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How do we remember? 
Ashleigh Chivers
P149701

How we rely on photography to help us remember and how it can be dangerous 

Photography is our key into the past, it’s our looking glass, it’s how we remember family, friends and history. However, photography is easily manipulated, we may show a photograph that means one thing, but it can become completely subjective when shown to different individuals.
I remember my great grandmother vividly, her smile, her appearance, the sound of her laugh and her voice, yet I have never met her, but through photographs, her memory has been subsequently planted inside my own mind. It is disturbing, yet comforting, to know that you may never have met someone yet you can recall their existence almost perfectly. This method however, can become a serious problem when we reflect back on history, what was real? Are there historic recordings that have been doctored so that we only know a version of the truth?

“To collect photographs is to collect the world” (Sontag,1977,pg 1)

My first example is that of political and historic photographs that we’ve seen through history that had been doctored to show a false reality to the public.
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This is an incredibly famous photograph of former president Abraham Lincoln(left), and is still referenced as one of the most respectable images of a political leader. He stands straight and tall, proud of his country and stature, this photos intention was to demand respect and admiration from his devoted subjects. However, the photograph is not him at all, the only section of the photograph that is original is his head, which had been cleverly grafted onto the original. The original photograph(right) is of Southern leader John Calhoun;
the photograph was taken by Mathew Brady.
You begin to realize how false our reality is presented to us, the photo of John Calhoun is forgotten, it is now the famous photograph of Abraham Lincoln. This ability to manipulate image and the minds of its consumers is incredibly terrifying, but helps the higher powers to conform us to their beliefs. 
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    After the assassination of Abraham Lincoln in 1865 the United States army did not allow any photographs to be taken of his corpse out of respect, due to this artists decided to step in and create their own depictions of Lincoln. This is still to this day the most convincing portrait that was painted (Unknown artist) and during the time many people were convinced this was real. If you were to ask someone what Abraham Lincoln looked like inside of his casket, I can guarantee that many people will reference this painting, it was confirmed that this depiction was not real, but as a society we are so thirsty for confirmation and security that when we are not given a clear image and evidence of something we simply refuse to believe it. 
   We are so dependent on images presented to us, we would not function without being spoon fed images of history. This dates all the way back to Platos cave, he portrays humankind as only able to look at one side of the cave wall, behind them sits a fire and to the side of the fire puppeteers hide in the shadows who cast shapes and create noises for the cave dwellers to see and hear, they mistake appearance for reality so later on when they begin to discuss what shadows they saw they distinguish them as real because it is what was presented to them, when in fact the object used to cast the shadow is the reality and the shadow is the false reality.
   This ties in perfectly with how we remember events, whether they be personal, political or historical. If the Prime Minister broadcasted that Buckingham palace was on fire you would believe it, because at that moment and time you will have nothing else to believe. If your mother showed you a photograph and pointed to someone and said “That is your cousin” then of course, you would so believe hence forth that that person is your cousin. When we are fed a form of reality it is the first thing we latch onto until we find something that contradicts our beliefs.
“Humankind lingers unregenerately in Plato’s cave, still reveling, its age-old habit, in mere images of the truth. But being educated by photographs is not like being educated by older, more artisanal images”( Sontag,1977,pg 1)
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This one I find the most comical, during the Vietnam war many Americans protested against what was going on in Asia, however there was still a substantial amount of patriotic families that supported what was happening and with many just wanting the soldiers home to safety the media needed to pursued the public with big public figures. There were rallies and protests which almost all ended in bloodshed. This photograph introduced an entirely new narrative to the public, take a beloved celebrity amidst a national outcry and combine the two together to create a fake anti-war rally. The lengths that the media would go through to push more and more of the population to reject the war was astounding, as you can clearly see. By the media cleverly merging these two separate photographs together it manipulated the malleable minds of the public into a mind-set that if big celebrities were rallying against the war then they should be to.  

“To photograph people is to violate them, by seeing them as they never see themselves, by having knowledge of them that they can never have; it turns people into objects that can be symbolically possessed. Just as a camera is a sublimation of the gun, to photograph someone is a subliminal murder - a soft murder, appropriate to a sad, frightened time.” (Sontag,1977,pg 10)
 

My next example of how we plant memories using photography I want to delve into crime and how people are wrongly convicted because of photography. An artist by the name of Taryn Simon released a project in 2002 called “The Innocents”, the project included a series of photographs taken of wrongly convicted men on the crime scene of the case including a thirty minute documentary interviewing the innocents. The photos are incredibly heart wrenching and many of these men spent over ten years in prison, and the reason for their conviction? They were convicted based on a photograph.
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Fredrick Daye, served 10 years of life sentence for rape, kidnapping and vehicle theft.

The issue arises during a line-up of photographs of suspected perpetrators that are shown to the victim; if the victim or eyewitness is presented with a collection of photographs from which to identify their offender, instead of reflecting back on their own memory to remember anything from a scar or hair colour the victim will instead rely on the authenticity of the photographs in front of them. Usually, if the actual perpetrator is not in the collection images a victim will instead choose a photograph of someone that reminds them of the assailant, this becomes especially dangerous when the case is taken to trial. Because of the nature of our memory and our inability to find the real once we have created our own reality, during a trial a victim will then only remember the photograph they saw and the innocent in front of them, because of this the victim then convinces themselves that the person in front of them is unquestionably guilty, because they are remembering the photograph and not the event. Our brains train our eye, but our eyes hold our ability to create a snap of a moment, memory is selective, the wrong conviction of innocents can also be linked with the concept of “flashbulb memories”
   “memories for the circumstances in which one first learned of a very surprising and consequential (or emotionally arousing) event”( Brown,1977, pg 75) 
 A flashbulb memory is when a traumatic or national event for example takes place, a traumatic event would be the news of the death of a loved one or an assault; and a national event would be the falling of Grenfell tower or the death of Princess Diana. When the mind is triggered by such events, the brain creates snapshots of the smallest things in that moment, who you were with, what you were wearing, what was on the TV and what you were doing at either the time you heard what was happening (i.e. princess Diana’s death) or during what was happening to you (i.e. sexual assault, someone breaking in) These insignificant details would not be remembered if it were not for the event, hence forth it is called a flashbulb memory, as it is capturing what is normally considered irrelevant. Because of this, victims pointing out an assailant may only have the memory of their own outfit or perhaps one key thing the perpetrator was wearing or a hairstyle, of course it is easy to change what you wear, due to the victim being so traumatized during the moment they do not latch onto key details, such as key facial features but rather small things to help forget what has happened to them, this then puts gaps in the mind and leads to a false prosecution.   

“She said I looked like him, she said she couldn’t be positive but I looked she said I looked like him” (Simon, the innocents, 2002)
When we want to, we will convince ourselves of anything, especially when it links to a traumatic event, however this does not give the right to wrongly convict innocent people because we cannot recollect events correctly. Another innocent, James O Donnell who served two years, is another example. However, his experience was different, not only was he chosen based on a photograph but when he was taken in by detectives to have his picture taken, he was made to match the description! During the interview, you notice that James has short hair that’s quite frizzy with two side bangs, but just before the photograph detectives forced his hand into a bowl of water and made him slick back his hair and put it into a pony tail, he was then photographed. This then created a very false narrative, his appearance was forcefully altered, so of course the victim chose him out of the line-up and he was sentenced to two years.
“The primary cause of wrongful conviction is mistaken identification. A victim or eyewitness identifies a suspected perpetrator through law enforcement's use of photographs and lineups. This procedure relies on the assumption of precise visual memory. But, through exposure to composite sketches, mugshots, Polaroids, and lineups, eyewitness memory can change.”

  “Memento” is a 2000 film created by Christopher Nolan on the notion of memory, within the film the protagonist, Leonard, suffers a severe blow to the head which takes away his ability to remember the day before. He forgets everything about himself and his past, accept for one thing, a man by the name of Jon G, who broke into Leonards home and raped and murdered his wife. To aid with his inability to remember, he creates an artificial memory for himself where he takes polaroids of people he meets, places he has visited and evidence he has found in an attempt to track down his deceased loves killer. The problem with this method is that someone could hand him a polaroid or slip it into his possession and the next day he would have that polaroid and perceive that he had taken it, although he writes on the backs this element can easily be forged. This method of artificial memory is extremely flawed, but it is not so dissimilar to what we do ourselves.
    My point is that this film portrays exactly how we are as a society, we are given narratives through photography, we are presented with information that we believe to be true unless proven otherwise. In conclusion, we are flawed machines that depend too much on what is fed to us, we convict innocents based on our inability to recollect events clearly and go with what is closest instead, we write history books on information that has been passed down through generations, but can we trust it?  The memory is tricky, and photography can both improve and hurt how we remember events, but often it is a tool that is not used as effectively as it could be, a photograph plants a memory, just as we take snapshots with our minds, but if we cannot recall what happened, the photograph will fill the gaps with either real or false information.
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