literature have been published 
since the late colonial period, however they have generally suffered from a lack of available material 
on Guinea-Bissau.15 Only a small handful of lengthy works have been published that focus entirely 
on Guinean literature and bring their predecessors of the wider lusophone community up to date. 
Most notably, these include the works of Moema Parente Augel,16 Margarida Calafate Ribeiro, and 
Odete Costa Semedo.17  

Given the sparseness of the field, Guinea-Bissau fiction has featured more commonly as 
the subject of journal articles and, increasingly, theses. In their rich potential for interpretation and 
socio-historical analysis, Sila’s novels, particularly A Última Tragédia, are cited most commonly and 
are often analysed as narratives of the nation and explorations of national identity through the 
colonial, post-colonial, and contemporary periods.18 Nágila Sana and Ana Kaimote begin to explore 

                                                             
12 Ibid., p. 229. 
13 Embaló, ‘Crioulo’, p. 101. Ethnologue, however, counts the ‘individual’ languages of Guinea-Bissau as 
twenty-two, including Portuguese and Guinean Creolo. Please see: ‘Guinea-Bissau’, Ethnologue. Accessed 12 
September 2013, http://www.ethnologue.com/country/GW. Nafafé, ‘Guinea-Bissau: Language Situation’, 
presents further perspectives. 
14 Embaló, ‘Crioulo’. 
15 See M.P. de Andrade, Literatura Africana de Expressão Portuguesa, Vol. 2 (Prosa: Argel, 1968); P. Chabal 
(ed.), The Postcolonial Literature of Lusophone Africa (London: Hurst, 1996); R. Hamilton, Voices from an 
Empire: A History of Afro-Portuguese Literature (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1975); R. Hamilton, Literatura: 
Pires Laranjeira, Literaturas Africanas de Expressão Portuguesa (Lisbon: Universidade Aberta, 1995). 
16 See M.P. Augel, A Nova Literatura da Guiné-Bissau, Colecção Kebur No. 8, (Bissau: INEP, 1998);  M.P. Augel, 
‘Guinea-Bissau’, in Chabal, The Postcolonial Literature, pp.165-178; M.P. Augel, ‘Préfacio’ ,in Odete Semedo, 
Sonéá (Bissau: INEP, 2000), pp. 7-17; M.P. Augel, ‘Ficção ou Profecia? Aspectos da Prosa Contemporânea na 
Guiné-Bissau’, Revista de Filologia Románica, II (2001), pp. 49-83; M.P. Augel, O Desafio do Escombro: Nação, 
Identidades a Pós-Colonialismo na Literatura da Guiné-Bissau (Rio de Janeiro: Garamond, 2007). 
17 M.C. Ribeiro and O.C. Semedo (eds.), Literaturas da Guiné-Bissau: Cantando os escritos da história (Porto: 
Afrontamento, 2011). 
18 F. Frascina, Gendering the Nation: Women, Men and Fiction in Guinea-Bissau, MPhil Thesis (University of 
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the above-mentioned novel’s qualities of linguistic and historical narrative transgression in their 
highly interesting but unfortunately brief article.19 However, discussion on the prevalence of orality 
in Sila’s novels is limited to this linguistic transgression and his use of unexplained Crioulo 
vocabulary, as will be evidenced below. The present article will advance from these established 
points on the guineidade of Sila’s fiction to demonstrate that his novels can also be found to be 
strongly rooted in the oral tradition through his complicating of the confines of the roles of author 
and reader with the notions of narrator-speaker and listener-participant, and that, in doing so, they 
create a meta-narrative of orality. 

Regarding the work of Odete Semedo, critical focus has remained mostly on her poetry.20 
Where scholars have discussed her short stories, it is her translation to the page of the formal 
qualities and narrative elements of the oral tradition within the stories that takes precedence.21 
These important preliminary perspectives will be discussed below, and I will expand upon this 
established discussion to highlight the significance of what we can read around, as well as within, 
Semedo’s stories. As I will demonstrate, surrounding her transcribing of stories remembered from 
and inspired by the Guinean oral tradition, Semedo, like Sila, constructs a meta-narrative of the oral 
tradition in all its guineidade. 

Odete Semedo’s Sonéá: Histórias e Passadas que Ouvi Contar I 22 and Djênia: Histórias e 
Passadas que Ouvi cContar II 23 are two volumes of a collection with each containing five short 
stories. The content of the stories, the themes approached, and the linguistic and narrative 
strategies employed in them are solidly framed within the oral tradition, as the author herself 
affirms: ‘[O]s contos aqui apresentados, inspirados, na sua maioria, nos contos tradicionais que ouvi 
contar, revelam sem dúvida a cultura da oralidade, a cultura do contar e cantar histórias que corre 
na veia africana em geral, e na guineense em particular’, (‘The tales presented here, most of them 
inspired by the traditional tales that I’ve heard told, reveal without doubt the culture of orality, the 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Birmingham, 2014); R. Hamilton, ‘Reading Abdulai Sila’s Eterna Paixão: Guinea-Bissau’s Premier Novel as 
Postcolonial Myth, Parable and Fable’, Luso-Brazilian Review, Special Issue: Luso-African Literatures, 33.2 
(1996), pp. 75-84; N.A. de Nascimento, ‘Despojos da Guerra, Rastros de Identidade: Alguns Dilemas da 
Literatura Africana de Expressão Portuguesa Pela Voz de Tiara’, Muitas Vozes, 1.1 (2012), pp. 29-47; P. 
Rothwell, ‘Placing Women’s Time in a Colonial Space: Abdulai Sila’s A Última Tragédia’, in H. Owen and P. 
Rothwell (eds.), Sexual/Textual Empires: Gender and Marginality in Lusophone African Literature (Bristol: U of 
Bristol P, 2004), pp. 65-82; L. Valandro, A Difícil Mistida Guineense: Nação e Identitdade da Guiné-Bissau 
Através da Trilogia de Abdulai Sila. Dissertation. (Porto Alegre: Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, 
2011). 
19 N.K. Sana and A.P. Kaimoti, ‘Transgressão da Linguagem na Obra A Última Tragédia de Abdulai Sila’, REVELL, 
2.1 (2011), pp.95-100.  
20 See Augel, A Nova Literatura; Augel, O Desafio; Ribeiro and Semedo, Literaturas. 
21 See J.C. Almeida de Oliveira, ‘Sonéá: Exaltação da Tradição Oral Guineense nos Moldes da Escrita,’ Revista 
Africana e Africanidades, 3.11 (2010), accessed 10 April 2012, 
http://www.africaeafricanidades.com.br/documentos/01112010_19.pdf; L.P. Serra e Deus, A Língua é a Minha 
Pátria: Hibridação e Expressão de Identidades nas Literaturas Africanas de Língua Portuguesa, MA Thesis (Belo 
Horizone: Pontifícia Universidade Católica de Minas Gerais, 2012). 
22 O. Semedo, Sonéá: Histórias e Passadas que Ouvi Contar I (Bissau: INEP, 2000). The second part of this title 
translates as ‘Stories and Tales that I’ve Heard Told’. The word passada is a Crioulo word. 
23 O. Semedo, Djênia: Histórias e Passadas que Ouvi Contar II (Bissau: INEP, 2000). 
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culture of telling and singing stories which runs through the veins of Africa, and of Guinea in 
particular’).24 

The two novels by Abdulai Sila, to be considered here through the lens of guineidade, 
lit/orature, and the meta-narrative of orality, are A Última Tragédia 25 and Mistida.26 A Última 
Tragédia follows the life of a supposedly cursed girl, Ndani, from childhood in service to a 
Portuguese colonialist couple, through her arranged marriage to an elderly but revered village 
leader, her ostracism from the community upon his demise – for which she is blamed – and on to a 
briefly happy stage in her life as a mother and wife, before the hand of colonial corruption takes it all 
away from her. Mistida presents a much more abstract narrative of a post-colonial Guinea-Bissau 
marred by corruption and greed, its people struggling to see what the bloodshed of the anti-colonial 
war was actually in aid of. However, it is not the narratives of these novels that are key to the 
present argument. My concern lies in the epilogue of the former and the conclusion of the latter 
where Sila intriguingly attempts to alter the way in which the reader might perceive his narrative. He 
deems it unfixed and even unreliable. He disputes many of the perceived facts of his novel, events 
that the western reader might well assume to be unchangeable and unquestionable facts purely on 
the basis that the author chose to record or create them this way. 
 
Guineidade and Lit/Orature through Language and Theme 
Within the corpus of critical work on Semedo’s fiction, the highly prevalent traits of orality are the 
most commonly studied aspect. As Augel affirms in her preface to Sonéá, Semedo has a forceful 
ability to fuse many aspects of the oral tradition form to the written, employing formal, thematic, 
and contextual methods of doing so. 27 Moreover, Augel also observes how, although Semedo writes 
mostly in Portuguese, she avoids the risks of weakening the richness of the tradition she seeks to 
transmit by including a wealth of vocabulary and expressions from numerous Guinean languages, 
helpfully assisting readers with an extensive, albeit not all-encompassing, glossary.28 These range 
from every day nouns such as ‘kriason – educação; criação’ (education, up-bringing) to familial 
words such as ‘Garandi – velho; idoso; grande’ (old person, elder, senior), to words denoting flora 
and fauna, ‘Madronha – raiz medicinal’ (medicinal root), ‘Santchu – macaco’ (monkey, ape). She also 
informs readers about words for a great range of topics such as foodstuffs, jewellery, onomatopoeic 
expressions, and proverbs as they appear in her stories. In the Author’s Note, Semedo counts the 
use of five native Guinean languages in addition to Crioulo.29 Their inclusion, she confirms, is entirely 
intentional, sometimes for the pleasure of reading these languages printed alongside Portuguese, in 
some cases because the power of their usage and the idiomatic value that they bring to her work 
cannot be translated, and in others because of the symbolic and traditional weight they carry.30 As a 
reflection of the deeply interwoven threads of the different ethnicities that make up the fabric of 
Guinea-Bissau, the languages combine to form a literary picture of the cooperative multi-lingualism 

                                                             
24 Semedo, Sonéá, p. 19. 
25 A. Sila, A Última Tragédia (Rio de Janeiro: Pallas, 2006 [1995]). 
26 A. Sila, Mistida (Bissau: Ku Si Mon Editora, 1997). 
27 Augel, ‘Préfacio’. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Semedo, ‘Nota da autora’, in Sonéa;  Djênia. 
30 Semedo, Sonéá, p. 20. 
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present in the country, as well as inscribing the languages with literary potential. Semedo also 
explains that the names of the characters featured in the stories go well beyond being nouns used to 
identify individuals but give those who know the language access to additional meanings that form 
part of the story itself: ‘Amison na Bai é aquele que sozinho consegue os seus intentos’ (‘Amison na 
Bai is he who goes it alone to get what he wants’); ‘tia Abokubim é aquela que veio sem ter sido 
chamada’ (‘auntie Abokubim is she who comes without being called’), ‘tio Kilin é único’ (‘uncle Kilin 
is unique’),‘Butokan tocaste-me…’ (‘Butokan you touched me’).31 Language and naming thus form 
further textual strategies of transferring oral features to the scribal.  

Furthering her stories’ sense of orality, Semedo inserts short refrains of song or poetry, 
some in Crioulo followed by Portuguese, which mimic this facet of oral performance. The young girl 
of the title story of the second volume, Djênia, who is buried under a tree by her fairytale-esque 
wicked stepmother, is discovered by her father when he hears her singing from under the ground:32 

 
Cavalinhu di nha papé 
Ka bu nhemen nha kabelu 
Andreza nteran bibu 
Pabia di un figuera 
Pasarinhu já levô... 
Levô... levô… 

Cavalinho do meu pai 
Não comas o meu cabelo 
Andreza enterrou-me viva 
Por causa de um figo 
Passarinho já levou... 
Levou... levou... 

Daddy’s horsey 
Don’t you eat my hair 
Andreza buried me alive 
Because of a fig 
Little bird already took it… 
Took it… Took off… 

 
Another story, “Aconteceu em Gã-Biafada”, tells of the elopement of Saliu and Lamarana 

who must listen out for the following song to be called by the messenger bird Se n’ah n’ah:33 
 

Se n’ah… Se n’ah, Se n’ah… 
Este é o meu destino 
Cantar na calada da noite 
Carrego nas asas 
O peso da desgraça 
 

Se n’ah… Se n’ah, Se n’ah… 
This is my destiny 
Singing in the hush of night 
I carry on my wings 
The weight of shame 

 
 
This inclusion serves as more than a nod to oral performance because it encourages the reader to 
alter the way they read the text. Reading song or poetry as an interruption to prose can bring the 
reader to instil their internal reading voice with rhythm and even their own imagined tune. It can 
have the effect of slowing down their reading and adding to the atmosphere built up by the prose. 

Oliveira cites Doralice Alcoforado’s doctoral thesis in identifying five key narrative elements 
of the traditional conto (story, tale) which all feature in Sonéá and Djênia: 1) The changing of people 
into animals, anthropomorphism of animals; 2) the use of behavioural models such as the wise 
elderly person or the impatient youth; 3) the expression of moral values; 4) The use of people as 
analogies for values such as the bourgeois, the European, the African, the young or the old, etc.; 5) 
that action predominates over description.34 Lílian Serra e Deus further expands upon on the cultural 

                                                             
31 Ibid., p. 20. 
32 Semedo, Djênia. 
33 Semedo, ‘Aconteceu em Gã-Biafada’, in Djênia. 
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significance of certain narrative aspects: “Dois Amigos”,35 she notes, celebrates the value of 
ancestry, a theme similarly featured in “A Morte do Filho do Régulo Niala”,36 which principally 
communicates the weight of premonition in the Guinean oral tradition.37 Furthermore, the cultural 
significance of relationships between the living and the dead is explored while the unfamiliar reader 
is introduced to many aspects of traditional Guinean culture. Semedo uses her plots to describe in 
great detail the ceremonies, sacrifices, foods, special fabrics, and social expectations of funerals – 
including interaction between catholic, colonial remnants, and traditional practices – without ever 
appearing encyclopaedic or overly factual.  

Having enjoyed much wider publication, Abdulai Sila’s novels have received much more 
critical attention than Semedo’s short stories, yet very little of that focus has centred on orality or 
the related guineidade of the texts. The novels are imbued with such figurative and allegorical 
depth, containing such a wealth of social and historical comment, that the few scholars who do work 
on Guinea-Bissauan literature have so far, understandably, been otherwise preoccupied. This lack of 
criticism on the orality of the text could, on the other hand, arguably be an example of the western 
privileging of written literary culture discussed above. The novel format may trick Eurocentric critics 
into slipping into a certain comfort zone where consideration of the orality or non-classically novel-
esque elements of literature are unconsciously overlooked when that literature comes in the novel 
format. Then again, these aspects are not as forthcoming as they are in Semedo’s collection. In 
considering the prevalence of orality and the prominence of Guinean culture in Sila’s three novels, 
Augel has examined the very natural way in which Sila peppers the prose and dialogue of the novels 
with Guinean vocabulary and expressions, although A Última Tragédia is interestingly the only novel 
of the three to have a glossary for the international readership.38 

Many of the chapter titles in the novel Mistida are in Crioulo and go untranslated – Timba, 
Muntudu, Kambansa – to name a few. Furthermore, Augel notes, Sila makes great use of both 
modern and traditional cultural references that link the text to Guinean culture, even where no 
country is referred to and which in order to understand one must be ‘a par do código da cultura 
guineense’ (‘privy to Guinean cultural codes’).39 He talks of djambakus and yrans – important 
references to traditional medicine and faith40 – whilst moving toward the present through frequent 
reference to Volvo cars, as cultural symbols of power, and to Cicer, a national beer manufacturer 
founded by the Portuguese.41 Augel explains that klandô was the name for a local bar in the 
immediate post-liberation period and that soco de baixo is the Portuguese pronunciation of the 
Crioulo expression suku di bas, meaning money exchanged for corrupt ends.42 This linguistic lilt, an 
accent to the prose and dialogue in Sila’s novels, grants prestige to the common language of Guinea-

                                                                                                                                                                                              
cited in Oliveira, ‘Sonéá: Exaltação’. 
35 Semedo, Sonéá. 
36 Ibid. 
37 L.P. Serra e Deus, A Língua, pp. 81-82. 
38 Augel, Nova Literatura. 
39 Ibid., p. 354. 
40 Djambakus – traditional healer, medicine man, witch doctor; yrans – ancestral spirits. 
41 Augel, Nova Literatura, p. 354 
42 Ibid. 
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Bissau by subverting the formal Portuguese in which he was educated and of which he makes use. 
Thus, Sila firmly and proudly foregrounds the guineidade of his work and culture. 
 
Expressing Guineidade through Lit/Orature: Meta-Narratives of Orality 
As this article demonstrates, within Guinean oral literary cultures, as is apparent in many African oral 
literatures, stories do not have owners, fixed titles, set endings, concrete beginnings and 
conclusions, or set chronologies – their flexibility is an accepted norm, if not an inherent 
characteristic.43 Conversely, western fiction is historically rooted in the idea that a work is a fixed, 
unchangeable piece belonging to one author; a masterpiece over which only he or she has rights.44 
What the author writes the reader has traditionally accepted as an intrinsic, unchangeable part of 
that authored work and if one wishes to adapt, contradict, or renew it, the work is recreated and 
attributed to a new name; thus authorship has historically functioned. Only within the last half-
century with the emergence of post-modernism and reception theory have western novelists begun 
to question the concept referred to by Barthes as ‘the Author-God’,45 interrogating this notion of the 
written word as a fixed truth – and the contributions of African writers to this process should not be 
underestimated. The steadfastly oral root of African literary culture allows this questioning to be a 
much more accessible and recognisable, indeed expected, concept. The interrogation of the narrator 
is a common facet of oral literature and performance across Africa, though the transfer to print may 
appear to dilute this. As Finnegan affirms: 
 

It is true that many collections of African stories give the impression 
of fixity just because they have been written down and printed. But 
in fact, in most African cases that have been fully examined, this 
variability of tales according to the teller and the occasion is one of 
their most apparent characteristics.46 

 
In her introduction to Semedo’s collection of short stories, Augel explains that in Guinean oral 
tradition, ‘As estórias nunca são repetidas de forma rígida ou fixa, havendo sempre algum toque 
pessoal ou imprevisto, dependendo do momento e da personalidade de quem as conta e do próprio 
público, indispensavelmente interagente’ (‘Stories are never repeated rigidly or in a fixed form, 
always including some personal or improvised touch, depending on the situation and the personality 
of the storyteller and their audience, who play a fundamentally interactive role’).47 Every person 
who tells a story must tell it differently or, as they say in Guinea-Bissau, they must ‘pôr sal’ – add 
salt. 

Semedo expands this in the Author's Note to both volumes, explaining the term used in 
their title: ‘Ouvi Contar’ stems from the Guinean culture of ‘N obi kuma’ (‘ouvi dizer’ –  ‘I heard [it] 
said’; ‘I heard [it] told’), which enables the telling of stories, gossip, and rumours to be a passive, 
receptive act in order that the story's author remain anonymous. These stories are often to do with 

                                                             
43 See R. Finnegan, Oral Literature in Africa (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1976); Leite, Oralidades. 
44 As a European scholar considering the ways in which these African literary texts carry the mark of oral 
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mythical happenings, creatures, and foretelling yet their equal power to disseminate gossip, 
rumours, and anecdotes of a much more personal, every day nature is not any less significant, nor 
any less a part of the oral tradition. This fluidity and non-fixity of stories is foregrounded by both Sila 
and Semedo in the texts studied here. Both authors build around the narratives of the stories an 
additional, meta-narrative of the context in which the stories are, have been, or once were told. 

Throughout Semedo’s stories in Sonéá and Djênia, there is an undoubtedly oral literary 
element that has been somewhat neglected by other critics. Semedo is able to construct a 
contextual meta-narrative of orality by using authorial paratexts, physically and figuratively 
providing an additional narrative which surrounds and intermingles with three of the contos. These 
paratexts consist of elements that are extraneous to the narrative of the stories themselves and add 
nothing to them but which allow the reader to associate the text with a specifically oral literary 
culture. The term paratext was coined by Gerard Genette –  and most thoroughly explored in his 
aptly named 1987 volume Paratexts – 48 to create a term with which to discuss ‘the liminal features 
that surround and cover the text’.49 Genette found these features to be important to public and 
readers’ perception and reception of texts – hence his description of them as thresholds rather than 
sealed borders – although they are often not the work of the author of the text itself.50 Although the 
second party paratexts of Semedo’s volume, such as the preface, introduction, and cover work, are 
important to consider and are made use of here, the present focus is the authorial paratexts that 
surround certain individual chapters of the collection to provide a narration of their telling; a meta-
narrative of orality. 

For the global readership this meta-narrative allows an introductory submersion into the 
tradition of Guinean orality, to the very social context in which we can expect these stories to have 
been voiced before their transfer into print. Through them the scene of storytelling is set. his context 
is key to communicating the guineidade of the stories. Indeed, Finnegan confirms in relation to the 
broader African context: 

 
Questions about the circumstances in which the narrations take 
place, their purpose and tone, the type of narrator and audience, the 
publicity or secrecy of the event, and, finally, even the style of the 
narration may be more crucial than questions about content and 
characters.51 

 
“Aconteceu em Gã-Biafada” begins with the author's recollection of the context in which 

she used to hear this story told: ‘“Naquele tempo...” começou a minha mãe a contar às crianças que 
estavam à sua volta. Eu fazia parte desse grupo’, (‘“Once upon a time...” my mother began to tell to 
the children around her. I was one of that group’).52 The story proper then begins again, ‘Naquele 
tempo...’, (‘Once upon a time...’),53 and ends after five pages in the tragic death of a pair of young 
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lovers escaping from the girl’s forced wedding. On the next page we return to the scene of an infant 
Semedo and other children listening to her mother, ‘Quando a minha mãe deu por terminada a 
história, reparou que estávamos todos com as faces molhadas de lágrimas’, (‘When my mother 
finished telling the story, she realised that all of our faces were wet with tears’).54 Her mother then 
gives the children the alternative ending to the story of Saliu and Lamarana, wherein the couple 
escape and go on to live happily ever after. As well as demonstrating the influential participation of 
the audience, the alternative ending also features a much longer narrative than the first and 
provides many more references to oral literary elements; the young couple come across a 
mysterious and magical old woman, they go through trials and must then await the messenger bird 
with the decision on their fate. This second version of events includes yet another traditional tale 
which explains the history of the messenger bird, Se n'ah-n'ah – whose song features above – a 
prince who was turned into the omen-bringing bird as a punishment for not keeping his family’s 
secrets and ruining their honour. Rather than conform to a rigid mode of storytelling and to one 
short story at a time, Semedo allows more than one version to combine fluidly, subject to the wills of 
their third party active audience. Encasing stories within stories, she brings together all these 
elements of the oral literary culture in one “chapter” of a written text, imbuing her writing with 
orality and guineity.  

In two further contos of the collection, the voice of the active audience is presented as 
contextual paratext to the stories. In both cases, there is some squabbling between female speakers 
of varying ages over the telling of the story, and this might have varying intentions, depending on 
the readership one considers. For readers accustomed to the African oral tradition, Semedo simply 
places these written stories directly into the logical, traditional, social situation where they would 
originally have been told. For other readers, especially the foreign readership, these paratexts allow 
a glimpse into the tradition of African orality, to the very social context in which we can expect these 
stories to have been voiced before their transfer into print. 

Moving on to “As Peripécias do Doutor Amison Na Bai”,55 one observes the importance of 
fluid genres to the Guinean oral story. In “Literatura, Língua e Cultura da Guiné-Bissau”, Hilder 
Honório do Couto and Filomena Embaló explore the fluidity of genre as an important element to the 
culture of storytelling in Guinea-Bissau.56 They examine the significance of rumours as a facet of 
Guinean culture where, when a story is told it mutates as it passes from person to person and village 
to village by word of mouth, its origin and verity equally lost in time. Semedo presents this fluidity of 
genre as a facet of Guinean oral literature as rumours, gossip, and anecdotes can equally become 
stories that people gather round to hear just like the more stereotypical tales of crafty, deceptive 
animals or messenger birds, which have been evolving for innumerable generations. 

Parenthisising “As Peripécias do Doutor Amison Na Bai” is a discussion between two young 
women, Carla and Midana, who are disputing the verity of the story, in this case what one might 
refer to as an anecdote. Midana insists she heard it directly from o senhor adminstrador Candoncítio 
Québom – one of the people who feature in this story. Meanwhile, Carla doubts this. She thinks she 
may have heard it all before and worries that her friend might repeat it in exactly the same way, 
thus ‘correria o risco de [a história] ficar sem sal’, (‘she would run the risk of [the story] having no 
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extra salt’).57 Semedo then interjects jovially, ‘Aliás, ficaram as duas furiossísimas…Mas como nada 
pode impedir quem quer contar passada de o fazer, eis que...’, (‘So, the pair was furious…But as 
nothing can stop someone who wants to tell a passada [Crioulo – story] from doing it, here it 
is…’)58and the story begins. Later in the story Semedo brings the reader back to the contextual 
narrative by letting the reader know that Midana has continued to speak as their friends were eager 
to listen to her. 

A similar sort of discussion is presented as paratext to another conto of the collection 
where again two female speakers are quarrelling over the telling of the story. “A Lebre, o Lobo, o 
Menino e o Homem do Pote” (“The Hare, the Wolf, the Little Boy and the Pot Man”) is introduced by 
dialogue between two little girls, Kutchi and Cici, who are bickering over the title of the story, what 
happens, and who will get to tell it. 59 Semedo's paratextual narration then explains the prevalence 
and mutations of this tale, ‘Esta é mais uma das dezenas de histórias de lubu ki lebri que já ouvimos 
contar’.(‘This is yet another of the dozens of stories of lubu ki lebri [Crioulo: the wolf and the hare] 
that we’ve heard told’).60 She provides further social context explaining that the two girls have come 
to adore telling stories through listening to them, this particular one being heard at a djumbai 
(Convívio, serão, reunião – social gathering)61 in a village called Manganásia, ‘uma tabanca onde o 
passatempo dos mais velhos, ao cair da noite, é contar histórias às crianças’, (‘A tabanca [Crioulo: 
village] where at nightfall the elders always tell stories to the children’).62 At the end of Cici’s telling 
of the story Kutchi begins to argue with her again, and here Cici succinctly but most effectively 
summarises the philosophy of Guinean orature: ‘cada uma de nos ouviu como quis e conta como 
quer’, (‘Each of us heard it how we wanted and tell it how we want)..63  

In talking of the anthropological transcription of oral literature, Finnegan argues, ‘No 
written version, however accurate in language or translation, could hope to reproduce the real 
atmosphere of the actual narration’.64 However, as it has been shown here, these literary paratexts 
furnish this collection with a capacity that reaches much further than the fundamental recording of 
told stories, to provide a meta-narrative of orality: a narrative of the numerous elements of the oral 
tradition itself, of which the individual stories are just one feature among many, including the 
context of the telling, audience participation, the fluidity of the content, and a lack of ownership.  

In the epilogue to A Última Tragédia and the final pages of Mistida, Abdulai Sila writes a 
meta-narrative of orality by drawing attention directly to his presence as the author-narrator who is 
also the storyteller, simultaneously rooting his novels, albeit written, internationally published 
novels, within the distinctly oral literary culture of Guinea-Bissau.  In doing so, he relocates the 
author to be an intrinsic part of the story, as is the case in oral contexts with the telling of stories as 

                                                             
57 Semedo, Djênia, p. 40.  
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid., p. 112. 
61 ‘Djumbai – Convívio’, – Sila, Tragédia, p. 190. 
‘Jumbai – Serão, convívio agradável, reunião (Do crioulo  jumbay, <<reuinir-se para conversar>>, a partir de 
bay juntu, <<ir junto>>).’ Infopedia, “Djumbai”, accessed 6 August 2013, http://www.infopedia.pt/pesquisa-
global/djumbai. 
62 Semedo, Djênia, p. 112. 
63 Ibid., p. 134. 
64 Finnegan, Oral Literature, p. 383. 

http://www.infopedia.pt/pesquisa-global/djumbai
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a performance unique to each speaker. Sila comments in the epilogue to A Última Tragédia that 
where somebody might make an effort to tell a story exactly as they heard it without adding any 
salt, the audience may nevertheless remark that there was a fair bit of salt in it, or too much salt 
added, and others still will say it was all kafumban – full of lies (Crioulo) – and demand it be told 
truthfully with no salt added whatsoever.65 However, he states, stories without salt do not exist. As 
Semedo’s young narrator Cici announced, every listener will hear the story differently, interpret and 
remember it differently, and then go on to tell it in his or her own way. According to Finnegan, ‘there 
is seldom any concept of a “correct” version’.66 Sila brings this characteristic of guineidade, of local, 
oral literary culture into the printed, traditionally fixed, western literary form. 

In the epilogue to A Última Tragédia the author attempts to alter the way in which the 
reader perceives his narrative, deeming it unfixed and unreliable. He disputes many of the events of 
his novel; happenings which a reader unaccustomed to the oral tradition may tend to assume to be 
unchangeable and unquestionable facts purely on the basis that the author chose to record or 
create them this way. He writes that other people tell this story differently and that the characters 
meet different fates depending on who is “narrating”, or “who said what”. To the reader rooted in 
western literary culture, the idea of adapting a novel just as one might, whether intentionally or 
accidentally, distort a piece of gossip or a rumour is completely unrelated to the experience of 
reading a novel. As Leite remarks, we assume the novel to be the conclusion of a process of 
development and resulting from the work of one sole author. Yet Sila brings these two cultural 
concepts to converge in his published work. 67 

The novel begins when the young female protagonist, Ndani, is alienated from her 
community after a djambakus, a traditional healer or medicine man, proclaims that she is cursed and 
will bring misfortune to all those around her. His vision brings upon her a traumatic life marked by 
abuse, hardship, isolation and – of course – tragédia (tragedy), whose eventual matrimonial and 
maternal happiness is but temporary; quickly snatched away when colonial corruption condemns 
her husband to a life sentence on the penal colony São Tomé. Years later, still unable to deal with his 
absence, the narrative describes her throwing herself into the sea at the docks from which he was 
sailed. In the epilogue, Sila mimics a perfectly translatable gossipy tone to inform us that in Ndani’s 
hometown Biombo they say that the Djambakus ‘disse que nunca disse o que se disse que ele disse’, 
(‘said he never said what they said he said’);68 he claimed it was all a big misunderstanding, that in 
fact he really liked Ndani. Sila reports that some say Ndani did not die; they say the body found 
down the coast was that of another woman who had drowned in a paddy field and drifted out, and 
that Ndani actually went to São Tomé to be with her husband. But then again some say that she had 
now left São Tomé to go elsewhere, and she would not come back home until she was sure that no 
more tragédias would befall her beloved country. Thus he goes on to disturb further assumptions of 
truth created by his own narrative: he disputes the relationship between the two principal male 
characters and even contradicts the narrator’s salacious mention of one colonial Portuguese 
woman’s particular enjoyment of exposing herself to her young African male servant. By asking the 
reader to consider different perspectives, and possibly even to introduce yet more, the author also 
brings us to question narrative reliability in this novel as in others, bringing a refreshing way to read 

                                                             
65 Sila, Tragédia, p.185. 
66 Finnegan, Oral Literature, p. 387. 
67 Leite, Oralidades, p. 19. 
68 Sila, Tragédia, p. 186. 
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and doubt the narratives of all novels, as one accustomed to the Guinean culture of playing with 
stories and “adding salt” might do in the oral literary context as perhaps in the novelistic. This author 
evidently values the creative and ever-evolving nature of his national literature, a primarily and 
principally oral one, and uses his own creative power to give orality a place within the growing 
corpus of scribal national literature to which he is contributing. To quote Teresa Montenegro and 
Carlos de Morais in their collection of transcribed stories from Guinea-Bissau, 

 
Uma história, na cultura popular oral, é uma teia de referentes 
culturais cuja leitura pode sempre ir mais longe ou avançar por outro 
caminho. Tudo depende do leitor, da sua experiência e 
conhecimento da realidade no momento em que vê confrontados a 
sua individualidade e limites com essa floresta imensa e ancestral. 
 
In popular oral culture a story is a web of cultural references whose 
reading can always go further or continue along a different path. It 
all depends on the reader, on their experience and knowledge of 
reality in the moment in which they see their individuality and their 
limits confronted by this immense, ancestral forest.69 
 
 

Sila reintroduces this dependency upon the reader to continue, direct, and alter the path of any 
story they come across. 

At the end of Mistida, Sila once again draws attention to himself as narrator by placing 
himself as an acknowledged entity in the narrative. He again questions the validity of his role as 
supposed creator and owner of that which he narrates and calls us to question our acceptance of 
what is written by a writer of presumed fiction. At the close of the final chapter, two of the principal 
female characters of the trilogy berate him, calling him a djidiu di caneta – a Crioulo term roughly 
translated as a ‘pen-poet’, ‘pen-rhapsodist’, storyteller with a pen’, or ‘pen-singer’ – for telling 
“their” story and thus dictating what happens to them. They complain that after Ndani had suffered 
all manner of pain throughout her life, when she finally found love this djidiu took it all away from 
her by writing the sad fate of her family. Moreover, he changed Mbubi’s name to Mama Sabel 
between her featuring in Eterna Paixã,70 a previous novel of Sila’s, and Mistida, which she deems a 
good pinch of salt too far. Not to mention the fact that he was just (re-)writing a story which she had 
told him herself, as she cries. Ndani goes on to criticise him and his writer ilk further for ‘em vez de 
escreverem sobre os verdadeiros acontecimentos, relatar tal e qual as barbaridades que acontecem 
quase todos os dias neste terra e que de facto valem a pena por no papel, não, metem-se a inventar, 
a contar kafumban...’, (‘instead of writing about things that really happened, describing the 
barbarities that go on here every day exactly as they are and which are actually worth putting down 

                                                             
69 T. Montenegro and C. de Morais, Junbai: cultura popular oral da Guiné- Bissau, Edições comemorativas do I 
Centenário da Imprensa de Bolama, 1879/1979 (Bissau: Imprensa Nacional/INACEP, 1979), quoted in 
Hamilton, Literatura Africana, p. 230. 
70 A. Sila, Eterna Paixão, (Bissau: Ku Si Mon Editora, 1994). 
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on paper, they decide to invent things, talking kafumban [Crioulo: ‘a load of rubbish’, ‘a big lie’).71 
Mbubi argues, ‘quando uma pessoa conta uma passada, mesmo se for pequenina, tem que por um 
pouco de sal. [Mas] esse fulano exagere demais!’ (‘when someone tells a story, even a tiny one, they 
have to add a bit of salt, [but] this guy goes too far!’).72 Sila then closes in a very informal, 
confessional tone with ‘um pequeno parêntesis’, (‘a brief parenthesis’),73 where he asks the reader 
what he or she would do in his shoes, in the face of such humiliating criticism. Would we ever pick 
up a pen to write again? 

With a hint of dry humour he bemoans the dilemma of the profession of djidiu de caneta, 
the impossibility of escaping the scathing comments, people’s lack of interest in the force of 
imagination and effort that goes into writing, their only being interested in accusing him of 
defamation, misrepresentation, and many more unforgiveable acts. The harsh words thrown at him 
bring him to ask the reader to put the book away and never talk of it again, though he decides not to 
explain exactly why, ‘o melhor mesmo é não dizer mais nada’, (‘it’s better not to say any more right 
now’).74 This criticism comes from characters we had assumed to be entirely fictional but Sila’s 
juxtaposition of the fictional to himself as an entity within the fictional space complicates our 
assumptions of what is real and what is not in the world of storytelling, novel writing, and 
authorship. We are brought to think again about the use of gossip and personal anecdotes as the 
bases for stories. Perhaps his internal, creative conflict between oral influences and the 
concretisation of the written form is too much to resolve. After all, a writer publishing under his or 
her own name has no anonymity, nor may they enjoy the disconnection from the root of a story as 
the instigator of a purely oral story can – the responsibility for their kafumban must be entirely 
theirs. Sila might betray here, now that his name is imprinted on this version of events forever, that 
he is possibly unsure about the burden of claiming responsibility for his passada, as no djiudiu 
would.  
 
Conclusion 
Odete Semedo and Abdulai Sila bring undoubtedly valuable and enjoyable works of literature to the 
national, lusophone, and international scenes. Amongst their literary worth, these works are 
enriched with a strong sense of source, their latent guineidade present in the instrinsicness of an 
array of cultural and linguistic references that accurately communicate their locality. Further to this, 
these writers succeed in reaching beyond their individual narratives to produce a meta-narrative of 
orality. This not only places the books culturally and geographically but, also, brings to the fore a 
playful and challenging questioning of the roles and reliability of writers, storytellers, and their 
creations. Through Sonéá and Djênia, Semedo brings that which is often missing from 
anthropological surveys of oral literature by recording the context in which it exists in Guinea-Bissau. 
And this, alongside Abdulai Sila’s reflections on the role of author as a “storyteller with a pen”, 
succeeds in foregrounding orality which, communicated via a global language and recorded in the 
globally expected and accepted written form, alters, and hybridizes them to express the local, 
guineidade, and to produce lit/orature.  

                                                             
71 Sila, Mistida, p. 210.  
‘Kafumban – Grande mentira’. Sila, ‘Glossário’, Tragédia, p. 190. 
72 Sila, Mistida, p. 210. 
73 Ibid., p. 212.  
74 Ibid., p. 214.  
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Archive Notes: Travelling Africa & the Archives 
 

Kai Easton 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London1 

 
In 2012 I made three significant changes to my MA course, “Travelling Africa: Writing the 

Cape to Cairo”, which I first taught at the University of KwaZulu-Natal in 2006. I always revise it 
annually in terms of the course coverage, but now, instead of two conventional 4,000-word essays 
based on the syllabus (which includes travel writing, journalism, novels, films), students submit a 
1,500-word creative/critical travelogue and an “archive project”:  that is, a 5,000-word critical 
preface to an appendix of some 25 pages of archival material. In both cases, the only requirements 
are that students respond, in some way, to ideas of “travel” and “Africa”, and that their work is 
grounded in critical readings on travel or travel writing. At the end of the course, we showcase the 
archive projects in our annual “Travelling Africa & the Archives” conference.  

The idea behind the archive project is inspired by the historian Antoinette Burton’s 
collection of essays, Archive Stories. Burton makes us think about our own journeys to archives, and 
issues of provenance, access, selection. Thus, as preparation, and to complement the reading on the 
course, the syllabus includes physical travel in the form of archive excursions: for example to our 
own SOAS Archives, the manuscripts and maps at the British Library, King’s FCO collection, and 
further afield to the National Archives at Kew, the Royal Geographical Society, and (by riverboat 
from Embankment), the Caird Library at the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich.   

We “workshop” various critical readings on the archives in advance of these excursions, so 
we are also engaged with the work of Ann Laura Stoler on the colonial archive; so too we consider 
the connections between archives and architecture by reading from Burton’s monograph, Dwelling 
in the Archive together with Achille Mbembe on “The Power of the Archive and Its Limits”:  to what 
extent do archives depend on an “official” repository? If, as Mbembe writes, ‘not all documents are 
destined to be archives’,2 what about more private archives?  

Some of the projects students have embarked on have taken this route instead, so that 
long hidden or forgotten family archives have been the core of their appendix. Others have looked at 
hand-written diaries of naval officers rounding the Cape of Good Hope, or footage of state visits by 
African leaders. In their critical preface, students reflect as much on their archival selection as on the 
content of what they have chosen, on the whereabouts of the archive and their access to it, on the 
genesis of their interest, and on their consultations of other archival material that it might be in 
conversation with. In this way, they are involved in creating an anthology of archival material that 
expands our ideas about “travel” and “travel writing”, from colonial times to the present day. They 

                                                             
1 Kai Easton is Senior Lecturer in English at SOAS, University of London, where she teaches travel writing and 
fiction from the Cape to Cairo, and a new course, 'Southern Spaces', on South Africa, Sri Lanka and Australia.  
She holds a 2014-15 Harry Ransom Center Research Fellowship, and her current work revisits Coetzee's 
archives, following their migration from Harvard and their acquisition by Texas, who now hold substantially 
more boxes. Together with Derek Attridge, she is editing a collection of essays, Zoë Wicomb & the Translocal: 
Writing Scotland and South Africa. She is also engaged in an extensive archival project on Michael Richey, the 
legendary single-handed transatlantic sailor of Jester, and founding director of the Royal Institute of 
Navigation. 

2 A. Mbembe, ‘The Power of the Archive and Its Limits’, in C. Hamilton et al. (eds.), Refiguring the Archive (Cape 
Town: David Philip, 2002), pp. 19-26, at p. 19.    
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may consider issues of transcription, authorship, authenticity; and they critically analyse ways of 
“reading Africa” and representation, considering issues such as documentation, composition, genre, 
mapping, illustration.   

It has been exciting to see the stunning and original work produced by students on the 
course, and the different archival collections they choose to focus on (ranging from difficult-to-
decipher manuscripts, to typescripts, out-of-copyright published accounts, to new digital archives). 
The three archive projects revised for publication in this journal are evidence of inspired 
independent research, and the extraordinary range of texts and images in the archives that 
negotiate a more complex and nuanced picture of “travelling Africa”. 
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Elizabeth O’Kelly’s Unpublished Book Eleven Exciting Years as a Colonial Officer in Pre-
Independence Cameroon. 

 
Jade Elizabeth Lee 

School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London1 
 

Elizabeth O'Kelly in a 'mammy chair'.  

Image reproduced with permission from E. O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years (Cambridge University 
Library: Royal Commonwealth Society Library, RCMS 141). 
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1 Jade Lee is currently completing an MA in African Studies at SOAS. Previously, she taught in London and Paris, 
as well as spending time in Kenya coordinating educational projects. Her dissertation will focus on further 
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Encounters and Creations in the Archive 
 

Dear Sirs, 
 
I am 91 and living in a Care Home now but, in the 1950’s I was a 
senior member of the United Kingdom Colonial Service, serving in 
Nigeria and the Cameroons until I retired when Independence came, 
in 1961. 
 
Going through my papers recently I have come across a 10 page 
detailed report of a journey across Africa, from East to West, which I 
made in 1956, a copy of which I enclose. Re-reading it now (I did not 
circulate it at the time) I think it might be of interest to you for your 
archives since Africa has changed so much since then – I hope that 
this is so anyway. 

 
Yours truly, 
(Miss) Elizabeth O’Kelly MBE.2 

 
To enter into the archive is to step into the complex and at times contradictory intersection 

between history and memory. From family journals, official records, and grainy photos taken of 
places that have changed perhaps past all recognition, we begin a process of reconstruction. We 
historicise these often disparate pieces of information to make them into a narrative that we can 
confidently call History. History, as a discipline, lays claim to the past so that contemporary society 
may assert ownership over it. The past becomes knowable, amenable to categorisation: a source of 
continuity in human experience. 

In the case of this archive note, the process of reconstruction and the assertion of ownership 
over the past is almost solely focused through the prism of one individual’s experiences. Women’s 
role in colonialism in general and in the Colonial Service in particular warrants further investigation, 
especially since it is still primarily viewed from the perspective of colonial wives rather than 
employees. Elizabeth O’Kelly was born on the 19 May 1915 in Manchester. At the beginning of the 
World War she was studying at the Royal Manchester College of Music but in 1941 she joined the 
Women’s Royal Naval Service, serving with them until she was demobilised in 1946. After the war 
she became involved in community development and social work, before joining the Colonial Service 
as a Woman Education Officer in 1950. She was accredited to Nigeria but ultimately assigned to the 
British Cameroons which was, at the time, a UN administered territory falling under the purview of 
the Nigerian government. 

O’Kelly had a distinguished career, structuring and running adult literacy classes, forming 
life-long friendships with people such as the renowned anthropologist Phyllis Kaberry, and writing 
extensively on women’s development issues, specifically those concerning agriculture. O’Kelly 
researched and then trained local women in more efficient ways of producing locally based or 

                                                             
2 E. O’Kelly, Record of a Car Journey Made Across Africa, From Mombasa to the Southern Cameroons by 
Elizabeth O’Kelly and Hilda Platzer in 1956 (4991, Expedition Report Collection, Royal Geographical Society 
Archives, London), p. 1. 
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imported products. She was awarded an MBE in 1959 (during the time her book is set) and went on 
to work in Borneo before retiring in 1969. Even after retirement, however, she continued to 
participate in the Women’s Institute global movement.  

Throughout her career and into retirement, she published various articles concerned with 
the agricultural and educational progress of women. However, neither of her novels, the first 
concerning her time in the British Cameroons between 1950 and 1961 and the second concerned 
with her time in Borneo during the 1960s, were ever published. Indeed, O’Kelly did not submit either 
of these pieces to the archive until 2002, at which point she was living in the care home to which she 
makes reference in the opening extract. It was here, Grosvenor Gardens, St Leonard-on-Sea, where 
she died in 2012.  
 
Encountering Elizabeth O’Kelly in the Archive 
My first encounter with Elizabeth O’Kelly was at the Royal Geographical Society’s (RGS) archive in 
Kensington where I discovered the car journey report, introduced by the opening letter. Unlike the 
more literary style of her book, which is composed of edited letters sent during her time in 
Cameroon, this report appears to have been essentially a fact finding mission. However, unlike other 
reports completed during her time in the Colonial Service, it was not circulated at the time and was 
submitted by O’Kelly in 2007.  

The submission of this document to the RGS opens up several avenues of analysis pertaining 
to the discursive boundaries of different archives. Whilst the book went to the National Archives via 
the Colonial Office, O’Kelly saw this document as appropriate to the RGS. It is housed under the 
expedition reports at the RGS archive. This is interesting given that, unlike other reports of its kind, it 
was not taken under the auspices of the RGS. The author’s gender is pertinent in light of the 
controversy surrounding its late acceptance of women as Fellows. The ability of women to 
participate in matters of geography had been acknowledged by the Edinburgh-based Royal Scottish 
Geographical Society since 1884. By the time of the 1893 controversy, the Secretary of the RGS was 
able to note that ‘the term “Fellow” did not refer exclusively to men…it was pointed out that three 
similar scientific societies…all which admitted women, used the same expression’.3  

After the society’s eventual acceptance of women in 1913, its new female Fellows were 
‘keen to expand their numbers and did so by immediately proposing the admittance of further.’4 The 
society’s reluctance to accept women had put it out of step with a changing society and reflected the 
fact that by ‘the second decade of the twentieth century professional women were in demand 
within Britain and overseas to fulfil the expanding needs of national and imperial education’,5 a 
change that was reflected in the changing nature of women’s roles in Colonial Service.6 The record’s 
placement in the RGS archives is a statement by the institution. O’Kelly’s work is made to 
retroactively fit within the history of the RGS, simultaneously conferring validity on the work of its 
author whilst allowing the institution to broaden not only its contemporary boundaries but its 
historical limits also.  
 

                                                             
3 Ibid., p. 302. 
4 Ibid., p. 304. 
5 Ibid., p. 306. 
6 H. Callaway, Gender, Culture and Empire: European Women in Colonial Nigeria (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1987), pp. 139-165. 
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The Secretive Archive vs the Public Text  
Cambridge University Library houses a portion of archives from the Colonial Office, other parts of 
which now reside at the National Archives in Kew. Unlike the Royal Geographical Society which is 
relatively straightforward to access, the Cambridge site requires more ceremonial bureaucracy. I was 
required to fill out an online form in advance and make an appointment with the admissions team. 
Despite the fact that the document itself was typewritten I was not permitted to make copies but 
had to photograph individual pages and transcribe them. This system is part of the process of 
constructing archival authority and, by extension, the worth and intellectual integrity of the 
archivists themselves. This process creates a discourse in which the archive and the archivist fulfil 
mutually re-enforcing roles. The sources take on a new lustre and ‘the ability to procure them 
measures scholarly worth. Not least is the shared conviction that such guarded treasures are…where 
the secrets of the colonial state are really stored’.7 

There is, to an extent, a tension between this limited access and O’Kelly’s work. O’Kelly’s 
book was not, initially at least, intended for its ultimate home in archival exclusivity. Her aim was ‘to 
show something of the working life…of that now almost extinct breed, the Colonial Officer’.8 Whilst 
the document purports to be ‘letters written whilst serving in Her Majesty’s Overseas Civil Service’9 
it does not entirely conform to this structure. The “letters” are not addressed to anyone specifically 
and she makes few references to her addressee. There is little of the “dialogue” of letters. She states 
that ‘I would not like it to be thought by anyone…that my correspondence was devoted entirely to 
my own affairs, or that I had no personal life…but I do not feel it is relevant to this book’.10 We can 
infer that the original letters have, at the very least, been comprehensively edited to fit the purpose 
of the book. There is a sense of audience rather than a set of personal recollections. The work is 
categorised under the heading ‘novel’ but it is, on balance, more fact than fiction.  

Ultimately, however, the public audience remained a hypothetical one. The book was 
completed in 1965 but never circulated. We can perhaps infer that, despite her removal of her 
‘personal life,’ the book proved too intimate for wide consumption. On the other hand,  her 
suggestion in the Royal Geographical report that the documents ‘might be of some interest for your 
archives’11 stakes her claim to a different kind of legacy. The question appears to be less one of 
worth but audience; if the novel was not suitable for mass publication O’Kelly nevertheless believed 
in its value as an archival document. 
 
Cameroon in the Colonial Travel Archive 

 

                                                             
7 A. L. Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance: On the Content of the Form’, in C. Hamilton et al 
(eds.), Refiguring the Archive (London: Kluwer Academic, 2002), pp. 83-128, at p. 85. 
8 O’Kelly, Record of a Car Journey, p. 1. 
9 Ibid., p. 2. 
10 E. O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years (Cambridge University Library: Royal Commonwealth Society Library, RCMS 
141), p. 1. 
11 E. O’Kelly, Record of a Car Journey Made Across Africa, From Mombasa to the Southern Cameroons by 
Elizabeth O’Kelly and Hilda Platzer in 1956. (4991, Expedition Report Collection, Royal Geographical Society 
Archives, London), p. 1 
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We are…now critically reflecting on the making of documents and how we choose 
to use them, on archives not as sites of knowledge retrieval but knowledge 
production, as monuments of states, as well as sites of state ethnography.12 

 
To understand the archival and social context, we must have some appreciation of the 

systems of belief undergirding this world. We must ‘pause at, rather than bypass, its conventions, 
those practices that make up its unspoken order’.13 It is fruitless to push against these modes of 
knowledge until we can understand the subtle and at times contradictory nature of their production. 
We cannot ‘quickly and confidently turn to readings “against the grain’’ without prior sense of their 
texture and granularity’.14  

 
 

German controlled/ British controlled/French controlled/Independent 

Image from Wikimedia Commons, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cameroon_boundary_changes.PNG, reproduced under the terms 

of the GNU Free Documentation License, Version 1.2. 
 
The papers from O’Kelly’s archive on which I am focusing in this archive note describe her 

first year in the British Cameroons. She references the shifts of the map above, noting that after ‘the 
second World War (sic)’ a large expanse of lands ‘were purchased by the Nigerian Government from 

                                                             
12 Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives’, p. 85. 
13 Ibid., p. 94. 
14 Ibid., p. 92. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cameroon_boundary_changes.PNG


Jade Elizabeth Lee: Elizabeth O’Kelly’s Unpublished Book Eleven Exciting Years as a Colonial Officer in 
Pre-Independence Cameroon. 

89 
 

the Custodian of Enemy Property and the Cameroons Development Corporation…was set up to 
administer the plantations…in the part of the country administered by the United Kingdom’.15 It was 
within this framework that O’Kelly worked as a Social Welfare Officer from 1950 to 1952. 

The borders of the territory shifted considerably between 1901 and 1972. The Cameroon of 
1950 was not solely a place that could be travelled to but a placed that itself travelled, where 
swathes of territory changed hands and the physical presence of the country encroached on what is 
now Nigeria, Chad, and the Central African Republic. The names of O’Kelly’s guides (Gabriel and 
Barnabas) denote influences from the Catholic mission and the Church of Scotland in Calabar 
respectively. In contrast, she notes that ‘Basel Mission favour plain German names like Hans’.16 
Cameroon, both as a physical place and an anchor of identity, is a shifting entity.  

The fluidity reflected, in part, the tectonic and at times violent changes occurring in Europe. 
The brutality of the Second World War and the subsequent economic and moral crisis in Europe 
altered the way Africa and the colonies in general came to be viewed. The accepted moral 
superiority of the colonial powers began to look more problematic in the aftermath of such savagery 
and the economic logic of the colonies was questionable. Alongside this was the growing clamour for 
independence coming from nascent nationalist movements on the content.   

This shift is illuminated in the booklet “Partners for Progress” published by the Colonial 
Service in 1949. Whilst reading O’Kelly’s work, I developed a curiosity vis-à-vis the colonial 
infrastructure underpinning the world in which she lived and worked. Rather than observing her 
world solely from the inside out, I began looking at official publications contemporary to her time in 
the Cameroons. Many of these publications are housed in the Commonwealth section of Senate 
House Library and date from the early 1920s all the way up to early independence. The majority of 
these publications could be categorised under the general heading of “manual” since they are 
primarily concerned with describing, in both ideological and practical terms, the work of the Colonial 
Service. As a rule, they focus not on one specific colony but on painting a broad picture of the 
empire as a whole. 

In a foreword written by Arthur Creech Jones, at the time the Secretary of State for the 
Colonies, the piece notes that our ‘predecessors established law and order, and laid the foundation 
of orderly development’.17He says that ‘as we enter the great continuing stage of partnership we 
must give more and more responsibility to the people of the Colonies…for no one can learn 
responsibility without exercising it’.18 The sleight of hand here, infantilising the colonial subject 
whilst simultaneously demonstrating a beneficent colonial authority, is the production of knowledge 
in action. Jones delineates the boundaries of what can and cannot be discussed, what is history and 
what is not. The acceptable narrative of imperialism is foregrounded from the outset.   

 

                                                             
15 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years, p. 3 
16 Ibid., p. 17. 
17 Colonial Office, Appointments in His Majesty’s Colonial Service (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1950), p. 3. 
18 Ibid., p. 3. 
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The unequal partnership is further demonstrated on the cover of the book above. The 
carrier of colonial authority leans forward initiating the handshake which reflects his superior role as 
bearer of civilisation. The colonial subject reaches out to take the proffered hand: the benevolent 
offer of betterment. Whether because of height or perspective created by the artist, the black figure 
is smaller in stature. His gestures are smaller, less confident, and more submissive. 
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What is perhaps more striking in the production of colonial ideology and knowledge is when 
the colonial figure is, practically at least, effaced from the document. The 1950s National Archive 
photo stream of the Cameroons reveals a notable lack of pictures depicting the colonial authority. 
Rather it is the colonial authority behind the camera training his gaze on the worthy colonial subject. 
The picture below shows a sewing mistress teaching her peers how to use sewing machine.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image from the National Archives Colonial Office photographic collection: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/nationalarchives/5418207195/in/set-72157625995788178. ‘Domestic Science 

Centre at Wum. Miss Bebe, the Domestic Science mistress is seen instructing the woman using the hand 
sewing machine.’ 8th November 1956. Part of CO 1069/20. Reproduced from The Commons. 

 
Superficially, the colonial authority has effaced itself and it is the colonial subject, armed 

with the tools given to him by the benevolent empire, who forges forward into a brighter world. To 
read along the archival grain is to see this picture as the representation of an evolving but mutually 
beneficial partnership. The colonial authority no longer needs to be present in the photos. Here is 
Jones’s much vaunted partnership, imparting greater responsibility to the colonial subject.  

However, we must be wary for ‘if we find nothing, we will find nothing in a place; and then, 
that an absence is not nothing but rather the space left by what has gone’.19 Where is the colonial 
authority? Since, presumably it is behind the camera, where is the gaze directed, what choices are 
being made in what we “see” and what tentative questions begin to open up the discourse? In his 
absence, the colonial authority has left fragments of his passing. The machine which the women are 
leaning over is unmistakeably European. Whilst, presumably, these women were able to make and 

                                                             
19 C. Steedman, Dust (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2001), p. 10. Original italics.  

http://www.flickr.com/photos/nationalarchives/5418207195/in/set-72157625995788178
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mend garments before the advent of the British, here they are schooled in the “correct” way. The 
composition mimics contemporary pictures of English women working in factories with similar 
machines on the same long benches.  

Here, then, is the seamless mimicry and wholesale imposition of one culture on to another. 
However, when we read along the colonial grain the breaks and fissures, the spaces for 
conversation, reveal themselves. In one of the book’s letters dated 10 December 1951, O’Kelly 
recounts how, 

 
I…started this letter as a demonstration to our…African typist that 
there was nothing wrong…with her machine…I had…to take back my 
words and…suffer the humiliation of sending for a second 
machine…it has…been very roughly handled on the way here and is 
badly strained, I do not think British exporters appreciate that their 
agents out here rarely bother even to uncrate goods.20 

 
She notes that even when the machines arrive undamaged they come dismantled and ‘took me 
quite some time to assemble, there were no instructions’.21 This account problematises the seeming 
progression of colonialism. The imports from Europe, the supposed epicentre of civilisation, are 
ultimately a source of ‘humiliation’ for O’Kelly. It is the African who points out their ineptitude. 
O’Kelly’s insistence that the machine is fine and her attempt to reaffirm her professional superiority 
leads to a scene of comic embarrassment. In this account, the imposition of European technologies 
serves to undermine rather than bolster colonial authority.  

The fissures and breaks remind us that these texts are ‘heterogeneous entities’22 at times in 
tension with themselves and each other. These fissures open up the archive, allowing us to critically 
review the discursive boundaries and modes of knowledge production upon which it depends.  
 
Problematising the Script: Female Voices in the Colonial Landscape 

 
Writing is constrained by a variety of factors; that is, texts are produced in 
situations where there are numerous textual, economic, social, political, historical 
and personal forces at work which impinge on the writing process.23 

 
The assertion of European dominance over the “dark” lands of Africa was consistently 

couched in gendered terms. The key protagonists and propagators of this dominance were ‘a 
network of literate Northern Europeans, mainly men’24 and the writings they produced asserted an 
‘urban, lettered male authority over the whole planet’.25 Numerous travel grants were available to 
male travellers. The RGS ‘offered relatively large sums for male travellers’ but ‘no woman traveller 

                                                             
20 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years. p. 20. 
21 Ibid., p. 20. 
22 S. Mills, Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2001), p. 68. 
23 Ibid., p. 68. 
24 M.L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London and New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 
37. 
25 Ibid., p. 37. 
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received money from the RGS in the nineteenth century’.26 This exclusivity was reinforced by the 
fact that there were few professional openings for women on the continent; by 1900 there were a 
small number of nurses stationed in Africa but the majority of European women were wives ‘cast in 
supporting roles to their husbands’.27 

This does not mean that ‘women could not write within this framework but…the choice of 
narratorial voice is more problematic’.28 During the Victorian era, there were women who produced 
travel writing but the discursive limits of what was essentially a male domain shape and at times 
problematise their writing. They were caught between the necessity of asserting ‘truths, [which] 
have been largely a male domain’29 and the need to reassert socially acceptable femininity.  

The form of O’Kelly’s book is interesting in the context of women’s travel writing. Historically 
“factual” travel narratives, whether the scientific variety or the hero narrative, were highly 
problematic for the female writer to negotiate. Letters and journals, preoccupied as they 
traditionally are with the private, domestic sphere provided a more “feminised” format for 
expression. Women ‘write in the form of letters and diaries because they are the only forms…loose 
enough to contain their unstructured narratives’.30 Even in a Colonial Service pamphlet, the 
epistolary form is privileged for women. Illustrating the role of women in the Colonial Office, Jeffries 
references a ‘letter from one of them [that]…gives a vivid impression of things seen and people 
met’.31 The choice of form mirrors gendered discursive boundaries. 

O’Kelly dedicates her novel to three women, among them Hilda, her travel companion ‘who 
shared so much…with me’.32 She asserts that her intention is ‘to remind readers that women served 
in this capacity as well as men’.33 It becomes necessary to analyse and interrogate the ways in which 
the co-existing and sometimes contradictory discourses of imperialism and gender shape O’Kelly’s 
writing.  

A comparison with Mary Hall, who, in her travels ‘from Cape to Cairo’ was considered 
‘typical of Victorian women travelers’,34 demonstrates some of the pressures of writing imperial 
travel as a woman. Hall affirms her femininity by referring to publishing her book as sending ‘my 
first-born into the world, trusting that an indulgent public will condone its faults’.35 Here she plays 
directly to feminine ideals of modesty and self-effacement whilst evoking that most acceptable of 
female roles: motherhood. However, in the same passage Hall also voices her hope that her book 
‘written from a woman’s point of view, minus big game romances, and the usual exaggerations 

                                                             
26 A. Blunt, Travel, Gender, and Imperialism: Mary Kingsley and West Africa (New York and London: The 
Guildford Press, 1994), p. 71. 
27 H. Callaway, Gender, Culture and Empire, p. 75. 
28 Mills, Discourses of Difference, p. 77. 
29 Ibid., p. 81. 
30 Ibid., p. 105. 
31 C. Jeffries, Partners for Progress: The Men and Women of the Colonial Service (London: George G. 
Harap&Co.Ltd, 1949), p. 159. 
32 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years, p. 1. 
33 Ibid., p. 1. 
34 S.L. Blake, ‘A Woman’s Trek; What Difference Does Gender Make?’, in N. Chauduri and M. Strobel (eds.) 
Western Women and Imperialism Complicity and Resistance (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 1992), p. 21. 
35 M. Hall, A Woman’s Trek From the Cape to Cairo (London: Methuen & Co, 1907), p. v. 
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incidental to all things African, may be acceptable’.36 In this instance her more “womanly” narrative 
is compared with formulaic, implicitly male accounts in a way that favours the female narrator. The 
reader could infer the tentative privileging of a counter narrative. However, as a white European in 
Africa she must refer to the imperial cannon in order to legitimise her presence. Her visit to Cecil 
Rhodes’s tomb and the subsequent eulogising align her with colonial authority. He is presented as a 
saviour like figure when she says that ‘had only Mr Cecil Rhodes been spared for another few years, 
his mastermind would have evolved some way out of the difficulty’.37 

Traces of Hall’s gendered self-effacement are still evident in O’Kelly’s dedication to ‘my long 
suffering colleagues everywhere’.38 However, by the time O’Kelly was writing there had been 
significant changes in the way women’s role was viewed within the Colonial Service. In the interwar 
years, a small but growing space for women in the Colonial Service opened up, in response to calls 
for more equal participation for women in British society. The shift from the binary of ruler/ruled to 
the partnership laid out earlier stressed the importance of education. The importance of girls’ 
education was acknowledged by the Colonial Service but the goal of education was primarily to 
‘make better wives and mothers and to improve the private sphere’.39 The discourse had not 
fundamentally altered but its boundaries had shifted. Education for girls demanded female teachers 
and a women’s branch ‘of the education department developed as a subsidiary to the men’s’.40  

 

                                                             
36 Ibid., p. v.  
37 Ibid., p. 4. 
38 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years, p. 1. 
39 Callaway, Gender, Culture and Empire, p. 111. 
40 Ibid., p. 117. 
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Image reproduced with permission from E. O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years (Cambridge University 

Library: Royal Commonwealth Society Library, RCMS 141). 
 
O'Kelly's Adult Literacy Classes  
In the broader field of education women were seen as acceptable recruits for posts concerned with 
adult literacy. Upon her arrival, O’Kelly was responsible for ‘starting literacy classes for the 
Corporation’s 20,000 employees and…running…new schools’.41 The nature of the work meant that a 
woman ‘had to be single, and their work often set out the horizons of their world’.42 This 
necessitated a degree of independence largely unavailable at home. At times O’Kelly appears to 
transgress the boundaries of femininity through her use of different modes of transport. Whilst 
waiting for a car she ‘had only a motor-cycle…it was a large 500c.c job I found it heavy to kick 
start…but otherwise rather enjoyed it but, despite my protests, it was considered too dangerous 
and…taken away’.43 The motorbike is a transgression and the colonial authority steps in to reassert 
the discursive limits of femininity. Rather than retreat in the face of reasserted patriarchal 
boundaries, there is another, more dramatic transgression in a later entry. 

 
I was bidden up to the Schloss for…dinner and decided to drive 
myself…I found the thing is fitted with one of those new fangled 

                                                             
41 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years, p. 5. 
42 Callaway, Gender, Culture and Empire, p. 135. 
43 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years, p. 5. 
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steering wheel gear changes…I…backed myself…into the middle of 
one of the prize rose beds, I had…to persuade another guest (me in 
long evening dress, he in dinner jacket) to help me push it out…As it 
was pouring with rain I was hardly looking my best when 
presented.44 

 
To me, this is an important transgression. O’Kelly not only decides to drive alone, but she 

also does so at night and to an official function. Upon her arrival, she drives into the roses, gardening 
being an acceptable feminine pursuit. The discursive boundaries asserted upon her arrival have been 
decisively undermined. Nor does her male colleague fit neatly into the acceptable role of rescuer. 
Rather than arriving to rescue her it is O’Kelly herself who must convince him to help her. In a final 
act of discursive sabotage, her appearance, drenched as she is with water, no longer fits into the 
feminine ideal. 

To read O’Kelly’s work as a straight refutation of gender or, indeed, imperialist discourses is 
to ignore its complexity. These discourses contradict as well as enforce each other. She remarks that 
one thing ‘I like best about Africans you can, and often must bully them into doing anything at all but 
they never cherish any ill feelings afterwards’.45 Her stance here replicates the benevolent 
paternalism of imperialism. At the same time, these Africans are all male, taken as guides and 
protectors to allow her and another woman to climb the Small Cameroon. The fascination lies for me 
in the complexity and tension inherent in the narrative voice. 
 
Mary Kingsley, Elizabeth O’Kelly and the Trek up the Mountain 

 
Now it is none of my business to go up mountains…Nevertheless I 
feel quite sure that no white man has ever looked on the great Peak 
of Cameroon without a desire arising in his mind to ascend it.46 

 
Mary Kingsley, an explorer and ethnographer of West African culture in the late eighteenth 

century, was one of the first women to travel so extensively or to keep detailed accounts that helped 
to shape contemporary European and specifically British conceptions of Africans during the early 
years of imperial expansion. Written over half a century earlier, Mary Kingsley’s ascent of the Big 
Cameroon nevertheless looms large in O’Kelly’s account of her own trek up the Small Cameroon. 
Blunt has noted that in her account, Kingsley’s ‘gendered subjectivity and her position in the context 
of imperial power…seem particularly ambiguous’.47 O’Kelly, who describes herself and Vera as 
fervent ‘admirers of Mary Kingsley’48 mirrors this ambiguity in the account of her own ascent. The 
two accounts are a microcosm of the complex navigation, both figurative and literal, of the 
discourses of gender and imperialism. The continuity of the female experience, despite the different 
social and historical contexts, is evident throughout. 

                                                             
44 Ibid., p. 8. 
45 Ibid., p. 12. 
46 M.H. Kingsley, Travels in West Africa: Congo Français, Corisco and Cameroons (London: Macmillan, 1897. 
London: Virago, 1986), p. 159. 
47 Blunt, Mary Kingsley and West Africa, p. 102. 
48 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years, p. 10. 
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O’Kelly’s plan to climb the Small Cameroon is informed by Kingsley who ‘so heroically 
climbed’49 the Big Cameroon. When she learns that it is now ‘tackled by parties every week-end…so 
all the thrill is gone’50 she and Vera decide to climb the Small Cameroon. O’Kelly foregrounds the 
heroism of the journey, using language that is usually associated with the male travel narrative. And 
yet Richard Burton who fulfils this role with seeming ease is dismissed as an ‘insufferable 
personality. He spoils what was a…fine achievement by decrying everybody who had been anywhere 
before him’.51 

However, the foregrounding of a strong, female voice is problematised from the outset. If 
Kingsley has ‘no business’ on a mountain then O’Kelly must keep ‘quiet about this or we shall 
undoubtedly be stopped’.52 She credits this to the mountain’s reputation but given that a group of 
priests had been up already it seems likely that gender is playing a role. Kingsley refers to the desire 
of the ‘white man’ to climb the mountain in a way that claims the discourse of imperialism to 
legitimise her travels. O’Kelly, in a similar feint, attempts to undercut the discursive boundaries of 
gender by appealing to imperialist representations of infantile Africans. She takes particular note of 
her guide Gabriel who is originally in charge. This was a ‘mistake, leadership went to his head and he 
did nothing but upset the others from the moment we started’.53 Like a child, his gun is taken away 
because he was ‘waving it about in the most reckless manner’.54 This paternalism is problematic; 
both she and Kingsley are using these men as guides and at the outset that ‘we felt that we ran into 
trouble and others ‘’ganged up’’ on us he…would support us’.55 The paternal imperialist and the 
vulnerable woman are presented in the same description in a way that undermines both. 

Kingsley’s authority breaks down and during the ascent her ‘relations with her party are by 
now a source of strain rather than amusement’56 and several members of her party desert. She does 
eventually reach the top but, owing to the mist, she is ‘denied a view…the expedition [is]…hard work 
rather than a source of pleasure in itself’.57 O’Kelly finds it ‘very heavy going…I was beginning to 
painfully realise, I was not yet fully acclimatised to either the heat or the height’.58 The implication 
being that O’Kelly has overstretched herself. 

O’Kelly does make it to the top. At dawn her party are greeted with ‘a splendid view of 
Mount Cameroon’s numerous peaks’59 and travel back down ‘bruised and battered but 
triumphant!’.60 However, they are met at the bottom by their male colleague, Pat, who was ‘already 
in the process of organising rescue parties’.61 Once again the imperial narrative of conquering the 
landscape is problematised by gender. O’Kelly and Kingsley’s trek up the mountain mirrors the 

                                                             
49 Ibid., p. 5. 
50 Ibid., p. 5. 
51 Ibid., p. 19. 
52 Ibid., p. 6. 
53 Ibid., p. 9. 
54 Ibid., p. 10. 
55 Ibid., p. 10. 
56 Blunt, Mary Kingsley and West Africa, p. 103. 
57 Ibid., p. 103. 
58 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years, p. 9. 
59 Ibid., p. 11. 
60 Ibid., p. 11. 
61 Ibid., p. 12. 
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‘masculine tradition of goal-orientated travel accounts rather than more feminine odysseys’.62 The 
ambiguity reflects their ‘tenuous position as a woman traveling in the context of masculine, imperial 
discourses’.63 
 
The Trouble with Endings 

 
These forms of writing…must always remain in conflict with the 
writing of history, which does indeed come to conclusion…but which 
actually moves forward through the implicit understanding…that the 
story is not finished.64 

 
The first section of O’Kelly’s account of her travels in Cameroon ends with her final entry in 

Buea. We must confront, again, the ways in which memory and narrative simultaneously re-enforce 
and problematise the construction of history in the archive. The conclusion is open ended. O’Kelly is 
‘hoping to go…to Bamenda…need I say that I am delighted at the prospect?’.65 If the archive ‘gives 
rise to particular practices of reading’66 we must acknowledge the extent to which our narratives are 
a construction, ghosts conjured in the dust. Neither O’Kelly’s book nor her history end at the 
extract’s close. By the same token, this archive is by no means an exhaustive analysis. I have 
attempted, instead, to demonstrate that this manuscript is the source of rich analysis pertaining to 
the complex and often contradictory role of women in the Colonial Service; this archive note is only 
the tentative first step. 
 
References 
Bell, M., and McEwan, C., ‘The Admission of Women Fellows to the Royal Geographical Society, 1892 
– 1914: the Controversy and the Outcome’, The Geographical Journal, 162.3 (1996), pp. 295-312. 

Blake, S.L., ‘A Woman’s Trek; What Difference Does Gender Make?’ in N. Chaudhuri and M. Strobel 
(eds.), Western Women and Imperialism: Complicity and Resistance (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana UP, 1992), pp. 19-34. 

Blunt, A., Travel, Gender, and Imperialism: Mary Kingsley and West Africa (New York and London: 
The Guildford Press, 1994). 

Callaway, H., Gender, Culture and Empire; European Women in Colonial Nigeria. (Urbana and 
Chicago: U of Illinois P, 1987). 

Colonial Office, Appointments in His Majesty’s Colonial Service (London: His Majesty’s Stationery 
Office, 1950). 

Foucault, M., The Archaeology of Knowledge. Trans. A.M Sheridan Smith (London: Tavistock 
Publications, 1972). 

                                                             
62 Blunt, Mary Kingsley and West Africa, p. 103. 
63 Ibid., p. 103. 
64Steedman, Dust, p. 147. 
65 O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years, p. 22. 
66 Steedman, Dust, p. 150. 



Jade Elizabeth Lee: Elizabeth O’Kelly’s Unpublished Book Eleven Exciting Years as a Colonial Officer in 
Pre-Independence Cameroon. 

99 
 

Hall, M., A Woman’s Trek From the Cape to Cairo (London: Methuen & Co, 1907). 

Jeffries, C., Partners for Progress: The Men and Women of the Colonial Service. (London: George G. 
Harrap & Co. Ltd, 1949.) 

Mills, S., Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism 
(Routledge: London and New York, 1991). 

O’Kelly, E., Eleven Exciting Years (Cambridge University Library: Royal Commonwealth Society 
Library, RCMS 141). 

O’Kelly, E., Record of a Car Journey Made Across Africa, From Mombasa to the Southern Cameroons 
by Elizabeth O’Kelly and Hilda Platzer in 1956 (4991 London: Expedition Report Collection, Royal 
Geographical Society Archives). 

Pratt, M.L., Imperial Eyes; Travel Writing and Transculturation (London and New York: Routledge, 
1992). 

Steedman, C., Dust (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2001). 

Stoler, A.L., ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance: On the Content of the Form’ in C. 
Hamilton, V. Harris, M. Pickover, G. Reid, R. Saleh and J. Taylor (eds.), Refiguring the Archive 
(London: Kluwer Academic, 2002). 



Journal of History and Cultures (5) 2015  ISSN 2051-221X 
 

100 
 

The Colonial Archives: Photographs of Uganda and European Imaginative Constructions of Africa 
 

Jaya Shakira Kamlesh Madhvani 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London1 

 
Introduction 
This archive note examines a selection of photographs that were made available to the public at the 
National Archives at Kew in 2005.2 Although Kew’s archives are typically associated with economic 
and scientific implications of botanical research,3 they nonetheless contain a plethora of colonial 
photographs from the camera’s inaugural years.4 Incidentally, there is a level of temporal common 
ground between the portrayal of the empire and the development of the archive, as the latter, much 
like the former, was a fixation of the Victorian bourgeoisie.5  Yet although the myriad constituents 
contained within the archive, including ‘museum collections, public registers…and the records 
offices of public and private societies and companies,’6 render it, as Ann Laura Stoler suggests, 
autonomously worthy of academic analysis,7 this archive note will set the photographic material as 
subject and the archive as the source.   

This prioritisation of the interrogation of photographic material rather than that of the 
archive itself is largely due to the fact that this material’s designation as “colonial” has been 
described as ‘a heterogenous documental world, spanning distinct languages, literary and artistic 
genres or conventions, historical moments, geographical settings [and] varied human purposes and 
agendas’.8 As such, to set the material (rather than the archive) as subject enables us to interrogate 
a selection of ‘the diverse constituents of colonial knowledge’9 with a focussed analytical gaze. Since, 
moreover, the ‘meanings of such images have shifted over time, acquiring layers of thought and 
critiques’,10 my analysis will first and foremost account for the contextual connotations of the 
photographs, interrogating the role of captioning in photography, the material itself, and the 
formation of the archive as an element of colonial expression. 

                                                             
1 Jaya Madhvani studied English at Queen Mary, University of London before completing the MA in 
Postcolonial Studies at the School of Oriental and African Studies in 2013. She is currently pursuing a research 
degree in postcolonialism and urban literature at SOAS. She can be contacted at jayashakira@gmail.com 
2 ‘Africa Through a Lens: The Colonial Office photo collection’, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 10 February 
2011, accessed 14 March 2013, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/africa-through-a-lens-the-colonial-
office-photo-collection. 
3 ‘Archive Collections’, British Journal for the History of Science, 25.4 (1992), pp. 453-456, at p. 455.   
4 M. Kennedy, ‘Out of Africa: National Archives seeks public help to identify empire-era pics’, The Guardian, 10 
February 2011, accessed 14 March 2013, www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2011/feb/10/national-archives-
empire-era-photos. 
5 A. Burton, Dwelling in the Archive: Women Writing House, Home and History in Late Colonial India (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2003), p. 22.  
6 J. Bacon, ‘Archive, Archive, Archive!’, Circa, 119 (2007), pp. 50-59, at p. 51.   
7 A.L. Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance’, Archival Science, 2.1-2 (2002), pp. 87-109, at p. 88. 
8 R. Roque and K.A. Wagner, Engaging Colonial Knowledge: Reading European Archives in World History 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), p. 1. 
9 Roque and Wagner, Engaging Colonial Knowledge, p. 4. 
10 L. Peers and A.K. Brown, ‘“Just by Bringing These Photographs”: On Other Meanings of Anthropological 
Images’, in C. Morton and E. Edwards (eds.), Photography, Anthropology and History (Farnham: Surrey: 
Ashgate Publishing Group, 2009), pp. 265-280, at p. 265.   
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Parenthetically, my interest in this region of Africa is personal, as my great-grandfather 
stowed away on a boat from Porbandar to Uganda in 1908 aged 14, setting up what was to become 
the current family business of sugar production aged 14. Indeed, my discovery in the National 
Archives of a photograph of a college established by my great-grandfather in Uganda was somewhat 
at odds with the intriguing fact that they are ‘not intended for your eyes’;11 one does indeed feel an 
uncanny level of intrusion upon opening a tattered colonial photograph album (see Fig. 1), which is 
compounded by the prestige ascribed to colonial photographs in their exemption from the flows of 
economic interchange.12 Although perhaps digitizing the archive is a possible solution for both 
increasing the accessibility of these photographs and aiding in their preservation, as it has been 
argued that this would ‘enlarge the field of what can be said on the topic of the history 
[of]…Africa’,13 there is something strangely absorbing about being able to connect with a physical 
artefact of colonial rule.   
 
The Camera and Colonial Africa 
Despite the omnipresence and ease of accessibility attributable to the camera in contemporary 
existence, this device first appeared in 183914 and, interestingly, it manifested itself instantaneously, 
as a fully-fledged technology.15 As a panoptic phenomenon embodying the Victorian inclination 
towards ‘collection, display and discipline’,16 it is little wonder that photography’s popularity in this 
era was widespread, as ‘the exhibition, the museum, the zoo, the gallery and the circus – all of which 
involve the fetishistic principle of collection and display’17 were prevailing preoccupations of the 
time. Although neither many Africans nor foreigners utilised this technology during the mid-
nineteenth century,18 the collection of colonial-era photographs held in both private and public 
archives across the world is testimony to its nevertheless relatively widespread use. Moreover, that 
both the manifestation of the camera as germane and conveniently transferable device and 
academic research into African civilisation were practically concurrent occurrences,19 suggests that 
photography provided a means for the peripheries of the empire to transmit visual information back 
to its metropolitan centres. Indeed, since travel in this era was not nearly as simple or ubiquitous as 
it is today, photography matched well with ‘the ethos of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century travellers who journeyed to the world’s remaining terrae incognitae’,20 as a means to 
capture and relay detailed knowledge of previously unexplored territory.  

                                                             
11 C. Steedman, Dust (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2001), p. 150.   
12 L. Buckley, ‘Objects of Love and Decay: Colonial Photographs in a Postcolonial Archive’, Cultural 
Anthropology, 20.2 (2005), pp. 249-270, at p. 251.   
13 A. Isaacman, P. Lalu and T. Nygren, ‘Digitization, History and the Making of a Postcolonial Archive of 
Southern African Liberation Struggles: The Aluka Project’, Africa Today, 52.2 (2005), pp. 55-77, at p. 72. 
14 A. McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (Oxford: Routledge, 
1995), p. 121.   
15 J.R. Gold, Review of ‘Picturing Empire: Photography and the Visualization of the British Empire’, by James R. 
Ryan, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 89.2 (1999), pp. 366-368, at p. 367.   
16 McClintock, Imperial Leather, p. 122. 
17 McClintock, Imperial Leather, p. 122. 
18 P. Hayes, ‘Power, Secrecy, Proximity: A Short History of South African Photography’, Kronos, 33 (2007), pp. 
139-162, at p. 139.   
19 H.M. Cole and D.H. Ross, ‘Photography in Africa’, African Arts, 18.4 (1985), pp. 28-29, at p. 28.   
20 J. Bale, ‘Foreign Bodies: Representing the African and the European in an Early Twentieth Century “Contact 
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There is certainly ‘something voyeuristic and scopophilic’21 about photography as a 
technology of surveillance, and despite the instantaneous nature of the information relayed by a 
visual image, photographs are, much like manuscripts, ‘far from simple objects’.22 Although 
photographs have been traditionally perceived not as analogous with experiential occurrences, but 
rather as autonomous segments of actuality itself,23 the overt linkages between the camera, the eye 
and the “I”24 emphasise the implicit subjectivity involved in both the production and reception of 
photographs. A photograph thus lacks autonomy,25 and its ‘[encapsulation] of the rational laws of 
perspective in its very function’26 suggests that the way in which it reduces a moment from the 
three-dimensional reality of the time-space continuum into a two-dimensional image leaves it open 
to interrogation and interpretation; as one critic succinctly puts it, ‘the apparent meaning of 
particular photographs is a slippery matter’.27 Indeed, it has been argued that photography’s 
capacity to impart a visibly discernible phenomenon, drastically converts such a phenomenon ‘into 
an object of possession’;28 the gaze a photograph invites is thus never without an undercurrent of 
tenure or control. Additionally, the coincidental overlap in the terminologies of photography and 
hunting (including ‘loading, stalking, aiming, cocking and clicking [which] are all appropriate 
examples of their shared linguistic terrain’29) emphasises, in my view, the violence implicit in 
photography.  

Colonial rule came relatively late to Africa, with the continent being surmounted by 
European colonial forces in the late 1800s and early 1900s.30 The coincidence, moreover, of 
photography’s initiation with the “Scramble for Africa”31 suggests an overlap between the role of 
photography and the African colonising process, as images of European-claimed land and its 
inhabitants were easily dispatched to the imperial centre. However, colonial photographs of Africa 
did not always contain the explorative trope of nature and terrain,32 and since ‘private [colonial] 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
Zone”’, Geography, 84.1 (1999), pp. 25-33, at p. 25.   
21 V. Prakash, ‘Between Objectivity and Illusion: Architectural Photography in the Colonial Frame’, Journal of 
Architectural Education, 55.1 (2001), pp. 13-20, at p. 14.   
22 I. Walker, ‘Phantom Africa: Photography between Surrealism and Ethnography’, Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines, 
37.147 (1997), pp. 635-655, at p. 635.  
23 C. Lyman, The Vanishing Race and Other Illusions: Photographs of Indians by Edward S. Curtis, (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1982), p. 29.   
24 Prakash, ‘Between Objectivity and Illusion’, p. 14.   
25 J.O. Bass Jr, ‘More Trees in the Tropics’, Area, 36.1 (2004), pp. 19-32, at p. 22.   
26 Z.R. Chaudary, Afterimage of Empire: Photography in Nineteenth-Century India (Minneapolis: U of 
Minnesota P, 2012), p. 107.    
27 P.S. Landau, ‘Empires of the Visual: Photography and Colonial Administration in Africa’, in Images and 
Empires: Visuality in Colonial and Postcolonial Africa, ed. by P.S. Landau and D. Kaspin, (Ewing: New Jersey: U 
of California P, 2002), pp. 141-172, at p. 142.   
28 D. Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing and Imperial 
Administration (Duke: Duke UP, 1993), p. 25.   
29 Landau, ‘Empires of the Visual’, p. 145.   
30 J. Parker and R. Rathbone, African History: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford UPr, 2007), p. 91.   
31 B. Harris, ‘Photography in Colonial Discourse: The Making of “The Other” in Southern Africa, c. 1850-1950’, 
in W. Hartmann, J. Silvester and P. Hayes (eds.), The Colonising Camera: Photographs in the Making of 
Namibian History (Cape Town: U of Cape Town P Ltd, 1998), pp. 20-25, at p. 20.   
32 C.G. Schillings, ‘Photographing Wild Animals’, Bulletin of the American Geographical Society, 37. 10 (1905), 
pp. 588-594, at p. 590. 
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photographs…[are] excellent and rich sources of information about both producer and subject’,33 
they are perhaps more informative about contemporary European envisaging of Africa than those 
taken by explorers.   

Although the intentions of religious and official institutions were not always concordant,34 
both missionaries and colonial officers produced detailed, varied photographic depictions of the 
continent.35 Indeed, for the ‘colonial ethnographers and historians, photography was a serious and 
useful science…imperative to the demonstration of proof’,36 suggesting that the images relayed by 
the colonisers were received in Europe as expressions of an absolute reality. Perhaps, much like the 
function of colonial and postcolonial texts, photographs of Africa at the time were seen as 
provisional of admittance to African “otherness” and culture itself,37 as viewers were and are 
immediately drawn into the colonial world of Africa. Indeed, the Western convention whereby to 
envisage peoples or civilisations becomes interchangeable with their comprehension38 perhaps 
explains the vast number of images of colonial Africa located in archives. This understanding of other 
cultures and societies through the use of photographic images emphasises the ‘role of the eye in 
establishing knowledge of the world and authority over space…[which was] a fundamental 
characteristic of Western thinking’,39 suggesting that photography aided in colonial claims to both 
the land of Africa and knowledge of it. Yet although ‘photography, Western knowledge and Western 
authority became synonymous with the real’,40 and although the colonial photograph guarantees an 
authentic historical snapshot,41 it has been argued that the camera paradoxically propagates its 
subject matter,42 insinuating that images of colonial Africa contain much more information than the 
apparent reality they attempt to portray.  

A subsequent point for contemplation is how photography relayed quotidian affiliation 
between the metropolis and its colonial outposts,43 or how photography contributed to imaginative 
constructions of the empire held in European urban headquarters.44 Indeed, that photography from 
the colonial era has been a comparatively unexploited resource for analysis45 certainly makes them 
worthy of attention. Considering, furthermore, that the British Empire was not merely a 

                                                             
33 C.M. Geary, ‘Missionary Photography: Private and Public Readings’, African Arts, 24.3 Special Issue: 
Historical Photographs of Africa (1991), pp. 48-59 + 98-100, at p. 48.   
34 M. Godby, ‘Framing the Colonial Subject: The Photographs of W.F. P. Burton (1886-1971) in the Former 
Belgian Congo’, Social Dynamics: A Journal of African Studies, 19.1 (2008), pp. 11-25, at p. 13.   
35 Geary, ‘Missionary Photography’, p. 51.   
36 Prakash, ‘Between Objectivity and Illusion’, p. 16.   
37 G. Huggan, The Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the Margins (Oxford: Routledge, 2001), p. 37.   
38 J. Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object (New York: Columbia UP, 1983), p. 106.   
39 Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire, p. 25.   
40 McClintock, Imperial Leather, p. 122. 
41 Ibid., p. 123.   
42 Ibid., pp. 123-124. 
43 C. Kaplan, ‘Imagining Empire: History, Fantasy and Literature’, in C. Hall and S.O. Rose (eds.), At Home with 
the Empire: Metropolitan Culture and the Imperial World (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006), pp. 191-212, at p. 
191.   
44 D.W. Chambers and R. Gillespie, ‘Locality in the History of Science: Colonial Science, Technoscience and 
Indigenous Knowledge’, Osiris, 15 (2000), pp. 221-241, at p. 232.   
45 Buckley, ‘Objects of Love and Decay’, p. 249.  
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geographical and political body but also an autonomously potent example of display,46 a level of the 
performance and spectacle involved in imaginative constructions colonised spaces is insinuated. It 
has, moreover, been argued that ‘the convergence of technology, capitalism and visual 
culture…unmistakably gave rise to imperial consciousness’,47 which suggests something of a cause-
and-effect phenomenon between ways of documenting the empire and Europe’s apprehension of it. 
As there was also a significant dearth of actual intelligence with regards to Africa, coupled with a 
longstanding academic dialogue on the subject,48 photography perhaps functioned as a means to 
underscore such discourse. Thus, what is demonstrated and withheld by archival colonial album 
pages perhaps ‘enables us today to measure not only the limits of [European] “knowledge” of Africa, 
but also the…perception…of African otherness’49 that prevailed in the colonial era. Since there is, 
moreover, a ‘propensity of Europeans to represent Africa according to mythological schemas that 
predate European explorations there’,50 the camera no doubt functioned as a means to reinforce 
imaginative European constructions of “the dark continent”. As Edward Said puts it, ‘imperial 
mastery [involving] white Europeans over black Africans…[and] civilization over the primitive dark 
continent’51 was a blueprint of colonial rule, and the fact that imperialism ‘itself created “ways of 
seeing” that helped shape the composition, reproduction, circulation, and consumption of 
photographic imagery’,52 suggests there was a reciprocal and interdependent relationship between 
imperial thought and photographic images generated at the time. However, just as ‘photographs of 
empty lands did not necessarily produce hundreds of white settlers…photographs of Africans in 
“savage” garb did not necessarily produce military expeditions and conquest’;53 the relation 
between imperial activity and photography was thus not always mutually reinforcing.   

Yet colonial photography from Africa ‘is typically fraught by the problematic depiction of 
subject as specimen’,54 suggesting that the violent lens through which Africa and its peoples were 
photographed contained the sinister implications of anthropologically-imbued inferiority. Since 
‘from the initial periods of tentative trade to the Early Modern period…the more common depictions 
of Africa positioned it as a place of freakish practices, beasts and violence-prone peoples’,55 this 
archive note investigates whether the camera functioned as a device through which such 

                                                             
46 D. Ciarlo, Advertising Empire: Race and Visual Culture in Imperial Germany (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 
2011), p. 305. 
47 V. Langbehn, ‘Introduction: Picturing Race: Visuality and German Colonialism’, in Routledge Studies in 
Modern European History: German Colonialism, Visual Culture and Modern Memory, (Florence, Kentucky: 
Routledge, 2010), pp. 1-33, at p. 9.   
48 S. Palma, ‘The Seen, The Unseen, the Invented: Misrepresentations of African “Otherness” in the making of a 
Colony. Eritrea, 1885-1896’, Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines, 45.177 (2005), pp. 39-69, at p. 40.  
49 Idib., p. 40.   
50 D.D. Kaspin, ‘Conclusion: Signifying Power in Africa’, in P.S. Landau and D. Kaspin (eds.), Images and Empires: 
Visuality in Colonial and Postcolonial Africa (Ewing, New Jersey: U of California P 2002), pp. 320-337, at p. 324. 
51 E. Said, Culture and Imperialism, (London: Vintage, 1993), p. 33.   
52 Gold, Review of ‘Picturing Empire’, p. 367.   
53 P. Hayes, J. Silvester and W. Hartmann, ‘Photography, History and Memory’, in W. Hartmann, J. Silvester and 
P. Hayes (eds.), The Colonising Camera: Photographs in the Making of Namibian History (Cape Town: U of Cape 
Town P, 1998), pp. 2-10, at p. 2.   
54 M. Libsekal, ‘Mama Casset and the Studio Dream Factory’, Another Africa, 12 April 2012, accessed 14 March 
2013, http://www.anotherafrica.net/tag/colonial-photography. 
55 N. Jayawardane, ‘The End of the “Colonial Gaze”?’, Africa is a Country, 21 November 2012, accessed 14 
March 2013, http://africasacountry.com/2012/11/21/the-end-of-the-colonial-gaze. 
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perceptions were reiterated and reproduced. It is also worthy of mention that whether European 
photographs of Africa were ‘conceived as ethnological data, political propaganda, or tourist 
advertising…[the] undercurrents of racism and voyeurism could run deep’,56 which implies that such 
condemning perceptions of Africa and its peoples were not necessarily confined to a singular 
discipline.  
 
Captioning in Colonial Photographs 
Bearing in mind this intimate connection between colonialism and the camera, this archive note 
explores the use of captions in ten photographic album pages of colonial Uganda dating from 1899 
to 1959, examining the manifestations of the aforementioned colonial perceptions of Africa and its 
peoples. This period coincidentally covers almost the entirety of Uganda’s colonial history, as the 
nation was ‘created out of diverse socio-political formations by British colonialism from 1890’,57 and 
gained independence in 1962.58 It is crucial to explore the function of the photographs’ captions. 
Captions have been described as ‘[adding] a further frame…which guides the interpretation’59 of a 
photograph, and they ‘[specify] one of the limitless possibilities of the picture’,60 which implies that 
the act of attributing verbal description to a visual image narrows the viewer’s focus considerably. 
Also called a rebus title,61 the caption ‘trades on the photograph’s inability to establish, of itself, the 
identity of its subject’,62 which denotes its practical capacities. Yet, despite the functional nature of 
captions, they act ‘as mediation, offer[ing] the promise of a contact between the viewer and the 
viewed’,63 and thereby destabilise the potential for impartial judgement of the image it speaks of. 
Indeed, the caption has the ability to ‘assume supremacy over the image and can divert the 
audience’s attention away from what might, at first sight, appear the central object of the 
photograph’,64 indicating the, at times, disruptive and misleading operation of textual descriptions 
affixed to images.  

Figure 2, taken in 1899, contains two images, only the first of which is captioned.  This 
caption does not contain much information, simply describing the large, European-style residence as 
‘Entebbe, Uganda’. On the lawn in front of the mansion, a Ugandan, presumably one of the 
household’s domestic staff members, stands gesturing to two lion cubs. Here, I would argue that the 
caption does indeed disturb the viewer’s focus, as it suggests that this image of an imposing house is 
representative of life in Entebbe in 1899. Furthermore, the lack of detailed description here perhaps 
assists the image in communicating this representation for itself: the colonial preoccupation with 

                                                             
56 H. Cotter, ‘Photography Review: Scenes of Colonial Africa With Racist Overtones’, The New York Times, 14 
February 2003, accessed 14 March 2013, www.nytimes.com/2013/02/13/arts/photography-review-scenes-of-
colonial-africa-with-racist-overtones.html. 
57 P.T. Zeleza and E. Dickinson, Encyclopaedia of Twentieth-Century African History (London: Routledge, 2003), 
p. 574. 
58 Idib., p. 574. 
59 Palma, ‘The Seen, The Unseen, the Invented’, p. 49.   
60 V. Signorile, ‘Capitulating to Captions: The Verbal Transformation of Visual Images’, Human Studies, 10.3-4 
(1987), pp. 281-310, p. 283.   
61 C. Scott, Spoken Image: Photography and Language (London: Reaktion Books, 1999), p. 49.   
62 Ibid., p. 49. 
63 Ibid., p. 54. 
64 Bale, ‘Foreign Bodies’, p. 30.   
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Europe’s conquering of the “dark continent” is conveyed by the situation of two domesticated wild 
animals, guided by a uniformed Ugandan, within a beautifully manicured, tropical garden.   

Figure 3, taken in 1904, is a page of five images from another album. Much like Figure 2, the 
captioning conveys little information, simply stating that this is ‘Jinja, 04’.  Three of the images 
contain traditional African thatched huts, and one is of several evidently rural-dwelling Ugandans, 
who appear relatively unaware of the camera. These individuals are marginal to the page’s 
prioritisation of the large centre picture, which contains several European-style edifices, suggesting 
an emphasis on not only the aforementioned trope of subject-as-specimen, but also impression of 
Africa’s people as bucolic and marginal to the European physical constructions.  

Figure 4, taken in 1910, contains two images. The first of these is of Sir Appolo Kagwa, who is 
named and described in the caption as ‘Prime Minister of Uganda’. His female companion is 
described as ‘one of his wives’, and both are smartly attired (she in a European dress), seated and 
hold rather stern expressions, perhaps implying their prior knowledge of the official nature of the 
photograph. By contrast, the images below (Fig. 4) depict almost nude Ugandans, all of whom are 
unnamed by captions. There is perhaps an element of hierarchy entering into the images, their 
placement and captioning: the male official, a collaborator with the colonial forces, is named and 
titled, his wife appears merely as one of his accessories (indeed, on the right of her image, it is his 
name that appears again) while his subjects are unspecified, thereby allowing their semi-nudity and 
traditional decorations to reinforce whatever preconceptions the viewer holds about Africa and its 
people.  

 Figure 5, taken in 1924, is a page containing four images. The two larger images of scenery 
are given priority, and one is captioned ‘Ripon Falls, Source of the Nile’. The two smaller images 
depict local villagers in traditional attire situated next to traditional African huts. The precedence 
given to the European-named site, coupled with the lack of captions affixed to the images of African 
people, perhaps insinuates that claiming ownership over the land through the act of naming in some 
way connotes European superiority over its people.  Figure 6, taken in 1927, operates similarly. Only 
the last two photographs on the page contain captions, one naming the ‘Nile’ and the other the 
‘Assua River’. This latter caption, particularly, diverts the viewer’s attention away from the Ugandans 
bathing in the river, focussing instead on the ownership the Europeans exerted over the land, its 
features, and its people.  Figure 7 was taken in 1961. It is a rural image of the hilly approach to 
Npalo, and in the foreground is a Ugandan woman in traditional dress. Yet nowhere in the caption is 
she named or mentioned; again, the wording only describes the site of the Rukiga Headquarters, and 
emphasises that the reader should ‘Note the contour lines of black wattle on the stony hill sides’. 
Here we find a colonial landscape narrative, wherein the African figure, despite her foregrounded 
positioning, is merely ‘part of the scenery…yield[ing] no agency over [her] surroundings’.65  

The final motif to be considered through interrogating the use of captions is the 
representation of colonial office in Uganda. Figure 8, taken in December 1959, is captioned ‘His 
Excellency Governor Taking Salute. Prisons Training Depot’. Positioned on a stage, central to the 
image is the English governor standing surrounded by colonial officials beneath a large Union Jack. 
The photograph’s foreground predominantly contains seated European women, who are smartly 
dressed with hats and dresses. In the background a number of Ugandans, presumably individuals of 
some importance, can just be glimpsed. Despite the many individuals in the image, only the 
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governor is identified, and even then he is not named.  The unambiguous emphasis not only on the 
English governor but on his role as a prominent member of colonial officialdom sets the other 
people in the image in a space of inferiority, with again a hierarchical trope of the identified white 
male official, female accessory, and unspecified Africans entering into it.   

Figure 9, taken again in 1959, is a photograph whose focus is a smartly-dressed English 
woman being given a bouquet by a uniformed female Ugandan. Its caption, ‘Mrs Melmoth Receiving 
Flowers at Opening of Industries’, immediately lends priority to the smiling woman as she takes the 
bouquet. Her married status perhaps implies she is the wife of a colonial official. The woman 
handing her the flowers is not named and can only be seen from behind while the faces and 
expressions of a number of seated English women and men in the background are in clear sight. 
Again, the caption leads the viewer to prioritise the representative of colonial administration (in this 
case, a European woman) with a Ugandan merely supplementing the action.  

Figure 10 depicts four colonial officials in military attire, one of whom is shaking hands with 
a liveried Ugandan holding a rifle. The caption reads ‘His Excellency the Governor Presenting Prize to 
Recruit. Depot 1959’, and again lends significance to the governor. Much like the wording of the 
caption, the angle of the photograph prioritises the colonial governor, as the rewarded recruit’s face 
cannot be glimpsed and his name is not stated. Figure 11 is an aerial view of Kampala city. Taken a 
year before independence, the caption is typewritten and detailed in description and yet lends 
precedence to only the ‘Legislative Council Buildings’ (which are foregrounded by the photograph’s 
composition) and the pylons ‘erected at the time of the visit of Queen Elizabeth II in 1954’. Rather 
than describing the exact location in Kampala of these buildings, or perhaps giving some information 
about the city as a whole, the caption suggests that the viewer’s focus should be located on these 
colonial architectural constructions, again chiefly communicating the manifestation of colonialism in 
Uganda. 
 
The Subject Matter of Colonial Photographs  
Many of the photographs in the colonial archives contain no captions, perhaps because ‘those who 
originally compiled the albums presumed that the people [or features] in the images were already 
known’.66 While ‘images of the empire’s racial Others travelled from…colonies…in the form of settler 
newspapers and letters, as well as in official dispatches and travellers’ reports’,67 the albums I 
examined did not appear imbued with any official resonance, implying perhaps that their 
consumption was indeed intended for a private audience. As shall be seen, there exists within these 
pages some ‘enduring metaphors, instructive imagery and compelling figures [of] colonial 
discourse’,68 a few of which can be identified as ‘the white hunter, the noble savage, the detribalized 
native…[and] the harmonious little community’.69  Indeed, the notion that ‘colonial rule operated 
smoothly in Africa’,70 with the continent imagined as a ‘quiet “backwater”’71 is certainly conveyed by 
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some of the photographs. The question that remains is what other ‘tropes characteristic of the 
colonial archive’72 can be glimpsed within these pages. 

Some of these photographs play with the trope of the white man asserting dominance over 
the natural world, and, by extension, its inhabitants. Figure 12, from an album dated 1889, contains 
a set of four images. The first is a scenic depiction of a large, fast-flowing waterfall, next to which a 
portrait of an official named Captain Burton is placed. Below these an image of a Dr Gray reclining 
on a deck chair outside a sophisticated-looking tent is placed next to an image of an African-style 
thatched construction. This juxtaposition of the untamed natural world with images of colonial 
presence perhaps suggests the visibility of the ‘white man’s prominent position in the African 
interior’,73 serving to highlight the notion of the European “taming” and conquering of the 
continent. Figure 13, dated 1915, is a set of six photographs of an orderly, tropical garden with 
neatly pruned foliage. In the top left photograph stands a Ugandan holding a garden tool, with a 
white man seated on a low wall to his right, clearly communicating the motif of the European 
ownership over the land, and perhaps its people, through the act of subduing the natural world. 
Figure 14, dated 1917, is another page of pastoral images, although this time involving the notion of 
the hunter. Two images of a killed elephant and one of several dead Uganda kob can be seen, 
suggesting again the now-familiar schema of victory over the African natural world. Figure 15 from 
1923 functions similarly. A Ugandan, complete with rifle, sits on top of a dead elephant, with three 
images of the natural terrain (one complete with a live elephant) being placed alongside.  

These photographs also give us a glimpse of the racial hierarchies at work in colonial 
Uganda. Figure 16, taken in 1901, depicts a number of smartly dressed people arranged in an orderly 
fashion on the stairs of an imposing building, suggesting that the photograph was deliberately 
planned. At first glance they all appear European, but looking more closely, several Asians are 
interspersed among them. In the background of the picture, are three Africans, peering out from the 
shutters of the edifice. Here perhaps the legacy of the ‘eighteenth century [classification 
of]…different varieties of human beings…according to the hierarchical scale of the Great Chain of 
Being’,74 in which ‘the African was placed at the bottom of the human family, next to the ape’75 is 
present. Figure 17, from 1910, perhaps illustrates this theme more explicitly: a colonial official 
stands erect at the top of a flight of stairs above a vast party of Ugandans. The photograph’s 
composition, with its emphasis on the sheer volume of the crowd, coupled with the distinct 
elevation of the white man does indeed appear to convey the impression of the racially-delineated 
rank and order associated with colonialism. As Fanon so succinctly puts it, ‘…not only must the black 
man be black; he must be black in relation to the white man’.76  

African “otherness” and the consequent, reactionary changes brought to Africa by Europe’s 
ideological and technological influences, is a further presence in many of the photographs. Figure 
18, dated 1912, is another page containing several photographs although this time they depict a 
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rural Ugandan village in which thatched huts, dancers in traditional attire and scenic images of the 
surrounding countryside can be seen. Here the sheer unfamiliarity of the African continent is 
conveyed, with its alien landscape, tribal inhabitants, and their traditional dwellings highlighting the 
“otherness” attributed to Africa by Europe.  Figure 19, from the same year, operates similarly: once 
again, the environment takes centre stage, with acacia trees, the savannah and its resident 
elephants featuring prominently. The top right photograph depicts a tribal warrior, standing almost 
nude and complete with spear.  Although this latter photograph appears posed, its contrived nature 
does not detract from the exoticism it evidently intends to portray. Moreover, the undescribed 
differentiation between this individual’s attire and that of those from Figure 18 perhaps denotes 
European tendencies to homogenise African people, the legacy of which is the ‘superficial creation’77 
of the African nation-state, in which many different ethnic groups reside under a singular national 
umbrella. 

Figure 20, from 1912, contains three images. The first is of a number of Ugandan villagers in 
traditional attire outside a thatched hut, below which are two images depicting a number of 
Ugandans, overseen by two colonial officials, working on a boat. Here, the juxtaposition of 
traditional village life with the trappings of Western modernity suggests the “civilising” nature of 
colonisation in Africa, as progress is brought to the continent in the form of naval technology. Figure 
21, from 1917, depicts a group of Ugandan military members, standing proudly in their uniform. 
Clearly demonstrating the familiarity of British military attire alongside the strangeness of several 
cheerful-looking black faces, with the ‘reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of difference that is 
almost the same, but not quite’,78 here is a communication of the “civilising” facets of the African 
colonial agenda.  Figure 22, from 1922 contrasts an image of a tranquil, well-maintained garden with 
three images of Ugandans. Two of the images containing people are of Ugandans in tribal 
adornment, while in the image at the bottom of the page stands a group of Ugandans in Western 
attire. The layering of contrast between the cultivated landscape, the tribal warriors and their 
Westernised counterparts conveys again the cultural impositions placed upon Africa by Europeans.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
It has been argued that ‘the greatest historical tragedy of Africa has been not so much that it was 
late in making contact with the rest of the world, as the manner in which that contact was brought 
about’,79. This comment laments the way in which the European arrived on the continent, complete 
with ‘intellectual baggage and a visual arsenal that served to direct his attention and filter reality’.80 
Therefore, one deduction to be positively drawn from this analysis is that since ‘Europe’s 
engagement with Africa goes back many centuries’,81 unlike the colonisation of the continent, it is 
perhaps unsurprising that photography, a relatively recent phenomenon, acted as a medium 
through which to reinforce the long-standing, mythologically-imbued European approximations of 
the continent. The question that arises is what the implications of this are in present-day 
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photographic practice. Contemporary ‘media depictions of postcolonial Africa as a space of crisis and 
lack’82 suggest that the inheritance of colonial or European imaginative superiority is still rife today. 
Moreover, despite the humanist endeavours of such photographic engagements, they are perhaps 
more ‘likely to invoke pity, rather than compassion’,83 thereby insinuating that remnants of the 
colonial consciousness, albeit with an impression of condescension rather than sheer superiority 
being evoked. One critic asks, ‘Why not focus instead on the re-emergence of parliamentary 
democracy? The flowering of the free press? The changing condition of women’84 in photographic 
depictions of the African continent today? 

Certainly, there is a ‘particular role of photographs in inscribing, constituting and suggesting 
pasts’,85 as the themes discussed through interrogating the captioning (European superiority; the 
role of names and the act of naming; the portrayal of colonial authority) and subject matter of the 
photographs (the white man’s victory over the African landscape; racial hierarchy; African 
‘otherness’) speak volumes about colonial imaginative apparatuses. Moreover, these archival 
collections have certainly been able to ‘offer insight into the importance of photography...[in] 
anthropological, administrative, governmental and “popular”’86 notions of Africa as a continent, 
since the level of thematic continuity running through those discussed here, let alone the untold 
others resting untouched in archives, cannot be ignored. Furthermore, considering these visual 
examples of colonial life in Africa ‘as a counterpoint to the theoretical speculations of metropolitan 
theorists’,87 would almost certainly have lent them considerable authority at the time, and thus 
perhaps allows them to communicate a more resonant “truth” about colonial ideology today than, 
say, colonial archival sources derived from the empire’s centres. My conclusion is thus fourfold. First, 
the archive is an excellent source for the exploration of both private and public histories.  Second, 
there is a level of continuity between the violent function of the camera and the violence implicit in 
colonial ideology. Third, photography evidently contributed significantly towards the way in which 
colonial life in Africa was relayed to the empire’s centres, acting as a means to bolster long-
established imaginative constructions of the continent, while maintaining a veneer of reality. Last, 
(and this is a topic for another discussion in itself), that despite the facts of decolonisation and the 
creation of independent African nation-states, residual traces of imperial preoccupations are 
evidently apparent in European photography of Africa today. This, in sum, suggests that the colonial 
consciousness will take some time to evaporate from Western thought. 
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Appendix 
 
All photographs in this Appendix have been reproduced with the permission of the National 
Archives, UK.  
 
Figure 1: The National Archives, CO 1069-817 
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Figure 2: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-9 
 

 
 
  



Jaya Shakira Kamlesh Madhvani: The Colonial Archives: Photographs of Uganda and European 
Imaginative Constructions of Africa 

 

117 
 

Figure 3: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-16 
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Figure 4: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-8 
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Figure 5: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-24 
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Figure 6: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-27 
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Figure 7: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-3 
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Figure 8: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-16 
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Figure 9: The National Archives, CO 1069-192-28 
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Figure 10: The National Archives, CO 1069-191-23 
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Figure 11: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-5 
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Figure 12: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-14 
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Figure 13: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-15 
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Figure 14: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-17 
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Figure 15: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-23 
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Figure 16: The National Archives, CO 1069-190-7 
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Figure 17: The National Archives, CO 1069-187-10 
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Figure 18: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-28 
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Figure 19: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-12 
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Figure 20: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-26 
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Figure 21: The National Archives, CO 1069-191-7 
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Figure 22: The National Archives, CO 1069-189-22 
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Figure 23: The National Archives, CO 1069-131-1  
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Figure 24: A 1937 poster showing the forerunner company to my great-grandfather’s 
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Figure 25: Contemporary Map of Uganda 
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Historical and Archival Interplay: Reality/Fiction, Sierra Leone and Slavery 
 

Jackie Mustoe 
Independent Scholar1 

 
There are three folios in the Clarkson Papers manuscript, housed at the British Library, that 

bear out the inseparable nature of history and fiction. Before this British Library manuscript became 
the focus of my research, my travel between archives started at the National Maritime Museum in 
Greenwich. On a return river boat journey from there, I photographed a scene that evokes the final 
lines of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899): an ‘immense darkness’2 that Charles Marlow sees 
on the water. Marlow’s words allude to the subject at the heart of my Clarkson Papers project: the 
abolition of slavery. This historical period of abolishment also pervades the private journal of Dr 
Charles Taylor – kept from 1791-1792 during his work as a surgeon in the Colony of Sierra Leone – 
which constitutes one of the folios in the Clarkson Papers. This archive note will discuss Taylor’s 
journal alongside two other pieces from the same manuscript: a ‘History of Sierra Leone’, written in 
1813 by Thomas Clarkson, and a letter from Thomas’s wife Catherine. The subject of her letter is a 
painting of the Anti-Slavery Convention (1840), an event chaired by her husband Clarkson. The 
artwork, by Benjamin Robert Haydon, which depicts the event, is currently displayed at the National 
Portrait Gallery in London. 

One of the most pleasurable aspects of my archive experience was gaining an enriched 
understanding of the Anti-Slavery Convention, for which Taylor’s and Clarkson’s writings constitute a 
tangible backstory. Haydon’s artwork is displayed on the second and final floor in the last 
passageway of the Portrait Gallery, in Room 20. This location is symbolic of the beginning of change 
and echoes the end of slavery, since the room is named “The Road to Reform’”, which evokes an 
initial stage in the journey towards greater freedom. Yet, the painting – right at the end of the 
gallery – is also symbolic of Clarkson’s work and achievements. His name acts as a marker of the end 
of slavery. As this archive note will argue, only a selection of historical realities are retained in the 
archive; many never get written, or indeed discovered. Multiple histories exist in reality, 
metaphorically behind the painting and literally, inside the manuscript. 

Granted further research space I would analyse other letters from the manuscript. For 
example, most interesting is the correspondence from Mary and William Wordsworth, 
acquaintances of the Clarksons (fols. 10, 148). These letters tell of the Wordsworths’ concern over 
the death of Clarkson’s son. Further research would allow for a discussion of their letters in relation 
to a sonnet written by William Wordsworth, “To Thomas Clarkson: On the final passing of the Bill for 
the Abolition of the Slave Trade, March, 1807”, published in 1820. Additionally, in the reverse of 
Taylor’s journal is a register of “negro colonists” and corresponding medical records, which capture 
life during this period of history. However, in the space permitted I focus purely on the intersection 
between history and fiction in Clarkson’s and Taylor’s manuscripts.  
 

                                                             
1 Jackie Mustoe read English Literature at the University of Exeter and completed an MA in Comparative 
Literature at University College London.  Her MA thesis looks at representations of recovery from 
decolonisation in Ghanaian and South African Literature. She now works in the publishing industry in London. 
Jackie can be contacted at: jackiemustoe1@gmail.com.  
2 J. Conrad, Heart of Darkness (London: Penguin, 1994), p. 111. 
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Fictional and Historical Travel: Journeys to the Congo and Sierra Leone 
The importance of the interrelation between fiction and history is recognised by Antoinette Burton, 
who writes of the ‘important epistemological break...in the divide between literature and history’.3 

There is an intimate interplay between history and fiction in the archive, as demonstrated recently 
by Owen Sheers’ The Dust Diaries (2004). This text documents the life of the author’s great- great-
uncle Arthur, who worked as a missionary in Southern Rhodesia. The text uses history and fiction to 
narrate Arthur’s life, drawing the two together to remind us that, ‘all archives are, in the end, 
fundamentally unreliable’.4 Sheers’ fiction does not portend fact but self-consciously pieces together 
parts of historical knowledge. The author forewarns, ‘this story is written as fiction...It is, however, 
based on the facts, stories, myths and tales I gathered while looking for Arthur’.5 If one accepts that 
the archive does not always deliver concrete truths, but its own stories and chronicles instead, it 
might be appreciated as an alternative narrative device that provides a complementary source of 
historical insight. 

The three folios from the Clarkson Papers I discuss exemplify this break between literature 
and history. As Natalie Zemon remarks of historical writing: ‘detail and order are needed to present 
an account that seems to both writer and reader true, real, meaningful, and/or explanatory’.6 
Taylor’s journal, with its narrative quality and captivating depictions, is an example of the way the 
archive, as history, can retain overtly fictional elements. Although Taylor’s writing is classified as a 
journal, intended to record medical notes on the colony, it actually documents his day-to-day life 
and serves more as an intimate diary. At the same time, he offers an apparently truthful account of 
Sierra Leone during great socio-political upheaval.  

As I transcribed approximately twenty-five pages of archive material – the writing of both 
Taylor and Clarkson – I contemplated not only language and syntax but also the act of historical 
writing, bound up in these authors’ texts. Their writing recalls the ‘fundamental liminality of the 
archive: its porousness, its permeability, and the messiness of all the history that is made by it and 
from it’.7 Taylor’s interpretation of the period contrasts with Clarkson’s public ‘History’. There are 
discrepancies between Taylor’s and Clarkson’s archive material that reveal each of their stories to be 
biased. The harmony of the colonial settlement Taylor describes is rendered false by Clarkson’s 
‘History’ of the same area, in which he tells of the horrific mistreatment of settlers. These folios both 
intersect with fiction and thus blur the boundary between literature and the historical archive. 
Together, Taylor’s journal and Clarkson’s letter highlight ‘history as a telling of the past, [as] a form 
of language’.8 Their writings, when read independently of one another, do not tell a story about 
their wider historical context. But the act of storytelling that exists within archives – the disclosures 
offered by a comparison of Taylor’s and Clarkson’s writings – enlightens our understanding of the 
events that led up to the Anti-Slavery Convention of 1840. Such nuances illustrate the complexity of 
the archive – as a source it does not always offer truth, but manifests within itself illusions and 
fabrications. 

                                                             
3 A. Burton, Dwelling in the Archive: Woman Writing House, Home, and History in Late Colonial India (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2003), p. 25. 
4 Burton, Dwelling in the Archive, p. 20. 
5 O. Sheers, Dust Diaries (London: Faber and Faber, 2004), p. 3.. 
6 N.Z. Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in Sixteenth-century France (California: 
Stanford UP, 1987), p. 3. 
7 Burton, Dwelling in the Archive, p. 26. 
8 C. Steedman, Dust (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2003), p. 143. 
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On one level, Taylor’s journal appears to document fact: as, for instance, in his records of 
travel into the jungle. Whilst he writes about his own movements, he also references an extensive 
imperial travel route: the transatlantic crossing. This journey in itself was overlaid on top of well-
established local itineraries: ‘When Europeans arrived on this coast, they did not suddenly propel 
untouched and isolated African localities into the wide, cosmopolitan world: a translocal sphere of 
commercial relations was already in place, and it intersected with a trans-Saharan trade that linked 
three different continents’.9 Taylor’s description of his own domestic travel in Sierra Leone is little in 
comparison to his thorough and consistent record of the arrival of European boats. Taylor references 
these vessels with ease, which suggests their presence on the African coast had become normalised. 
He records, for example, in note-form: ‘The Catherine Brig from England with provisions, suspected 
to be lost. A French Ship from Bordeaux, bound to Angola for slaves put into this river for water’.10  

Taylor’s list-like tone might convey his indifference to these ships. The omnipresence of boats 
exaggerates the presence of the Company, at the centre of which was Thomas Clarkson. 

A comparison of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Taylor’s journal reveals similarities that 
serve as reminders of the ‘discursive interplay of fiction and history’.11 Conrad perpetually subverts 
binary opposites – most importantly here the one between fiction and non-fiction (he also plays with 
black/white, light/dark, and silent/speaking, amongst others). Taylor too, challenges a male/female 
dichotomy in his non-fictional account of Sierra Leone. Taylor describes a woman whose masculine 
aura perplexes him. He meets her and ‘upon enquiry was told that she was a queen, and tho’ her 
husband had been some time dead, she still retain’d considerable authority over the natives, and 
enjoy’d particular privileges’.12 Later on, Taylor experiences first-hand the authority of women in the 
region where he is staying. On 13 March 1791, when Taylor explores the jungle, he struggles to cross 
a series of rivulets. In his difficulty he is ‘conveyed over [the water] on the back of one of these 
women’.13 Reading his ascription of manly traits, one is reminded of the way Conrad depicts the 
effeminate account of the European Company, who is apparently playful and ladylike; he resides in 
the wilderness where, ‘in the great demoralization of the land [,] he kept up his appearance’.14 

Perfectly preened, the accountant resembles a ‘hairdresser’s dummy’,15 with a complexion of 
‘faintest blush’.16 This reversal of stereotype occurs, then, in both the archive and in fiction. 

This interplay of fiction and history is typical of the way, throughout history, Africa has 
been augmented by fictional fantasies – ‘Europe’s mythologizing of Africa in general and of the 
Congo in particular means that fact and fiction overlap’.17 Crossovers do not solely occur only within 
history; fiction and reality play out in Conrad’s novella itself. Of course, historical and fictional 
interplay occurs within fiction, as Heart of Darkness draws upon Conrad’s own travels in Africa. 

                                                             
9 R. Shaw, Memories of the Slave Trade: Ritual and the Historical Imagination in Sierra Leone (London: U of 
Chicago P, 2002), p. 27. 
10 MS Clarkson Papers IV, Taylor, p. 5. 
11 K. Easton, ‘Coetzee, the Cape and the Question of History’, Scrutiny2: Issues in English Studies in Southern 
Africa, 11.1 (2006), pp. 5-21, at p.5. 
12 MS Clarkson Papers IV, Taylor, p. 2. 
13 Ibid., p. 4. 
14 Ibid., p. 25. 
15 Ibid., p. 25. 
16 Ibid., p. 25. 
17 T. Youngs, ‘Africa/The Congo: The Politics of Darkness’, in P. Hulme and T. Youngs (eds.), The Cambridge 
Companion to Travel Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002), pp. 156-173, at p. 157. 
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Conrad’s now-archived work – the documentation of his journey on board a Belgian steamer to the 
Congo in 1890 – heavily influenced his fiction in Heart of Darkness. There is a transaction between 
Conrad’s experience of reality (his travel), the historical record (his journal) and fiction (his novella). 
His fiction offers commentary on a reality which he was determined to disclose. He succeeds in 
doing so via his narrator, as Edward W. Said recognises: ‘By accentuating the discrepancy between 
the official “idea” of empire and the remarkably disorienting actuality of Africa, Marlow unsettles 
the reader’s sense not only of the very idea of empire but of something more basic, reality itself’.18 

Conrad’s disclosure of myth proves uncanny; he shows how the archive and records of the past 
serve to unseat powerful historical discourse. 

In a continuation of this, together Taylor and Conrad demonstrate how fiction and archival 
content can be used to comment upon reality. Taylor’s approach to foreign travel is typical of the 
European dominance that comes under scrutiny both in the Clarkson Papers and in Conrad’s text. 
Taylor’s and Conrad’s writings call into question the dominant colonial force. Side by side, they 
document how the Other and the European can become transposed. They show the effect of this to 
be a transition in how the dynamic of Other/European is perceived: from “native as Other” to an 
affinity with that Other and later, a realisation of the horror of white man’s behavior towards the 
Other. For example, Taylor initially distances himself from the colony in Sierra Leone but later 
expresses his similarity to the masculine female Other, as demonstrated earlier in his encounter on 
the river with a woman. In Heart of Darkness, Marlow is alienated from the feminine accountant he 
comes across in the wild and himself comes to occupy the position of Other. As a result, these 
archival texts bring the actions of the dominant force under scrutiny. The archive and fiction form a 
representational narrative of the West’s attitude towards the Other. 

These texts are also similar in their depictions of landscape, despite differing in form and 
geographical location – Taylor in Sierra Leone and Marlow in the Congo. Marlow speaks of a 
‘towering multitude of trees …matted jungle’.19 In colonial discourse, the European explorer would 
typically survey foreign scenery with the gaze of their ‘imperial I/eye’.20 Taylor subverts this concept 
as he does not comply with the colonial appetite for power – he fails to traverse the land and so 
conveys a weakening in European authority. During Taylor’s lifetime, his small-scale history might 
have been read as a counter-colonial discourse, as he does not fully adhere to imperialist 
stereotypes. Taylor produces a factual account which does not place the European individual at the 
fore. His description of the African jungle as an impenetrable bush invalidates the apparent ease 
with which colonial travelers explored the continent, although it could also be interpreted as 
emblematic of the colonial notion of the indecipherability of Africa – its inscrutability compared to 
‘civilised’ Europe. For the most part though, Taylor’s writing overturns long-held assumptions of 
authority. This illustrates how we may use ‘archives not as sites of knowledge retrieval but 
knowledge production’.21 Taylor’s writing does not act as dominant European travel discourse, but is 
a fresh and honest approach to the travel of its time. 

                                                             
18 E. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Vintage, 1994), p. 33. 
19 Conrad, Heart of Darkness, p. 102. 
20 M. L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 150. 
21 A.L. Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance: On the Content in the Form’, in C. Hamilton et al 
(eds.), Refiguring the Archive (Cape Town: David Philip, 2002), pp. 83-102, at p. 85. 
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Taylor portrays himself as a vulnerable European. On one occasion, suffering from insect 
bites and the heat, he finds himself lost in the jungle near his camp. He attempts to re-orientate 
himself by climbing a tree to seek out a path. He says, 

 
A second time I ascended a tree, but could observe nothing but 
trees on every side. Exhausted with fatigue; bathed with 
perspiration, covered with blood, and swarming with ants whose 
bites gave me the most excruciating pain, I determined to proceed 
no further, but to continue in the tree till morning.22 

 
His difficulties counteract any attempt he might make to exert spectatorial power over the 
landscape. Despite being elevated above his opposition – the undergrowth – he remains defeated. 
These calamities conflict with the typical omnipotence of the European venturer. But again, one 
could argue that Taylor is here validating himself as an intrepid explorer who faces up to difficult 
conditions. Thus, ‘We can begin...to understand discourse and reality not as opposing domains but a 
vast, interdependent archive.’23 On the whole, the folios throw up challenges to colonial discourse 
and thus enrich our current perceptions of historical periods. 

The relation of Taylor’s journal to its neighbouring parts in the manuscript further 
enlightens our view of history. Disclosures occur within the Clarkson Papers, as the reality of the 
Colony depicted by Taylor is inconsistent with Clarkson’s 1813 ‘A History of Sierra Leone’. Clarkson 
describes the establishment of a settler colony for freed slaves in 1791. The people who arrived 
there from Nova Scotia were black refugee Loyalists who had initially travelled to London following 
the War of American Independence. After they arrived in England, there was a proposal ‘to settle 
them, as free people, in West Africa. Sierra Leone... was chosen as the site for what Sharp called 
“The Province of Freedom,” a self-governing settlement of free people’.24 Clarkson depicts the 
mistreatment of settlers, who, upon arrival, were refused the land they had been promised. The 
West African coastal site, then, was a mixing pot of European settlers, newly-freed people, and 
domestic native slaves brought to the coast from Sierra Leone’s interior. This coastal site, a 
supposed new home for settlers, is analogous to what Meg Samuelson terms a ‘“cultural milieu”... a 
fluid space of currents, connections and encounters’.25 The location was marked by intersections of 
both transatlantic and domestic travel, embodying ideas of dislocation and land entitlement. These 
themes of belonging and returning-home journeys are mapped out in the archival texts and the 
travel routes that thread through them.  

The injustices which lie at the heart of Clarkson’s work do not appear to instil Taylor with 
the same fervent concern. Clarkson states that, had the settlers been given their land, they ‘would 
have looked up to [it] with pleasure as their own, and whether they had worked upon them or not, 
they must have been satisfied; whereas the non-allotment of land was a constant source of 
dissatisfaction, because it was a Breach of Promise’.26 Taylor does not often express opinion on the 

                                                             
22 MS Clarkson Papers IV, Taylor, p. 9. 
23 Burton, Dwelling in the Archive, p. 5. 
24 A.M. Falconbridge, Narrative of Two Voyages to the River Sierra Leone During the Years 1791, 1792, 1793 
(Liverpool: Liverpool UP, 2000), p. 2. 
25 M. Samuelson, ‘Re-imagining South Africa via a Passage to India: M.K. Jeffreys’s Archive of the Indian Ocean 
World’, Social Dynamics, 33.2 (2007), pp. 61-85, at p. 76. 
26 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Thomas Clarkson, p. 16. 
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well-being of natives or settlers. Yet Clarkson tells us that the settlers ‘had frequently the prospect of 
famine before them’.27 Taylor’s indifference is a micro example of the attitude exercised over these 
people by those who colonized the area initially. Whilst individual archives may contain their own 
isolated realities, multiple archival sources allow for a more comparatively accurate account of 
reality. 

It has been suggested that one should look ‘to archives as epistemological experiments 
rather than as factual sources, to colonial archives as cross-sections of contested knowledge’.28 This 
holds true within the archive, as well as for its relation to history and fiction, as folios often 
invalidate one another. It may be that ‘there is a double-nothingness in the writing of history and in 
the analysis of it: it is about something that never did happen in the way it came to be represented 
(the happening exists in the telling or the text); and it is made out of materials that aren’t there, in 
an archive or anywhere else’.29 The archive acts either to compliment or unseat history, as well as to 
discredit parts of itself. 

We have seen, then, how the archive acts as a prologue for the grander narratives dictated 
by history. Taylor’s account of the colony, alongside Catherine’s letter, which celebrates the success 
of the Anti-Slavery Convention, documents a significant passage in time – from the struggles of freed 
slaves in Sierra Leone to the success of the convention. This leads us to comprehend the long-term 
motivation sustained by Clarkson during this era. He writes in hope of disclosing the truth about the 
mistreatment of settlers and of vocalizing their dissatisfaction. Clarkson’s writing bears out an idea 
similar to David Spurr’s suggestion that ‘[i]n the description and interpretation of the non-Western 
world, it is not only the non-Western point of view that must be entertained; it is rather an alternate 
symbolic universe that must be imagined or whose existence must at least be recognised’.30 Clarkson 
not only recognises the settlers’ requirements, but expresses unease at their ill-treatment. He argues 
for a necessary evaluation of what was done against these people: ‘It remains only, that we examine 
what has been said against them since this period’31. And this remains his sole task throughout. The 
time that elapses between his report and his wife’s letter celebrating the convention prove his 
strong-will and determination.  

However, the archive retains a preliminary nature that often causes it to be cast aside 
rather than employed as a useful source. Burton, in Dwelling in the Archive, hopes for the 
recognition of that which remains subordinate in the archive. Burton states that memory must be 
recognised ‘as a constitutive, rather than just a supplemental, archive of the past’.32 Clarkson, too, 
fights against subordination, although of an altogether different kind – that suffered by the settlers 
who sit at the heart of his text. The ex-slave occupies a subaltern position that is reflected in the 
secondary nature of the archive – ‘If history is one of the central myths of Western 
modernity...memory [the archive], remains its regressive, subordinate Other’.33 Clarkson invokes the 
idea that the settler’s good manners travelled with them from one continent to another. He assumes 

                                                             
27 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Clarkson, p. 17. 
28 Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives’, p. 83. 
29 Steedman, Dust, p. 154. 
30 D. Spurr, Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing and Imperial Administration 
(NC: Duke UP, 1993), p. 12. 
31 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Clarkson, p. 16. 
32 Burton, Dwelling in the Archive, p. 26 
33 Ibid., p. 22 
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that, because the settlers were described in Nova Scotia as ‘sober, honest, industrious and 
trustworthy’34, it stands that they will be so in Sierra Leone, too. He suggests: 

 
In the present we have shown that the captains of the Vessels, 
which brought them over from thence, thanked the Governor for 
the regular and orderly conduct during the passage, and that 
Governor himself, when they were landed, presented them with the 
surplus provisions of the voyage as a reward for their good 
behaviour, and therefore that whatever general good character they 
had when they left Halifax they had brought it with them to Africa.35 

 
The concept of a travelled character creates a sense of ‘belonging in two places at once’,36 

and indeed the settlers were initially shipped, as slaves, from Africa to Europe and then taken to 
Sierra Leone. Their trip was a ‘journey without maps’,37 as they were taken captive and later set 
‘free’; their predetermined geographical fate warranted no need for maps. This mode of existence 
rejects the idea that, ‘To travel implies...the knowledge of an itinerary. It also intimates an eventual 
return, a potential homecoming’.38 The return of the settlers might be thought of as a counter-
return, with no sense of the celebration that would typically accompany a journey “home”. Clarkson 
hopes to attach a gravitas to the journey of the settlers – an attempt to set them on a path towards 
a sense of permanent belonging. Subordination proves problematic in both the archive and in 
reality. 

The third folio in the collection is a letter from Catherine Clarkson that embodies the 
positivity of the Anti-Slavery Convention. Catherine says of the event, and of the painting that 
captures it, ‘the scene was sublime and the painter had done justice to it’.39 She expresses joy: ‘The 
picture is the most wonderful thing I ever saw and far surpassed anything that I could ever have 
imagined. I regret that I did not go to see it earlier for although we staid upwards of two hours, I 
would have wished to return to it again and again’.40 Her enthusiasm forms an appropriate end to 
the archive story told by the three folios – it marks the end of a journey, from the injustices suffered 
by settlers to the successful abolition of slavery.  

History self-consciously tells its own stories, but archives contain narratives of their own 
and retain the power to enunciate the details that history might hope to bury. ‘Stories – in whatever 
narrative form – embed as many secrets and distortions as archives themselves; their telling encodes 
selective disclosures, half-truths, and partial pasts no more or less that do histories “proper”’.41 

Archives hold the capacity both to empower and to invalidate history. The manuscript complements 
history, as it generates detailed and texturized versions of reality. The allure of the archive exists as 

                                                             
34 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Clarkson, p. 16. 
35 Ibid., p. 16. 
36 D.A. Yon, ‘Race-Making/Race-Mixing: St Helens and the South Atlantic World’, Social Dynamics, 33.2 (2007), 
pp. 144-163 (p. 158). 
37 G. Greene, Journey Without Maps (London: Random House, 2010). 
38 I. Chambers, Migrancy, Culture, Identity (Oxon: Routledge, 1994), p. 5. 
39 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Catherine Clarkson, fol. 252. 
40 Ibid., fol. 252. 
41 A. Burton, ‘Introduction: Archive Fever, Archive Stories’ in A. Burton (ed.), Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions, 
and the Writing of History (North Carolina: Duke UP, 2005), pp. 1-24, at p. 20. 
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its ability to render parts of history transparent. If history is a ‘certain construction put upon 
reality’,42 then the archive is a dark underbelly that lurks beneath fabrication and threatens to 
challenge long-held beliefs. There exists a ‘certain kind of archival logic – one that is tied to the kind 
of “sequential” view of history that many archive makers and users are interested in challenging, if 
not refuting’.43 Archives repudiate the notion that history may be perceived as a linear occurrence 
and that it might be contained in separate epochs; they can be used to reveal how history verges off 
into uncertainties and spaces beyond our perception. The archive goes some way to aiding our 
journey into such undiscovered truths. 
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Fig. 1 Benjamin Robert Haydon’s The Anti-Slavery Society Convention, 1840. © National Portrait 
Gallery, London (reproduced with permission) 
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