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Memory Transcends Genre




‘Memory is the diary we all carry about with us’ (Wilde, 1899, The Importance of Being Earnest). As far as I agree with this statement, I do ponder the boundaries of what a ‘diary’ is. In this essay’s instance, I'd like to dissect the use of memory and nostalgia in historical and impactful pieces of artwork. Using art as a diary is an extremely powerful harness of emotion and experience, everybody knows of Vincent Van Gogh’s inclusion of his personal mental wellbeing and pain in his work and how his artistry acted as an outlet for his emotions, much like a visual diary. (Meryem Chagraoui, 2024, The art, pain, suffering: the masterpieces of Vincent Van Gogh) So, how else can we exchange our memories and thoughts for visual outcomes and pieces of artwork. In this essay, I'd like to contemplate the usage of art genres and movements and how they reflect the artists' memories and mental diaries. I will be analysing the contents and semiotics of two art pieces and movements, how the climate around them affected their perception of time and memory, and how they transcend the complexity of nostalgia. 
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 Dali, 1931, The Persistence of Memory

Salvador Dali’s ‘The Persistence of Memory’ (Oil on bronze, The Museum of Modern Art, 1931) was painted by using a surrealistic technique created by himself named ‘Paranoic-Critical’ (Tufts University, 2021, Paranoid Critical Method: Salvador.)
in which he would self-induce himself into a paranoid state, creating a visionary reality combined from elements of dreams and memories, reality or fictional. Dali describes this genre of his work as ‘’hand painted dream photography.’’
 Surrealism originated in the late 1910s and early 1920s, mostly lead by literary forces and the practice of Automatism, (Voorhies, 2004, Surrealism- The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

which involved allowing the subconscious to creatively run its course of unbridled imagination which carried through to the arts in which automatism often created imagery filled with symbolism and metaphors that often-depicted dreams and nightmares, the absurd and uncanny and, identity and idea of self. Dali often claimed his main inspirations to be blood and decay and often depicting objects subjected to metamorphic changes that symbolised the passing of time and change of life. (Pinot's Palette, 2024, A Guide to Surrealism: Key Characteristics and Themes - Pinot’s Palette.)
When painting ‘The Persistence of Memory’ Dali resided in Paris, which in 1931 was experiencing the Paris Colonial Exposition, (Ndiaye, P. 2022. The Colonial Exposition of 1931 | Monument du Palais de la Porte dorée.)
 in which for 6 months saw 9 million people from around the globe exhibit culture and arts from their country. Therefore, allowing Dali to immerse himself in vast amounts of cultural diversity of artwork, celebration, and traditions. Possibly inspiring him to use such metaphors in ‘The Persistence of Memory’ such as past future and present, rebirth, and the passing of time.  
[bookmark: _Int_FQt3Mld4]Dali’s claimed source of inspiration he says came from watching a piece of Camembert cheese melting before him in the sun and how it displayed the fear of idling away time and the inevitability of death, (Salcman, M. 2026. Shibboleth Authentication Request.) this theme is seen throughout the entirety of ‘The Persistence of Memory’ in its muddled mix of memory versus reality, such as in the portrayal of the three melting clocks which to me represent the fleeting past, present and future, melting and running off of the solid objects which tell us as the viewer that Dali felt as though time was moving too quickly, this allures to the idea of his Paranoid-Critical technique and makes me question whether Dali felt as though he was never living in the moment but only through his memories and imagination. This shows as a juxtaposition against the solid orange clock covered with ants, representing decay and the certitude of death. The bright orange standing as a warning hue, and the ants depicting the idea of being buried and decomposed. The actuality of the orange clock being the only solid representation of time throughout this painting tells the viewer that the only certainty in Dali’s life was death. However, when I see this painting, I like to focus on the background. The bright sea and cliffs in the far backdrop stand to me as a level of stability and realness. Although, the dreamlike hue to it makes me feel quite sad, as if Dali was longing for somewhere he can only fantasise. 
 Personally, I've never really enjoyed this painting, visually I think it presents itself as a bit muddy and incohesive. But, as I have been researching and self analysing the structure, colour and history, I understand now that possibly the disorderly nature was a point to be made; That time is never promised to us and that life can be uncertain. To me now this painting stands as a life lesson to the viewer to understand that time will not stop even if you are living through memories and the past.

 [image: ]      Hopper, 1942, ‘Nighthawks’

[bookmark: _Int_JReMzBbL][bookmark: _Int_6PcOlp3k]‘’Nighthawks’’ by Edward Hopper was painted in 1942 in the height of the Second World War. The painting sees 4 individuals in a diner, not interacting. The painting is solemn and lonely, serene yet enigmatic. The scene is based on an area in New York, Greenwich Avenue; however, the diner is not a real depiction of the area, which causes viewers to speculate whether the people or the place is entirely fictional or not. (Art Institute Chicago, 2009, Nighthawks) Hopper says, ‘’Unconsciously, probably, I was painting the loneliness of a large city’’ (Zappella, 2015, Edward Hopper, Nighthawks) which alludes to this unsettling nature of the painting and to the characteristics of American Realism. 
When realism began in France in 1840, it spread worldwide rapidly. However, as realism takes on depicting scenes as face value, The US took realism and began harnessing it to depict the past and historical events. American Realism often includes clean and precise brushstrokes paired with natural and dark undertones that often are used to express the emotions behind depicting scenes such as Wars, revolutions and depressions. American realism rejects idealisation of the past and present, focusing on the harsh reality rather than wishful thinking. A lot of American Realist ideologies reside from the Ashcan school of American Realist artwork which depicted lower- and working-class lives in New York. (Weinberg, 2010, The Ashcan School- The Metropolitan Museum of Art) The idea of incorporating and processing traumatic and depressing memories into artwork is such a useful tool when looking back on historical events as we can infer the general public's true thoughts on mass events that otherwise we learn from past government officials and news articles, which is why I felt including this artwork under the umbrella of Memory was important.
 As we know, when ‘Nighthawks’ was published, 1942 was in the height of the Second World War and a year after the bombing of Pearl Harbour in 1941 which saw 2400+ Americans killed and irrevocably brought the US into World War II. The reaction to Pearl Harbour from American citizens was a mix of widespread anger, fear and shock with many migrating overseas to non-confrontational countries. However, there was a sense of unity in grief and fury that brought a lot of American’s closer as human beings. This is obviously depicted in ‘Nighthawks’ the grieving and angry four subjects are united in the diner together despite the outside world being apart.  (History.com Editors, 2009, Pearl Harbour Bombed, December 7, 1941)
My personal thoughts and feelings within ‘Nighthawks’ reside in the choice of colour and light; I find it a very interesting colour pallet of using the stark differences of the warm brick red against the cool teal shadow, however, I can take from this the multiple double meanings behind the painting, the togetherness versus the torn country, the loneliness versus the unity. I really love the light casting from the diner to show the symbolism of warmth in human connection through darker times. The unknowingness and speculation that surrounds this painting helps the viewer deduct the idea of uncertainty in the world at the time, and the wash of lights and warm colours reflect the reminiscence of the past and time before the war. I would also like to note the fact that none of the subjects in the painting are making eye contact, this speaks to me the feeling of desolation and loneliness within these characters and how their unity does not drown out the revelation that they are alone. The painting style of the slick and untouched brushstrokes to me, reminds me of a War propaganda advertisement perhaps alluding to the viewer that people should have been spending time with each other and taking care of their wellbeing rather than sheltering in solitude. To me, this painting was Hopper's way of reminiscing a difficult past and exploring painful memories through artwork. The mix of warm and cool tones insinuate this idea as well as nostalgia and recollecting the past can be bittersweet. 

From researching both ‘The Persistence of Memory’ and ‘Nighthawks’ i have gathered the conclusive opinion that painting and capturing memory is a form of therapy. The notion of painting darker past times like in ‘Nighthawks’ and capturing the fears of the present but hope for the future in ‘The Persistence of Memory’ tells me as a viewer that these paintings symbolise personal growth and reflection of past painful eras that the artist has moved forward from and discovered that there is beauty in pain. I think memory is such a powerful tool we can harness as artists. The idea of reliving and rebirthing a moment in time through art, because it was beautiful or tragic, is a fascinating and wonderful way to tell the world that you are human. 
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