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“Making Memory Matter”

In the framework of the seminar on History and Memory, the students from the Oral History Master participated at the opening of the international exhibition “Making memory matter”, organized by the European Reminiscence Network, and the Foundation for the Elderly People, from Cluj. The main goal of the exhibition was to display people’s memories trough personal, meaningful objects that have belonged to them. 

I would say that in Romania that was an innovative project, bringing together boxes of memories from all around the world, which inextricably interweave local and global meanings. The Romanian contribution to this project consisted in 20 boxes of memories. Every person brought some of his/her most representative objects that have had an emotional or utilitarian value in their life. At the inauguration, there was a happening performed by some elder participants. In a sensitive manner, they told us about some important moments of their lives, being in front of a young audience, including many children. There was a genuine transmission of the generational memory, therefore.

Beside meaningful objects, the boxes of memories also contained personal photographs and a short autobiography. The numerous hand-made objects included in the boxes illustrated the habitual memory, while the objects inherited from parents or from grandparents revealed us the social transmission of the generational memory.

 
Since we have learnt that in every life story there is a breach that changes dramatically  any personal destiny,  in the life stories displayed in the exhibition the breach was represented by the Second World War, which so profoundly marked the people’s life. I noticed that the stories coming from the Eastern part of Europe were more dramatically shaped by tragic events. According to the English author, Paul Thompson, the life stories are unique, but in the same time, they are representative for different social categories. Consequently, as gender features of those narratives, women tend to talk about their lives in terms of interpersonal relationships, while men describe their lives rather as a succession of conscious acts, stressing their personal role.
This statement was confirmed by the life stories displayed or told in the exhibition. Nevertheless, women excelled in preserving and transmitting memory. They presented their lives in fine details, and their boxes contained many objects inherited from their parents and grandparents.  Beside the wedding photos, there were also many images of their children or grandchildren. In contrast, the most men’s photos represented important moments and accomplishments of their own lives. The exhibits of two men consisted almost exclusively of objects connected to the military service. This confirms the statement of Thompson, who sustained that the military service is a fundamental event in men’s life. On the other hand, I noticed a former schoolmaster’s box of memories, who displayed his life like a journey from the darkness to daylight, by dividing the panel of photographs from different periods of his life, by grey and yellow backgrounds.  While the grey part contained images from the first part of his life, marked by the hardship of the war, yellow part presented the second, shiny part of his existence, dominated by photos of his big family. 

    
Beside the Romanian exhibits, there were many boxes from Western countries. I noticed that the immigrants’ boxes contained many images of their birthplace. Next to the Romanian boxes, there were several Finnish exhibits. Those ones seemed to me less personalized, representing especially workplaces: a seaport, a major’s office. In the mean time, their autobiographies looked rather like CVs, which might prove a more distant attitude toward their past. Perhaps they are present and future oriented people. 

   
Interviewing some owners of the exhibits, they motivated their participation in the exhibition as a matter of honour, and as a desire to transmit their memories to the young generation. Moreover, they stated that the process of telling their life stories had brought them closer together, thus the storytelling had a positive effect, just like Thompson sustained, referring to the therapeutic role of  life stories2.

� Paul Thompson: The voice of the past. Oxford University Press, London, 1988, p. 115.


2 Paul Thompson, op.cit. p.158.





