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Fig. 13.2 Raisa Foster, untitled life-drawing study that was upcycled by adding
layers and framing it as an artwork, 2021. Photograph by Raisa Foster, 2021.

All of the drawings I presented in the More than Human exhibition were
created from pre-existing materials. The ideas, interpretations, and
meanings of the artworks only came later. Therefore, it could be said
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that I did not produce the works but, instead, rediscovered them. After
forgetting them, as one might do with memories, I found these drawings
again and found something more in this creative process. Even though
my drawings were not explicitly connected to the stories of the project or
my own childhood memories, together with other works, they formed
the overall experience of the exhibition, in which the memory stories’
themes of body and sensibility, life and death, and the intertwining of
humanity and the rest of life were communicated through different
artistic means, reinforcing further relations and meanings in between
each other.

The video works I presented in the exhibition were created similarly
by upcycling old materials. For example, the video work, ‘“Tiny Creatures’
(Foster 2021b), was created from the footage of two videos that I found
on my computer. First, I read the memory ‘Water Lilies” (n.d.), which
tells the story of a child spending a lazy summer day by a pond (Foster
et al. 2022b). The child is observing an orchestra of bugs, bees, and flies.
She is fascinated by this miniature world, so tiny in size but so rich in

sound and visual details.

Fig. 13.3 Raisa Foster, still from a video artwork ‘Tiny Creatures’, 2021.

While I was reading this memory story, I remembered being on holiday
in Malta a couple of years ago. I was amazed by ants running across the
concrete paving in front of an abandoned hotel complex. I found the
video footage of these ants in my personal digital archive. Rewatching
this, I then remembered another video that I had filmed on top of the
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Oslo Opera House. The second film clip pictured tiny humans walking
along a shore. I superimposed these two pieces of footage together with a
narrative composed from the memory, and that is how the video art piece,
“Tiny Creatures’” was born (see Figure 13.3). Again, it could be said that
I discovered the work rather than produced it. Upcycled art was created
in this process of rediscovering the video materials and recollecting my
personal memories similar to the memory story. The memory archive
was also turned into an anarchive by making new connections through
this artistic engagement with memories and materials.

I did similar upcycling with my sound installation. The sound work
‘Which Came First, the Chicken or the Egg?’ (Foster 2021d) tells a
memory-story of a child visiting a chicken farm that was operated by her
father in Hungary (Foster et al. 2022b). When I read the child’s memory
of being afraid of stepping on the hundreds of tiny chicks on the barn
floor, I remembered the hundreds of empty eggshells stored in my attic.
I'had used these eggs in a stage performance in 2006 and another in 2010,
but I had not had any use for them for ten years afterwards. The child’s
memory of the chicken farm asked for these eggs to be recycled in this
sound work. The sound art installation involved the eggs being scattered
around a plinth to give the audience a similar feeling of risk that they,
too, might step on the fragile chicks (Figure 13.4). Again, the memory
archive was transformed into an anarchive: the memory and the eggs
together work as traces that carry the potential to evoke new relations
and meanings in between the installation and a person experiencing it.

Fig. 13.4 Raisa Foster, ‘Which Came First, the Chicken or the Egg?’, sound art
installation, 2021. Artist’s photograph.
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Conclusion

For me, art is not ‘just art’ but a transformative action at its best. To
address the ecocrisis, we need to understand our place as humans in
a radically new way. We cannot continue to elevate ourselves above
the rest of nature and exploit other lives in pursuing just our own
interests. We need to understand that there are no humans without
well-functioning ecosystems. However, adopting a sustainable life
orientation does not have to mean scarcity and suffering. On the
contrary, as we connect with others—human and more-than-human—
we can find our lives enriched through and in these rediscovered,
significant relationships.

I hope the examples of my arts-based research have shown that the
idealisation of an artist’s—or a human—task to produce novel and
original works (of art) from ‘pure’ ideas or materials can and should
be challenged. Furthermore, with contemporary art’s philosophy
of (un)doing the existing unsustainable structures and values, it is
also possible to imagine more sustainable art-making processes. As
example, in this chapter, I described how I have upcycled rediscovered
materials in my art instead of starting from mental (genius) ideas
and raw (virgin) materials, which allowed for complex meanings to
emerge in-between the materials and memories.

We can look at the conservative idea of artistic production as an
archive that aims to capture and preserve the artist’s original and novel
ideas. In relation to the childhood memory project, one may assume
that the artist has aimed to illustrate the archived memory stories as
such. However, in this project | have approached artmaking as a creation
of new connections, an ‘anarchiving’ that aims to generate continuous
relations between diverse memories and materials. I hope that this
generative process initiated by the artistic engagement does not stop
in my ‘finished” artworks. As I and others revisit my drawings, videos,
and sound works, they will function as a repertory of traces that keep
stimulating new, unexpected responses and contribute to an ongoing
anarchiving of childhood memories.
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The Tailor!

Thoma Sukhashvili

The art project “The Tailor” tells the story of my mom, Maia Sukhasvilli,
and the first flag of Georgia. The flag was gifted to my dad and was
remodelled by my mom, first as a dress, then as a bag for carrying
products. This demonstrates how a purely national symbol can become
an item for daily use.

The Flag, 1990

Your dad brought the flag in 1990. It was a personal gift from Zviad
Gamsakhurdia, who gave it to him before he became the president of Georgia. It
was said that the burgundy symbolized Georgian blood and the black and white
in the left corner represented war, pain, loss, and ethnic conflicts. Howeuver,
our family were internationalists who were constantly visited by friends of
different nationalities and religions—QOssetians, Russians, Chechens, Azeris,
Ingushetians, Armenians, and so on—this flag brought nothing to us but
ridicule from the nationalists.

1 This is a childhood memory produced as part of the Reconnect/Recollect project
discussed in the introduction to this book.

© 2024 Thoma Sukhashvili , CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0383.33
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Thoma Sukhashvili and Maia Sukhashvili, “The Tailor’, as displayed in the Finnish
Labour Museum Werstas, n.d. Photograph by Zsuzsa Millei.

The Dress, 1993

I always used to sew my own clothes. I also worked at a factory for a while until
I got married. When the war started, everything, including clothes, became
harder to find. At that time, I had already had my first child and I was very thin,
no longer in good shape. There were no jobs, so I was unemployed. While your
dad was fighting in the Abkhazia War for several months, I had no choice but to
sew a dress from the flag. I was constantly wondering and worrying about how
others would perceive it. To be honest, I was afraid that people would tell me that
I should not have sewed it and I would have felt ashamed.
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Once I took you to the doctor while wearing the dress. It was a cold day and
the doctor asked if I had anything else to wear. I said nothing, I did not know
whether she recognized the flag cloth or whether she mocked me because the
dress was not suitable for the cold weather. I could not even tell her that I did
not have any other dresses, or that I sewed this one from the flag because I was
afraid she would get angry with me. When your dad arrived and saw the dress,
he did not say anything but I could tell that he was a little bit offended. However,
he knew that our family did not have any other choice.

The Bag, 1996

Things got harder after I had my second child. He was born with two congenital
diseases. However, we could not survive by staying home. I was forced to work
outside the village, bringing and selling fruits and other products in Tbilisi.
This was how I earned money for bread and medicine. As I did not have a big
bag, I thought the dress could be turned into a bag as it was made out of durable
cloth. I remodeled the flag/dress into a bag and went to ‘Dezerter Bazaar’, using
it to carry home things.



14. Anarchive, Oral Histories, and
Teaching Comparative Cold-War
Childhoods across Geographies

and Generations

Elena Jackson Albarrin

Childhood is a normalising phase of life. Each individual’s
subjective experience becomes the baseline for establishing a
worldview and evaluating differences encountered in others. Yet
scholars of childhood have demonstrated that formative years are
often informed by political, cultural, and social trends. During
the Cold War, citizen and identity formation at the hands of state
and media influences was particularly strident. This chapter
provides a practical application of childhood studies scholarship
to undergraduate education in the context of a semester-long
project assigned in an undergraduate history course at a Western
university. Oral history projects that connect textbook narratives
with the memories of living family and community members
help to dismantle the East-West divide, generate empathy, and
promote self-reflection of the students as agents of their own
historical moment.

The year is 1962. Tensions between the United States of America
and the Soviet Union have gradually grown tenser over the coming
months, now at an all-time high since the Soviets placed missiles in
Cuba, a communist country fresh from its own revolution. People
were terrified all across America, wondering if they would be caught

© 2024 Elena Jackson Albarrdn, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0383.14
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in nuclear warfare. Although what I have just relayed may sound like
a reading from a history excerpt, I am honored to say that I know
someone who was a part of the history of this time. (Student Reflection
2022)

This pedagogically oriented chapter showcases the experiences
and opportunities of integrating the Cold-War childhood memories
anarchive into two undergraduate courses taught to three different
cohorts of students. The course ‘Comparative Cold War Childhoods’,
taught to US students in a European study-abroad program, sought to
make optimal use of the Reconnect/Recollect project and its multiple
intellectual and creative activities. The course ‘World History since
1945" was taught in a conventional US undergraduate setting to
non-history majors fulfilling distribution requirements for a liberal-
arts degree. To gain context, students in both courses studied the
construction of ideological systems and institutions on both sides of
the Iron Curtain, especially as they influenced children. These were
augmented by guest testimonies of Cold-War childhoods that belied
the propagandistic characterisation of the Other constructed in both
East and West. They participated in the virtual exhibition opening
of Kaleidoscope (2021), utilised the Cold-War Childhoods memories
anarchive, read some of the texts published in Childhood and Schooling in
Post/Socialist Societies: Memories of Everyday Life (Silova et al. 2018), and
conducted their own oral histories of a family member or acquaintance
who grew up in the Cold War, from which they extracted first-hand
anecdotes, observations, and memories that aligned with the spirit
of the memories anarchive. Students in the ‘Cold War Childhoods’
course engaged in a semester-long project, while students in the
“World History since 1945" course conducted a truncated version of
the oral history assignment.

This chapter will also emphasise the generative capacity of this
kind of intellectual model by showcasing its multiple products. I
participated in one of the memory workshops (and contributed
lightly to the anarchive), and through those relationships I was able
to conceptualise the pedagogical goals of these courses as well as
to make meaningful contacts. The student assignment, a capstone
project of the courses, intends to achieve the following pedagogical
objectives: deconstruct the Cold-War ideological binary, cultivate
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intergenerational empathy as well as intercultural curiosity and
appreciation, deconstruct childhood as a social category, enhance
awareness of historical legacies of personal and familial experiences
and migrations, and introduce critical approaches to the political
economy of childhood.

On Becoming a Cold-War Kid

‘I know we are supposed to interview somebody who grew up during
the Cold War, but I'm having a hard time finding somebody who
was alive back then.” This casual student confession made after class
cleaved a rift between us, one that I scrambled to seam back together
by gently reminding her that I was alive ‘back then’. Despite the
expanded horizons promised by a liberal-arts education, generational
uniformity on a residential college campus limits perceptions of the
human condition. Furthermore, the narrow rubric of ‘History’ creates
a false sense of distance from the people whose transformations of
identities, nationalities, economic fortunes, and political affinities
we approach through published narratives as belonging to the past.
Teaching the Cold War through collective family biographies offers
an opportunity to extend twentieth-century histories into the present.
It affirms the power of historical scholarship through oral histories
that reiterate documented observations of living through a particular
moment. And it can bridge the generational gap. As with the history
teacher who experimented with offering herself as a primary source
for teaching her students about 9/11, drawing from family memories
of the recent past provides ‘evidence of humanity in this history’
(Johnson 2021).

In fact, my own reconstructed memories of growing up at the
end of the Cold War informed the creation of the ‘Comparative
Cold War Childhoods” course, prompted by participation in the
Reconnect/Recollect memory workshop in October 2019. I had
previously not considered my childhood, spent in rural northeastern
United States, to have been marked by the Cold War, as no geopolitical
forces were evident, nor did we undergo any forced migration or
change in status. But participation in the workshop alongside a group
of international peers made me see the interconnectedness of our
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fates and fortunes. I recalled watching the NBC Nightly News, which
projected flashes from far-flung geographies into my 1980s living
room, and marvelled that I could share both a room and a history with
people who inhabited those places decades ago.

Clear snapshots from those days pieced together improbable
scenes from my fragmented memory: I remembered Samantha Smith,
a child ambassador to Russia in 1983, being pushed on a swing—by
Gorbachev? She was my age at the time of her trip, and I was fixated
on the details of her journey, but my adult memory had conflated her
trip with other snippets of news from Russia that had filtered into my
growing consciousness, allowing for slippage of fact. It was a passing
story of public interest at the time, but, in retrospect, I can interpret
the coverage of Smith’s trip—and my childhood reception of it—as
part of a publicity stunt for the warming of East/West relations that
were already beginning to take place behind the scenes (‘Growing
Up on “This” Side’ (n.d.)). Through such media outlets targeted to
appeal to my demographic, I internalised the subtle messages about
the potential dangers of engaging in diplomacy with Russia, affirming
the dual-propaganda campaigns by the US and the USSR to control
the narrative of Samantha’s ambassadorship (Peacock 2019). Not
until my participation in the workshop did I have the opportunity
to interrogate my complicity in the Cold-War project as a recipient of
propaganda.

As a historian of childhood, I am tuned in to the generational
nuances of children’s socialisation and the extent to which many of
our core identities might actually be constructed (in part) by the state,
especially in politically-charged contexts. On occasion, I have turned the
lens of historical scrutiny inward to interrogate the Cold-War conditions
in which my own childhood might have been forged by forces other
than my nuclear family and my own will (Albarrdn 2021). The lessons
learned when we see ourselves as products of historical forces can be
revelatory. I wanted to impart that self-awareness of our relationship to
the past to students of history.
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The Course: Comparative Cold War Childhoods

The course ‘Comparative Cold War Childhoods” was designed as a
mid-level undergraduate course in History for students at a liberal-arts
university in the United States. It sought to bring together historical
and interdisciplinary scholarship on the history of childhood at the
service of Cold-War history epistemology. How might we see this
global epoch that raised three generations in a different light if we
included the politics and experiences of childhood in the official
narrative?

The introductory unit of the course established the constructedness
of childhood over time, including an overview of how idealised
childhoods occupy official discourse, and divergent experiences are
marked as transgressive and marginalised from popular view. The
childhood-studies framework thus established, the course then focused
on the ways that Cold-War politics and ideologies shaped childhoods
in the First, Second, and Third Worlds. The course centred on the
similarities and differences of children growing up on either side of
the Iron Curtain divide. The chronology was split into three loosely
defined generations: the Cold-War consensus generation (1940s-50s),
the dissenting generation (1960s-70s), and the media generation
(1980s). Course themes included explorations of propaganda,
consumption and consumerism, peace, youth organisations, child
diplomacy, material culture, popular culture, and ideological
formation, with an effort to give as equal weight as possible to the ways
media and political entities constructed these domains of childhood in
both the East and the West. Students engaged with scholarship from
historians of childhood, primary-source material in the form of media
clips, visual propaganda, and commercial advertisements, and the
invaluable anarchive of firsthand memories compiled in the database
Memories of Everyday Childhoods: De-Colonial and De-Cold War Dialogues
on Childhood and Schooling (additional assigned course readings
include Bogic 2018; Dror 2016; Dubinsky 2012; Fattal 2018; Funder
2003; Fiirst 2015; Ivaska 2015; Godeanu-Kenworthy 2020; Stearns 2017;
Vavrus 2021).

The primary assignment for this semester-long course was the Oral
History Project named ‘Growing Up as a Cold War Kid'. This involved
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a series of tiered assignments, both individual and in groups, that
culminated in a critical collective biography of three generations of
Cold-War children. As a starting point, students initially conducted
very short interviews with three people who would have been ten
years old anywhere between 1946 and 1991. From this initial bank
of informants, students would each select one that seemed to be the
most promising for an in-depth interview, the content of which would
be transcribed and then critically analysed in historical context. As
students learned more content about the shape of geopolitical events,
cultural contexts, and popular references, this growing knowledge
base enriched the interview-and-analysis process. The assignment
structure was as follows:

Stage 1: Cultural Zeitgeist Crowdsourcing

Working together as a class (using Google’s Jamboard tool, a digital
whiteboard that can be saved as a PDF and used later as a reference),
students drew from the first few weeks of course readings and
lectures to populate lists of keywords that defined each generation.
They sorted keywords into the categories of Politics, Ideologies,
Organisations, and Popular Culture, trying to generate references
that were as specific as possible (brands of commodities, television
shows, names of politicians, pieces of legislature, keystone events, for
example). The platform also allowed students to import iconic images
that characterised each generation.

Stage 2: First-Round Interviews

Students conducted three short interviews with informants identified
from their family, community, religious congregation, or place of
employment. The goal of this stage of interviews was to identify a
subject who had enough specific memories or anecdotes from their
childhood, and willingness to engage in the interview, to supply
material for discussion and analysis in the context of the cultural politics
of the Cold War. Ideal subjects were effusive, had many stories to tell (or
demonstrated interest in indulging in childhood memories prompted
by the line of questions posed by the student), or were inspired by the
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initial interview to talk to a friend or dig out a photo album to enhance
the memory.

Prior to conducting these interviews, students read Oral History
(2022), a brief guide published by the University of North Carolina
Chapel Hill, which prepares students for the ethics, methods, and
structure used by oral historians. As per these recommendations,
students filled out a worksheet for each interview subject that
included confirmation of oral agreement to participate in the project,
identification of the generation that most aligned with their childhood,
a list of questions asked, an evaluation of the interview subjects’
responsiveness, and comments on the viability of the informant as
a subject for the final project (informants had the right to remain
anonymous, if they chose, and students could assign a pseudonym).
Based on the worksheets, students submitted a rationale for their final
selection.

Stage 3: Group Development of Final Interview Subjects and
Themes

Once again as a class, taking into consideration the responses garnered by
the first-round interviews, and drawing from the wealth of detail found
in assigned readings and lecture materials, students developed a list of
categories, themes, and sample interview questions that corresponded
to each generation. These were not intended to be prescriptive but,
rather, to create a bank of common experiences that characterised each
respective generation in order to give the interview subject a starting
point from which to share their memories. Sample interview questions
might not resonate with some, while unleashing a torrent of memories
from others. Some interview questions were: how did your school react
to political events (assemblies, policies, codes, or curriculum)? What did
you think/hear about the Black Panther party? Were you afraid of being
drafted for Vietham? What was the gender dynamic in your family?
Did you drink milk? Was there any point at which you were afraid of
radiation? Was there a moment when you or your parents started to
distrust the government? How did you view ‘the Other” (Russians, or
some other Other)? Was religion a defining factor in your childhood,
and what bearing did that have on your political beliefs?
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Stage 4: Follow-Up Interview

Using the class-generated interview questions as a baseline, students
followed up in a longer-form interview with their selected subject.
These interviews were conducted in-person, over the phone, via online
conferencing, or, in some cases, through a series of email or even
text-message exchanges. Students submitted the transcript of the full
interview, including questions asked, with editorial clarifications as
needed. This oral history transcript served as the primary source material
for the final written analysis. I submitted comments on the transcript
indicating areas in the interview that lent themselves to analysis or that
needed clarification in footnotes.

Stage 5: Written Oral History Draft

This draft included a preface of a brief biographical paragraph
identifying the oral history subject (or pseudonym) and relevant
information about their age, geography/nationality, social class (if
stated), and the general conditions of their upbringing. Following
this was the entire interview transcription, including questions
asked, lightly edited for clarity where needed, in first-person
narrative style, with complete sentences that retained the tone of
the answers given. Students used footnotes to annotate, in their own
words, when clarifications or fuller historical context were needed to
explain the meaning of a reference. If they made a passing mention
of a significant historical event, name, industry, organisation, or other
item of interest without explaining it, this helped clarify things for
the readers.

Following the bio and transcript, students conducted a two-to-
three-page analysis of the oral history. This was a reflection on the
underlying political, social, economic, or cultural tensions that
affected this person’s childhood, informed by our assigned readings
and class discussions. They made specific references (citing their
sources) and used their interview to demonstrate how the subject’s
childhood seemed either to be a product of the times described or to
depart significantly from that usually assigned to their generation
in the mainstream narrative. An important comparative aspect to
this project was in finding a memory in the anarchive database that
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they could draw into conversation with their interview subject’s
childhood narrative—these could be similarities or differences, but
the observation had to be developed around a common keyword or
reference point.

In the analysis, they considered the questions: What seemed to
be the values held by this generation, and how and where were they
reinforced? How did Cold-War narratives, rhetoric, propaganda, or
material circumstances inform this person’s worldview? How does
their experience, or their perception of their experience, compare with
others of their generation? Compare with the Memories of Everyday
Childhoods database to find contrasting experiences for your analysis.
How do your experiences (international travels, reading firsthand
accounts of other childhoods, learning more about the mutual
propaganda machines constructed by the First- and Second-World
powers, etc.) help you to understand this person’s childhood in a
broader historical context?

The project concluded with a bibliography of all works cited and
sources referenced.

Stage 0: Peer Review

Students uploaded the complete draft (including bio, transcript,
analysis, and bibliography) to a shared drive, and each was randomly
assigned to conduct peer reviews of two other project drafts. Students
read the transcript and analysis for clarity, but more importantly,
they looked for opportunities to deepen the analysis. This was an
opportunity for students to demonstrate what they had learned about
the nuances of each Cold-War generation or, perhaps, the cultural
differences that might distinguish one childhood from another. They
could comment on similarities with their own interview subjects’
stories (finding commonalities that reinforced certain arguments about
identity formation as a generational process) or remark on unexpected
differences (cautionary tales to avoid falling into causational
arguments). Students reminded each other of the connections between
these family histories and the national narratives we studied in class,
enhancing the collective process of applying learned material to the
project.
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Stage 7: Cold-War Childhood Memories Class Database

Using the Memories of Everyday Childhoods anarchive as an inspiration,
students identified passages in the original transcript that could be
excerpted as Cold-War childhood memories, evocative of a historical
moment without requiring further explanation or context to interpret
them. The final product was a collective memory database that
represented a cross-section of the class’s relationship to Cold-War
histories, whether through family heritage or an affective tie to a kinship
network (a neighbour, employer, or other member of the student’s
community). These memory-stories were compiled anonymously in
a shared drive, with only a list of keywords as titles or introductions.
Following are a few examples:

Catholicism, Religion, Prayer, School, 60s, USA

I remember we would take time out of our class day to pray every day for the
conversion of Russia’s citizens to Christianity. Every day in class we would
take time to do that.

Malaysia, USA, Propaganda

I saw that on tape delay at the US Embassy because a country on the equator
does not air the ice hockey games. We went to the embassy and they had a big
party to watch the game. In order to go to the Embassy you had to be invited.
They had this program called USIS in which you could check out documentaries
and films on US things and watch them. Part of the propaganda to promote US
culture. This program was promoted by the American government and anyone
could participate, not just US citizens. My dad would rent movies on a Friday
night.

Hockey, Memory, Russia, Olympics, Ohio, USA

I played hockey that morning of the game that we beat the Russians (it was a
night game), and we still had to win the gold against Finland. That one was
a morning game at around 10 am and after we won, we ran out and played
hockey that day. You'd sling your skates around your neck with the shoestrings
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tied and skates banging the whole way. I remember almost RUNNING the
whole 10 minutes it took to get to the frozen lake to play hockey! ... The
Soviets were always messing with the rules trying to tilt them and cheat or
do something. And the big thing was that all our best athletes were pros, so
they were playing for money. But the Russians didn’t believe in any of that,
ya know, the whole collective and nobody makes money, and so all of their
best players would play for the national team. So, it was our college kids vs.
the best players in the world! We definitely wanted to beat them bad and my
friends and I talked about how stupid and unfair it was, so that’s why we were
so happy when they won.

Stage 8: Final Oral History Project

Students incorporated edits from my draft reviews, and the comments
from the two peer reviews, to make any corrections and enhance their
analysis of the interview according to the following suggestions:

Bio. Is the biographical preface descriptive enough to provide
necessary background and context? Is the interviewee’s age and
generation clearly defined? Are other relevant characteristics presented
(geographic location, urban/rural upbringing, socio-economic status
or class, political or religious tendencies in the family, etc.?). Not all of
these are relevant for each interview, but in some cases a description
of characteristics not explicitly brought up in the interview help to
contextualise comments or observations made.

Interview transcript. Is the transcript written clearly and does it
accurately reflect the voice and tone of the interviewee’s responses? Be
sure to add in clarifications where needed. For example, if an important
word or phrase is left out and you need to include it for clarity or to
make the sentence work better grammatically, you can add words or
phrases to the transcript [in brackets]. This signals to the reader that
you, the editor, have added something for clarification. Do you need
to define a person, place, or thing mentioned in passing so that the
reader gets the reference? This could be a reference to a last name, or a
political figure, or a local eatery, or a favorite toy, or a family member.
Add a footnote and include your own explanation for the reader.

Analysis. Place this person’s childhood, as described by them in their
own words, in the context of the comparative Cold-War childhoods that
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we have been studying this semester. Is this person’s experience typical
of their generation, or do their stories and memories depart from the
expected characterisations of how they grew up? Are there surprising
similarities or differences from the experiences of their peers in the US?
Or in the USSR/Eastern bloc? What are some of the broader political
and social events, discourses, or themes that defined their generation
on the national and global scale, and how can you see those playing
out in their everyday experiences? In this section, I'm looking for lots
of comparative work. To do that, bring in as many specific examples
from class readings, film clips watched in class, propaganda posters,
documentaries, socialist memories websites, etc. as you can find.
Consult the syllabus and class notes to review the materials that we
have covered. Review the insightful comments from the peer review
in our shared drive. Cite specific page numbers when you have them.

Bibliography. Please include full bibliographical citations of all
materials consulted, both assigned class readings and any external
sources that you might have used.

Demographics and the Master Narrative

The student-body demographic for this class, including but not
limited to their national and ethnic heritage, has implications for
the conclusions we draw from the oral histories to create a collective
biography. This midwestern, public university in the United States
is a Predominantly White Institution (PWI), a feature that scholars
have observed to be detrimental to pedagogies that introduce
cultural diversity (Morales and Raible 2020).! Not surprisingly, a vast
majority of students’ interview subjects overwhelmingly bear out
the demographic breakdown of university enrolments, representing
white, rural, Judeo-Christian families in the Midwest. At first glance,
the content of the interviews reveals uniform childhoods: private
Catholic education, military service, Boy or Girl Scouts membership,
‘Duck and Cover’ drills in school, uninterrupted education, and
economic stability consistently appear in individual stories across the

1 Fall 2021 enrollment data for Miami University identifies 76.6% of the student
population as white, 4.9% Hispanic/Latino, 4.0% Black, 4.0% multi-racial, and 2.5%
Asian. www.miamioh.edu/diversity-inclusion/data-reports/index.html.
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three generations. Cold-War memories invariably honed in on the
moments of prolific media coverage: the Cuban missile crisis, Vietnam
War footage, Reagan’s speech at the Berlin Wall, the fall of the Berlin
Wall. Reading each other’s oral histories, twenty-first-century students
with personalised algorithmically curated media playlists marvelled
at the common cultural references of their parents’ and grandparents’
entertainment programming: Father Knows Best, the Rocky franchise,
and Rocky and Bullwinkle all received multiple unprompted mentions in
the childhood reminiscences.

It might be tempting to paint the Cold-War generations in the West
with a single brush, pointing to these cultural trends as evidence that
state and media interests successfully constructed the childhoods
that they idealised. Yet doing so would fall into the same trap as
those who crafted the hegemonic Soviet childhood narrative: ‘the
predominant descriptions of the region often employed the framework
of totalitarianism and discussed socialist countries in monolithic terms,
highlighting the dichotomies between East and West’ (Piattoeva et al.
2018, p. 3). Foregrounding childhood memories of the Soviet era have
demonstrated both an appreciation for nuance and diversity across
the socialist landscape and the power of the everyday in revealing
that children are more than just ‘passive receivers of societal norms’
(Piattoeva et al. 2018, p. 4). Much as the post/socialist memory workers
sought to dismantle the single story of Soviet childhoods, our stories
help us to question the story the West has constructed about itself in
diametric opposition to the Soviet childhood trope. A critical analysis of
our informants’ stories of growing up in the West unearths a wealth of
details that reveal children as more than simply constructs of a national
propaganda machine. Their stories reveal independent thinking and
sentiments of dissent.

The apparent demographic uniformity might also suggest
homogeneous worldviews, but a closer look at the interview
subjects’ intersected lives reveals a host of international experiences,
diverse national or ethnic heritage, or affective ties to other cultural
traditions. Informants traced their Cold-War memories to Israel and
Palestine, Russia, Germany, and Malaysia. They married, lived next
door to, served alongside, shared a dorm with, or befriended people
from India, Croatia, the segregated South, Cubans, Jewish people,
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Vietnam veterans and anti-war protestors alike. The diversity of
individual stories belies the narratives of whiteness and American
exceptionalism that prevail in this part of the country and that the
students have internalised as part of their latent identity formation.
Personal stories of hardship also challenged the perception of the
student body as coming from affluent backgrounds or as beneficiaries
of generational wealth. This assignment offered them a rare
opportunity to interrogate the unstable constructs of whiteness and
US national identity.

The quietheterogeneity of our collectivebiography notwithstanding,
students did note the surprisingly strong trends that marked each
generation. For subjects who grew up in the 1940s-50s, their negative
assessment of ‘communism’ and ‘Russians’ and supportive stance
regarding US military operations in places like Korea and Vietnam
were less likely to have undergone meaningful revision over time,
suggesting the socialising power of the first wave of Cold-War
educational propaganda. For those coming of age in the 1960s-70s,
a political reawakening seemed to mark the generation, as they
expressed sympathy with or involvement in Civil Rights activities and
anti-war protests. And for those who grew up in the 1980s, the popular
and material cultural references resounded in the form of conspicuous
consumption (or aspirations to shop) in a world in which capitalism
seemed poised to prevail over the version of socialism purveyed in
movies and television. A discussion of these observed generational
trends led us to draw two conclusions: first, the Cold-War publicity
machines achieved a measure of success in constructing childhoods
(or inciting generational pushback); and second, a more diverse
student body (national, ethnic, racial, or religious) would yield a
much more nuanced story about the construction and breakdown of
the Cold-War consensus. Within our group, we had no representation
of the Third World or the Global South, a striking omission for this
era of world history, as scholars are working to put the majority of
the world’s population more meaningfully into the Cold-War narrative
(Prashad 2007).

Another important conclusion drawn from this assignment
was that, regardless of the ideological conformity observed at peak
moments of geopolitical tensions, many interview subjects who
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confessed to prejudices, bias, or extreme political positions in their
youth had since moderated their stance. The capacity for evolution
in political thinking is not one of the official narratives of the Cold
War—the reification of a diametrically opposed East vs. West and the
intransigence of thinking on either side. But one student interviewed
their mother—described as an intelligent, independent thinker who
did not subscribe to a political position—and expressed surprise at
her admission that, as a child, she had hated Russia and communism.
The mother’s self-awareness allowed her to acknowledge that she had
fallen sway to a propagandistic media landscape, but her distance from
that now provides anecdotal evidence that the totalitarian socialising
aims of the state need not have a permanent grip on the ideological
formation of its citizens.

The Value of Seeing Ourselves in History

Experimenting with oral history as a tool for teaching the Cold
War has the obvious benefit of allowing students to see the legacy
of historical processes, conflicts, propaganda machines, policies,
and migrations in their own lives. But the framework of childhood
adds another dimension to the pedagogical possibilities of such an
approach. Here, I discuss the tacit conclusions that could be drawn
from the surprising commonalities and divergences that these
interviews yielded.

The Cold-War era provides a particularly suitable laboratory for
examining childhood—the stark binary worldview set forth on the
ideological plane disproportionately implicated children as subjects,
objects, and agents (Levison et al. 2021). Images of children served
as powerful propaganda fodder within the two spheres of influence,
especially in the early years of the Cold War, inciting individuals to
contribute to the consensus solicited by their respective state. By the
1960s, though, Cold-War dissenters mobilised images of children
abandoned by society to critique the Cold-War narrative, leading to a
breakdown of consensus (Peacock 2014, pp. 5-7). Testaments from the
oral histories revealed undeniable evidence of ideological indoctrination,
especially for the first Cold-War generation. Classrooms, youth
organisations, and religious communities all served as laboratories for
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the politicisation of children, leaving indelible impressions about good
and evil on young minds that withstood the ideological challenges posed
by later generations. Students expressed surprise when interviewing
family members of an older generation that some of the antiquated
anti-Russian, anti-Communist vitriol still echoed in their twenty-first-
century ruminations.

But a closer look at the ways that the memories departed from the
expected patterns of generational identity formation reveals more
about what a lens of childhood can tell us about conventional Cold-War
wisdom. In the US, the narrative of Western affluence was constructed
against the image of Eastern austerity. But several students’ interview
subjects relayed stories of childhoods in rural Kentucky, or Appalachian
West Virginia as being completely disconnected from consumer
capitalism, relying on a community-sustenance economy premised on
collectivism and reciprocity. Even though suchlivelihoods modelled the
socialist ideal much more than the capitalist one, the children growing
up in those circumstances did not use such ideological frameworks
to politicise their childhoods. Invention born of scarcity defined their
‘normal’” American childhood, out of the mainstream by any definition.
Such childhoods, considered in the halo of post-Cold-War validation
of a narrative in which capitalism vanquished communism, affirmed
an American ethos of ‘pulling oneself up by the bootstraps.’

On the other hand, as consumer culture accelerated in the latter half
of the Cold-War, children expressed agency through their economic
behaviour, quietly exerting powerful influence through actions that
often fly under the radar of historians because of how children have
historically been coded as dependents (Sosenski Correa 2012). Children’s
persistence and creativity in acquiring a desired object seems to be
universal. Evidence of children’s conspicuous consumption practices in
the West, compared to the kulturnost ethos of consumption in the East,
or the steady filtering of Western goods into places like Yugoslavia and
late-socialist Poland that straddled the Iron Curtain, all reveal children’s
consumption as a normalising factor that elides the constructed cultural
differences between communism and capitalism (Burrell 2011; Drakulié
1991).

The lens of childhood helps us to dismantle, or at least contextualise,
Cold-War narratives. Ruling Cold-War officials continued to think
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of children unilaterally as products, proof, or assets in political
machinations. Yet historians of childhood know that children as
subjects, objects, and agents continue to respond to material and
ideological forces in diverse ways. A look at Cold-War history
subverts the power dynamic of the story—the causational forces, the
socialising institutions, and the material conditions artificially created
by state decisions fall to the background—and, through children, we
see the nuances of history, the subjectivity of human actors, and the
permeability of the Iron Curtain.

When asked to reflect on the exercise, students expressed
appreciation for the opportunity to ground their own family histories in
the context of the drier textbook narratives. One student remarked that,
prior to the class, they felt no connection to history; after interviewing
their grandfather who lived through the Cold War, they began to see
themselves as a historical actor as well, living through a pandemic and
controversial presidential election that would mark the pages of future
history books.

Students gained empathy for historical subjects, having a better
understanding of the contexts that led them to make unsavoury choices
or hold untoward opinions. One grandmother conveyed a second-hand
story of a friend who had served in the Vietnam War, and the emotional
impact of that story held enough power to transmit feeling across
generations and continents. Another student’s mother travelled to
Russia in the late-1980s as part of a People-to-People child-ambassador
exchange, and the student was astonished to hear her mother describe
the architecture of the Hermitage, the colour of the sky, and the
flavours of the food of a country that usually only entered the American
imaginary as the ‘evil empire’. As her mother recounted her journey
from decades past, she realised that nobody had ever asked her about
how this exchange shaped her as a global citizen—not her parents, not
her teachers, not her partner—until she had been prompted to reflect
on her child ambassadorship in the context of Cold-War geopolitics.
She was able to articulate her childhood experiences as part of a
transformational moment on the eve of the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, giving her the opportunity to historicise her own experiences.

For Western students, especially those in the United States, the Cold-
War narrative has rarely been dismantled or questioned by previous
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generations of their families. It was accepted as fact. Learning to read
personal testimonies comparatively, against the official history and
alongside the anarchive memories of counterparts from across the Cold-
War divide, allowed students to read their own family histories critically,
and ultimately helped them to see themselves as both constituted by, but
also free from being tethered to, the historical forces that inform their
own lives.

Reflecting on history through the lens of their family member’s
youth made students consider themselves as historical actors living
through a significant moment of their own. They noted that future
historians—or their own children conducting oral history projects?—
might look back at Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, or contested
presidential elections as significant junctures in history’s trajectory.
‘There are so many stories in history that don’t get told because people
just don’t ask,” reflected the student whose mother had been a child
ambassador to Russia:

The fact that she went abroad when she was younger than me
makes history feel so close, like my mom is only in her 40s but she went
to the Soviet Union during a period of tension and change that ended
up being crucial historically, and she didn’t know that at the time.
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Pink Flamingo'

Tveta Silova

It was supposed to be a very ordinary spring morning in Stucka, a small town
in Soviet Latvia named after Lenin’s communist friend Petr Stucka. It was
1982. The statue of Stucka was towering on the town’s main square, which
was curiously located not in the center, but on the edge of the town by the river.
In less than a decade, the town would be renamed Aizkraukle, after the 14th
century Livonian Order castle, the ruins of which still remain there. And Petr
Stucka would be gone.

The girl lived just a few blocks away from the square, in a 9-story "high rise’
apartment building by the riverside. Every morning she would get up and look
outside the window—the river was usually gray and gloomy, but sometimes
deep blue and playful. She could see the forests growing alongside the river, the
concrete blocks fortifying the river dam and shores, and the hydroelectric station
in the distance. The girl liked observing the subtle changes in the river—its
colors and moods. Looking from the fifth floor down, the dominant colors were
gray in the winter, with the sprinkling of white when it snowed. In the spring
and summer, different shades of blue and green mixed together and brightened
the morning color palette. Greeting the river was a morning ritual, marking the
beginning of another day.

One spring morning, something entirely unexpected happened. As the
girl looked outside the window to greet the river, the colors were all mixed up!
Amidst the gray and blue and the budding green, there was a bright pink spot!
What could it be? How confusing! The girl’s mind was racing trying to figure
it out. It took a few minutes. Flamingos! The girl could not believe her eyes. She
knew they did not belong there. She saw flamingoes on TV before, watching

1 This is a childhood memory produced as part of the Reconnect/Recollect project
discussed in the introduction to this book.
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the ‘Around the World” program, and she read about them in children’s books,
including her favorite Alice in Wonderland. But here? In her own town?! How
could this be?

Excited, she called her parents and grandparents. She then ran to get her
friends. Skipping breakfast, they rushed down to the river to greet the surprise
visitors. Soon the entire town was buzzing with the news of the visiting
flamingos. Children and adults were coming to greet them, take pictures, or
simply stand quietly nearby observing the birds. And flamingos greeted people
back, gracefully nodding their long necks. Visitors from another world.

It always remained a mystery—awhat were the flamingos doing there in a
small Soviet town? How did they get to the girl’s river? And why? And would
they ever come back again? Staring outside the window every morning, the girl
kept looking for new shades and colors to appear again.



15. Connecting Across Divides:
A Case Study in Public History of the
(E-)Motion Comic ‘Ghost Train—Memories

of Ghost Trains and Ghost Stations in Former

East and West-Berlin’

Sarah Fichtner and Anja Werner

In this chapter, we describe the process of—and reflect on our
experiences with—creating the collaborative, international
motion comic ‘Ghost Train—Memories of Ghost Trains and
Ghost Stations in Former East and West Berlin’, which is based
on memories that we shared in a Reconnect/Recollect project
workshop. During this workshop, Sarah Fichtner shared her
West Berliner childhood memory of accidentally riding an
underground train through ‘ghost stations’ of East Berlin. In turn,
Anja Werner recalled a scene from her East German childhood of
when she actually heard such ‘ghost trains’ rumbling underneath
an apartment in East Berlin. From the experience with our motion
comic, we gather that motion comics, because they are pieces
of art, can add additional layers to history work. They do so by
working with and addressing emotions, thus becoming (e-)
motion comics as they connect people through memories across
divides, time, and space.

In collective-biography work, memories may connect persons, themes,
and material things or objects. Objects referenced in memories connect

© 2024 Sarah Fichtner and Anja Werner, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0383.15
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people through their materialities, such as a bed that one person sleeps in
and another one makes, or a train that one travels on and the other hears
going by. It is almost as if, through these objects, one person becomes
a participant in another’s memory and, thus, earlier life. The memories
complement one another, thus allowing remembering participants to
come to terms with them by encountering another person’s recollections
of the same objects or events.

This effect is not limited to the two people sharing their memories
but also transfers to those who are listening to the memories or watching
the outcome in the form of a motion comic. Authors and audiences may
enter into each other’s experiences through tangible means, thanks to
an ‘absent presence’ (Mazzei 2003, p. 27). They thus create connections
even across divides, time, and space, deepening our understanding of
situated perspectives through shared memories.

In working with shared memories, visual media—in contrast to
texts—offer different representational possibilities and modes of impact:
They directly draw us into the story, make interconnections tangible and
give ‘data’—in our case, memory—a face, a voice, and a feeling. Visual
media thereby present an easily accessible form of knowledge transfer
that is far from being unidirectional.

In this chapter, we describe the process of—and reflect on our
experiences with—creating a collaborative, international motion comic
‘Ghost Train—Memories of Ghost Trains and Ghost Stations in Former
East and West Berlin’ (Fichtner and Werner et al. 2020). In four sub-
sections, which are devoted to the processes of connecting, transforming,
collecting, and transferring, as well as a concluding section of reflecting,
we address the following questions: How is a connection created
through a remembered material thing, here, the train? How does your
own story become the story of others when it is translated into pictures
and different languages? What happens as it takes on a life of its own?
What kind of reactions does this trigger in recipients from near and
far and across generations? Last but not least, what potential does this
experience offer us for educational memory work—a form of Public
History—across and about divides, allowing viewers to grasp the absent
presence of others in all our lives?
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Connecting Through Remembered Things in Shared
Memories: How it All Started

The motion comic ‘Ghost Train—Memories of Ghost Trains and Ghost
Stations in Former East and West Berlin” is based on childhood memories
that we shared in September 2019 in Berlin during a workshop organised by
the Reconnect/Recollect project.! Sarah Fichtner shared her West Berliner
childhood memory of accidentally riding the underground train through
‘ghost stations’ of East Berlin when she was trying out a different and
unknown way home from school. Here is a snippet of her memory story:

At Kurt Schumacher Platz in the West, the girl enters the L6 with her friends.
For the first few stations she enjoys the ride. She feels independent and grown
up. But her joyful and proud laughter stops abruptly when the train does not
stop anymore. It passes through numerous, dimly lit, dark and empty ‘ghost
stations’ that look like construction sights. Passing through those stations
the train slows down. It does not stop. In the tunnel it regains speed. The girl
panics. She realises that they are in the East: Even more disturbing: They are
underneath the East. One of her friends starts to cry, wondering if they will
ever get back to their parents. Is the train really taking them to their home
destinations? Will they have to stay in the East? There are other passengers, but
this does not prevent the children from feeling lost and alone.

When she had finished her story, a woman whom she had not known prior
to this workshop, Anja Werner, recalled a scene from her East German
childhood. Here is a snippet from Anja’s memory story—with her family,
she is visiting friends in East Berlin and finds herself alone in a room:

There’s another one of those white Mohair rugs on the floor in front of the desk.
She yawns. Why not lie down now?

As she’s lying on the floot, she can suddenly hear a sort of rumble coming from
below. Just a short rumble—and gone. Silence. She holds her breath, waits... there it
is again. She doesn’t know what that rumble is. Is she scared? No, just wondering.
There it is again. And another. Always a brief interval of silence in between. The
girl darts to her feet and runs to the living room. What's this rumbling noise? It's a
short rumble, then it stops, and after a while there’s another one. What is it?

1  The motion comic was realised thanks to the generous support of the Kone
Foundation, Finland, which financed the Reconnect/Recollect project.
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During the workshop, we juxtaposed our two memories, so that the
audience learned simultaneously what the two girls inside and above
the train felt and thought.

It was fascinating to experience how our two memories joined
together, how we became part of each other’s memory by telling them
jointly from two situated perspectives, from two sides of the Berlin Wall,
and focusing on the same ‘thing”: the underground train. This train in
its Western materiality can be understood to symbolise mobility as well
as adventure but, with it, also the fear of border crossing. The absent
presence of the train(s) in the East simultaneously stands for structural
immobility that is being confronted with the powerful imagination of
children and, thus, is resolved in a soothing way. Anja remembers:

I was very much surprised and delighted to hear Sarah'’s story. So, I got
up to talk about my mirroring memory of when I actually heard such
‘ghost trains’ rumbling underneath an apartment in East Berlin. Having
both stories side by side felt like finally seeing the complete picture,
and that to me personally felt soothing in some ways. It was like truly
re-uniting the country by uniting our memories and making sense of
them as a whole.

Intuitively, we both knew that this had to be captured in the form of
a joint story. It was equally clear that this story needed a livelier and
more emotional medium than the plain text. So, the idea was born to
make a motion comic—or an (e-)motion comic as we like to call it—
as this medium helps us both to transport and to deal with different
kinds of emotions, such as fear and joy paired with excitement and
curiosity, while also evoking such feelings in the viewer. We will come
back to this later.

Transforming Memories: An International,
Collaborative, and Creative Adventure

Motion comics are digital, moving-picture stories with text and sound
that can easily be shared on the internet (Smith 2015). They allow us
to tell a story-in-motion through images but are less complicated and
less expensive to make than a cartoon or animated film, as fewer images
are needed to make them work. Motion comics, consequently, are an
effective and practical way to turn a written story into an animated video.
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To transform our childhood memories into a motion comic, we
called upon the illustration duo Azam Aghalouie and Hassan Tavakoli,
originally from Iran. Sarah knew them from an earlier project, the
Encounters Media Workshop (Medienwerkstatt Encounters). Azam and
Hassan arrived in Berlin in 2017 and have remained fascinated with the
extraordinary history of the city ever since. They listened to our story and
were captivated.

We had initially written our two stories as two individual texts using
the third- person perspective, following the advice of Susanne Gannon,
who introduced us to the method of collective biography during
the Reconnect/Recollect workshop (see Davies and Gannon 2006).
We observed the reactions of our fellow participants and carefully
considered their requests that we provide more or different details of
almost-forgotten aspects. The basic idea of the memory sharing during
that workshop was to explore experiences of childhood in the context of
the Cold War. How did children live through everyday life in a divided
world? Which moments did they memorise as ‘special’? In short, how
did children make sense of growing up in the Cold War? How has this
affected the adults into which the children grew?

The outcome was surprising. The memory sharing created a type of
community across time and space that included not just those who told
memories on their own or as a group, but also those who listened and
watched. As the Reconnect/Recollect project and workshop organisers
Silova, Piattoeva, and Millei observed already in 2018, ‘we felt a very
personal connection during storytelling—almost as if we were related’,
and like them, we too ‘were curious to explore these connections further’
(Silova et al. 2018, p. v).

Our initial thought was to see what happened if we joined an
East- and a West-German perspective of a memory involving an object
like the train. In the process, our shared memory took on a life of its
own, creating something new as we went along. It also gained from
the addition of perspectives from another cultural context thanks to
the involvement of our Iranian friends. This transnational approach to
German public history became an important aspect of our work as we
embarked on a follow-up project.

In the following, let us explore our experiences in more detail,
starting with a step-by-step look at the creative process behind ‘Ghost
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Train’. As a first step, we had to shorten both texts and merge them into
one script with different chapters, applying a consistent narrative style.
For instance, we chose to introduce both little girls with a similar phrase
about the year in which they were born. In Anja’s case:

The girl was born in February 1976 in a strange little country whose leaders
once upon a time had decided to build a big wall around it so that no bad people
could get in, or so they claimed. But the little girl already knew only too well:
No one could get out, either. Her life was one of longing to see what lay beyond
that wall. Was there anything at all?

And in Sarah’s case:

She was born in April 1979 on what she perceived as an artificial island called
West Berlin. She grew up in an apartment facing the train rails that connected
‘her” island with the ‘rest’ of West Germany. Being surrounded by ‘the East’
and having people refer to places in the South as ‘West Germany’ definitely
messed up her geographic sense of orientation.

We also had to smooth over or omit some details, such as references to
the day of the week and time, in order to create a coherent narrative that
was not openly self-contradictory.

Our motion comic raises questions about realism in artwork just as it
touches on discourses about representations of the past that are central
to historiography. This became obvious in the creative process. When
we asked artists Azam and Hassan if they could transform this shared
story into a motion comic, they read the text carefully and asked us to
provide visual material, such as photographs of ourselves as children at
the age we are in the story. This was necessary because our memories
are based on actual events that can be located in time and space. Then
again, as we will show below, the motion comic took on a life on its
own—one that is, ultimately, fictional. We helped it on its way, perhaps,
as we also took some liberties with the ‘facts’.

To grasp a sense and a feeling of the 1980s in the divided Berlin,
the artists asked us for visual references to specific elements that
we mentioned in our story, such as a school backpack, a toy police
car, the furniture in the East Berlin apartment, the mohair rug, the
radio. We provided them with photographs, taken at around the time
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of our story, of the divided Berlin, the bus, and the underground as
they looked back then. We found some relevant images among our
personal photograph collections, including those shared with Azam
and Hassan in preparation of the motion comic (see Figures 15.1,15.2,
and 15.3).
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Fig. 15.1 Anja at age six, around the time the ‘Ghost Trains’ incident happened.
Photograph by Klaus Becker, Naumburg (Saale), 1982.



358 (An)Archive: Childhood, Memory, and the Cold War

Fig. 15.2 Sarah at around age eight or nine. Photograph by Barbara Fichtner,
Schwege, 1987.

Fig. 15.3 Sarah’s school backpack. Photograph by Barbara Fichtner, Berlin, 1985.



15. Connecting Across Divides 359

We also researched representative images on the internet that reflected
the shape and look of things in our memories or simply represented
the time and place in question. Already at that point we found a few
‘mistakes’. That is to say, we found examples of how our personal
memories differed from the reality that others had captured in
photographs. For instance, Anja remembered the Berlin Wall passing
right through the Brandenburg Gate because that is how she perceived
it at the age of six during a walk on the day of her memory. The research
for the motion comic revealed that—seen from the East Berlin side—
the Wall actually ran ‘behind’ the Brandenburg Gate. Eventually, we
dropped the Brandenburg Gate from the visuals because it would
have complicated the narrative structure. We did keep other critical
points, though, such as the question of what the Berlin metro trains
looked like in the 1980s. How much liberty could we take in depicting
them? Moreover, Sarah and Anja disagreed over the title of the motion
comic. While Sarah rode on only one train, Anja heard several. Should
it be ‘Ghost Train’ or ‘Ghost Trains’? We wondered if it was possible
to alternate, since the motion comic could be found on the internet no
matter which version is searched? Was there a way to reflect both of our
perceptions of the number of trains?

Dealing with such discrepancies raised the question of how authentic
the visuals needed to be. They needed to provide a sense of the different
time and space, but would they have to be authentic replicas, historically
‘correct’? Is it even possible to create authenticity in retrospect? After all,
memories can be faulty or change over time, an idea that we felt should
somehow be incorporated into the motion comic by including ‘visual
inaccuracies’. In the end, our goal was not so much to reconstruct past
events as a form of oral history but to focus on how children made sense
of such events and what they took from it into adulthood, which also
included changing images and shifting perspectives.

Based on the visuals we provided, Azam and Hassan created
their first drawings with pencil as thumbnails and transformed our
story into forty-nine images that they showed to us to get feedback
(see Figure 15.4). We realised at this point that some pictures needed
more or different details, that our story was inaccurate in some aspects
and needed to be adjusted, or that Azam and Hassan had a really
interesting perspective on some scenes that we had not seen before.
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The motion comic thus became a collaborative adventure. This was an
important step in bringing the story to life, in turning two individual
memories into a collaboratively created image of a specific time period
in the past.

Fig. 15.4 Thumbnails: forty-nine images for the ‘Ghost Train’ story. Illustrations
©Azam Aghalouie und Hassan Tavakoli. Photograph by Sarah Fichtner, 2020.

At this point in our creative process, the Covid-19 pandemic started, and
we did almost all our work together online. While we had not planned
on collaborating through the internet, being suddenly forced to do so
highlighted the potential of this particular medium for our project: our
memories might not only cross divides but be available to audiences
online. We would return to this idea when, after the release of the ‘Ghost
Train” motion comic, we started thinking about a follow-up project. But
back to the creative process.

We decided to have two different colour schemes for the different
narrators, and Azam and Hassan experimented with different shades to
get the right mood. They then prepared the first actual sketches (Figure
15.5 and Figure 15.6).
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Fig. 15.5 Sample illustration from Sarah’s part of the story. © Azam Aghalouie und
Hassan Tavakoli, 2020.

Fig. 15.6 Sample illustration from Anja’s part of the story. © Azam Aghalouie und
Hassan Tavakoli, 2020.

On the basis of these drawings, Azam and Hassan prepared a first video.
Meanwhile, we recorded our stories in German and English. The original
plan had been to meet and record it together in one session. But, because of
the pandemic, we had to record the narration each on our own. It took some
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experimenting with our personal equipment until we had recordings that
matched in quality and tone. As a finishing touch, we added some music.

The motion comic ‘Ghost Train—Memories of Ghost Trains and
Ghost Stations in Former East and West Berlin’ was released on 9
November 2020, the anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall. It stands
for encounters on multiple levels: memory meets memory, East meets
West, two German stories meet the imaginative force of Iranian artists,
illustration turns into motion picture. The ten-minute motion comic is
available on YouTube in English and in German.?

Collecting Reactions: Shared Memories-Shared Analysis

After its online premiere in 2020 and after each public screening, we asked
the audience to share with us anything that the motion comic might have
triggered.® It was like ‘spinning the sticky threads of childhood memories’
even further (‘Spinning the Sticky Threads of Childhood Memories” 2021).
We had reactions from people from diverse generations and backgrounds
that reached us via comments and personal messages on social media,
through email, in direct oral feedback after screenings, and on conference
message boards. Viewers’ responses ranged from overall appreciation
and observations of how the motion comic ‘touched’ them to the sharing
of additional childhood memories related to ghost trains in Berlin and to
the fall of the Berlin Wall. These memories connected with ours mainly on
an emotional level, which is why we came to think of our motion comic as
an (e-)motion comic. For example, one such contributor wrote,

This is the heart-warming story of two children and their family and
friends in East- and in West-Berlin before the Wall came down. It’s timely,
the Wall came down 31 years ago, today! Although I didn‘t live in Berlin
during that time, this post-War period affected me greatly and now this
cine-cartoon and its underlying story touches me deeply. Hope that all
will enjoy watching it and think how we can learn from the past. ...

2 Sarah Fichtner, Anja Werner, Azam Aghalouie, Hassan Tavakoli (2020). ‘Ghost
Train—Memories of Ghost Trains and Ghost Stations in Former East and West
Berlin’. YouTube, uploaded by Medienwerkstatt Encounters, 89 November
2020, English version: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CvoAOMDLszk
German version: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6NaKHmVRac8

3 We would like to thank all the people who got in touch with us sharing their
experiences, memories, and emotions as they watched this motion comic.
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Viewers were reminded of their own childhood experiences of the Cold
War; they said they were transported back in time. One person described
it as follows:

I remember the time I was an 8-year-old girl in San Diego consciously
watching the news for the first time. I remember the excitement of watching
people tearing down a wall, celebrating, crying, hugging each other. All
that visible emotion and there was a strong sense of hope that came out of
a place called Berlin. Little did I know, I have grown to call that place home
for over a decade now. Another memory of the divide was when I was
hospitalized a few years ago. One older woman in the bed next to me was
from the former West and another older woman on the left of my bed was
from the former East. That one week stay was memorable for the stories
they told me; how their lives and relationships took very different turns,
and the conversations between family members with me in the middle.

Another person wrote:

I just watched your little piece of art and was immediately put back into
my childhood. I can share every word of what you said about travelling
through ghost stations. I did so many times as line 6 was my line into
‘the world’ (I lived near Tempelhof Airport then). So, thank you for this
reminder of times long past (I just turned 60).

As mentioned before, the processing of memory also raised questions of
authenticity. Right after the screening of the video at a conference, one
person from the audience stood up and said:

This triggered a lot of memories. I grew up in West Germany but spent
a lot of time in East Germany. And—I know this is a very geeky detail,
but as a child I was very fascinated by trains. So not only did I always
want to ride the U6 and U8 when I was in West Berlin visiting my uncle, I
also enjoyed listening to the rumble of the U6 and U8 when I was in East
Berlin. And one even more geeky bit of information: The train in the film
is a post-revolutionary version. At that time they had these handles that
you could hardly move, they didn’t have buttons, but that’s maybe too
much information... (laughing)

In-depth analyses of the symbolic meaning of underground trains were
also among the feedback we received:

I think for children, any means of transport is a symbol of adventure.
So taking anything, a car, a train, an airplane, is a promise of something
new, of something adventurous. And I think that especially subways and
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airplanes amplify this much more, since they move either underneath
the ground or above the ground. And feeling or knowing about a subway
which is not existable for you or which brings you into a totally different
world, it just emphasizes this difference and the possibility of entering a
different world. So I think it’s some kind of symbol or metaphor for those
interconnected but strictly divided Berlins.

Another person shared the following insights with us:

It triggers the awareness that we are and were indeed connected through
everyday experiences and major political processes despite our differences.
It also promotes perspective-taking: an event (underground ride) is
experienced in different ways by two children living in very different
contexts. For both, however, the experience is disturbing in a human way.
I therefore think that the project has also a high didactic value, e.g. for
history or politics lessons. Thank you for sharing this wonderful work!

Yet another person revealed that she had been following the ‘Ghost
Train’ story since its ‘inception,” which led her to a remarkable analysis
on the topic of movement and immobility that she published on a
conference message board:

I was there when Anja and Sarah told their memories at the memory
workshop back in 2019 and I was from the beginning drawn to them. I
was mesmerized by the multiple layers of connectedness between the
two stories. It never ceases to amaze me how hearing these entangled
stories again and again brings up different feelings every time! As I saw
the motion comic now, it became clear to me that there is also a story
of movement/mobility vs. impossibility of movement/immobility. The
‘ghosts” encountered by each girl are the ghosts of the ‘other side” which
can be both frightening and alluring at the same time. The ghost station
is a symbol of immobility. It is static, caught in a state of permanence. For
the observer, it is primarily a visual experience, a glimpse of the other
side magnified by the presence of others sharing the same visions (i.e.
the other girls on the train). What was originally an act of freedom (i.e.
taking the unknown route home) became a state of feeling ‘trapped’ and
a fear of being ‘stuck’ in the East. The ghost train, on the other hand, is
a symbol of constant movement. In a rthythmic cadence, it embodies the
cyclical movement between worlds, and reveals the mirage of mobility.
It is primarily a sensory experience, a gut feeling, a sound leading to an
imagination, amplified by the authoritative voice of the parents. What
was originally a feeling of fear (i.e. hearing the rumble below and not
knowing what it is) became an act of freedom, curiosity, and awe. I am
drawn to reflect on what these movements mean in the different contexts,
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on what it means that movements may cut across times and spaces and
go beyond physical and non-physical spaces, on how we may move while
standing still and how we may not move while being fully mobile.

We were both touched and surprised by the thoughtful feedback of
viewers that brought many new details to our attention and has the
potential to inspire future investigations—for example, into trains as
symbols of movement (or its absence) in this specific past. Most of all,
we realised how emotional it can be to deal with the past when moving
pictures are involved. Moreover, such emotions are not restricted to those
who create the motion comic on the basis of personal memories; they also
extend to those who watch it and relate to it through their own memories.
We did not get any feedback regarding a possibly disturbing or difficult
emotion. We assume that the soothing message of our motion comic, which
was to a significant degree inspired by the fact that we chose the perspective
of innocent children, created a specific mood that touched viewers and
evoked similar emotions in them. Memory work as an artistic process can,
thus, produce almost therapeutic effects: it is not simply a means to deal
with personal questions but a way of bringing about the realisation that
we all might connect through our memories. A complex picture emerges
of a creative process, historical research, and the uses and effects of public
media that needs to be studied much more thoroughly in the future.

Transferring the Experience: Motion Comics as a Tool
for Memory Work with Young People

When our motion comic was released and our memories started travelling
around the world, provoking other people to share their reactions with
us, Anja had the idea to use our experience as a tool for educational—and
transcultural—memory work with young people. The basic underlying
idea was to multiply and extend what we had learned in the process
of creating and releasing our own motion comic. We wanted to engage
young people as both producers and viewers of motion comics. Moreover,
we wanted to include youths from families with migration experiences to
open up paths to connect the various types of experience and thereby
broaden our understanding of the history of the German division.

Our plan was to bring together the histories of the German division
and of multicultural Germany by talking about border crossings within as
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well as to and from Germany during the Cold War and beyond. Together
with the Marienborn Memorial to Divided Germany, which is a well-
known former inner-German border crossing between Helmstedt in the
West and Magdeburg in the East, we designed a project called ‘MoCom:
Motion Comics as Memory Work: A Project by and for Young People in
Westand East Germany with and without Migration Experience’ (MoCom
n.d.). It was financed by the federal program “Youth Remembers/ Jugend
erinnert’, which is managed by the Federal Foundation for the Study of the
Communist Dictatorship in Eastern Germany (a government-sponsored
agency that focuses on critical public history about the German division).
It was co-financed by the Foundation for Memorials of Saxony Anhalt,
the federal state where the Marienborn Memorial is located.*

The project aimed to get young people interested in recent German
history by drawing on and establishing links between different
experiences with borders, dictatorships, and migration movements.
Between the summer of 2021 and the end of 2023, we convened four
groups of about three to six young people mainly between fifteen and
twenty-five years of age from across Germany. With each group, we
explored one of four different themes that address aspects of borders in
a broad sense, namely: border crossings, escape and departure, shared
(hi)stories, and arriving in a foreign country. We intertwined memories
of the inner-German border with memories of border crossings, escape,
and arrival in other contexts to create personal, transgenerational,
transnational, and transcultural connections through shared memories.

Each group met regularly online to develop a concept and share their
own memories as well as memories they collected in conversations with,
among others, family members and friends. In addition to collecting
memories in form of stories and interviews, participants collected objects,
photos, pictures, songs, and sounds to be built into a written script for
a collective motion comic. The scripts were developed conceptually and
visually, together with professional artists, to create four motion comics
of about ten minutes length in both English and German that could be
easily shared online. The four motion comics are accessible on our project
website and on YouTube. They are: ‘Border Crossings’, “The Density of
Freedom’, ‘Friendship Beyond Borders’, and “Wandering Roots".

4 For more information on the ‘"MoCom’ project, see https://mocom-memories.de/
en/home/
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Besides the online meetings, participants got together in two on-site
workshops at the Marienborn memorial to experience the historic site
in person. The first meeting was designed to help the group members
to get to know each other, meet the artists, gather historical contexts,
and exchange initial ideas about the project. The second workshop was
a public premiere to present the motion comic to the German-speaking
public. An online premiere shortly thereafter served to release the English-
language version. Each motion comic was published with accompanying
pedagogical material to be used in schools and other educational settings.

The ‘Ghost Train’ motion comic inspired us to initiate the ‘MoCom’
project and to get young people from diverse backgrounds involved in
exploring their own and others’ shared memories. By producing stimulating
educational material for themselves and their peers, these young people
became actively involved in public history—about and across divides.

Reflecting the Experience: In Lieu of a Conclusion

What exactly did we create with our ‘Ghost Train’ motion comic? It is not
a documentation of history, but it certainly engages people in historical
discourses. Academics are only beginning to assess the potential of
motion comics for history education (Hashim and Idris 2016; Morton
2015). From the experience with our motion comic, we gather that
motion comics, because they are pieces of art, can add additional layers
to history work. They do so by working with and addressing emotions,
thus becoming (e-)motion comics in the process of connecting people
across divides, time, and space.

As a form of oral history, motion comics stress emotions in historical
work by engaging the producers as well as the viewers with a theme from
history by way of personal memories. The collage of different memories
allows those who are involved to create a multi-layered vision of an
historical instance as a shared group experience (in contrast to a personal
experience) ina liberating, artistic fashion. In this process, the participating
individuals add their personal perspectives to create something new that
keeps growing as people continue to join the process by watching and
commenting, thus establishing a dialogue across divides, time, and space.

As a piece of artwork—and of course, the lines are not clearly drawn
between the historical and the artistic aspects; rather, they are blurred
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and sometimes hardly distinguishable—the motion comic addresses the
senses. It evokes emotions that may have a soothing or even a healing
effect. At least, this is our experience with this particular motion comic.
The result is a multi-faceted dialogue that draws on aesthetic values as
much as on memories of actual historical events.

For its ability to engage viewers emotionally, the (e-)motion comic as
a concept deserves further application in public history education. It has
the potential to draw people into historical reappraisals who might not do
so otherwise. The medium of the (e-)motion comic offers a low threshold
for bringing history to life, providing information, offering connecting
points to unleash related personal memories, and, thus, nudging people
to ask questions or simply to think about what is—or was—happening.

We would like to invite you, too, to share what came to your mind while
watching our memory story. Were you reminded of a similar experience,
of an emotion, a smell, a sound, a scene from your childhood? Are you
irritated by ‘inaccurate’ details (as we suggested above, there are some; our
memories are able to transform the past, and, after all, the motion comic is
also a form of art)? Could such ‘inaccuracies’ have a productive effect on
your memory work? Please share your reaction to the ‘Ghost Train” motion
comic and become part of the ‘Cold War Childhoods’ memory archive.®
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Traveling Stones'

Oshie Nishimura-Sahi

It was a summer Sunday. Taken by her grandpa, she went to Mt. Inunaki to
spend a summer day by the river. She was observing the stones along the river,
letting her little feet swim in the cold, soothing water. Every stone was tiny and
round, and so smooth to the touch. She also liked the nice and cold weight when
she took one in her hand. She decided to take a white, smooth, and charming
stone with her for the memory of the day. Showing her favorite white stone to
her grandpa, she told him that she wished to bring it home. But he answered her
with an apologetic smile:

Unfortunately, we can’t take her home. Do you know why she was smoothed
like this? Since she was born in a mountain somewhere, she has been rolling
in rivers and probably even seas while rubbing her sharp edges. And now
she found a nice place to have a rest. So please don’t disturb her enjoying her
journey. Let her just be here where she belongs at this moment.

‘Boring’, she thought, but finally she returned the charming stone to the
riverside. Where will she go now?

1 This is a childhood memory produced as part of the Reconnect/Recollect project
discussed in the introduction to this book.
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16. Re-membering Ceremonies:
Childhood Memories of Our Relationships

with Plants
Jieyu Jiang, Esther Pretti, Keti Tsotniashuvili,

Dilraba Anayatova, Ann Nielsen, and

Tveta Silova

Drawing on collective biography, memory work, and diffractive
analysis, this chapter examines childhood memories of our
entanglements with plants. By approaching research as a
ceremony, our goal is to reanimate the relationships we have
shared with plants and places, illuminating multiple intra-actions
and weaving different worlds together. Our collective ceremony
of re-membering brings into focus how plants called us forward,
evoked our gratitude and reciprocity, shared knowledge, and
offered comfort, companionship, love, belongingness, and
understanding throughout life. The process of our collective
re-membering and writing has turned into a series of ceremonial
gatherings and practices, bringing forth vivid memories, poetic
expressions, and creative drawings. As humans, we have often
(re)acted to plants” generous gifts in meaningful gestures and
communications that have co-created and made visible our
deeply felt inter-species love and care.

© 2024 Jieyu Jiang et al., CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0383.16
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Deep in the summer garden
She overheard farewell whisperings
Grandfather’s words in the air lingering
Bumbieris tree listening, bowing in solace
She stood there silently, witnessing
"~ Re-membering ceremonies, ceremonies re-membering

In May, she bathes in lavender
Baskets of blooms, aromatic flowers fill the air
“It's the Lilacs’, she confirms
May Baskets brimming with childhood excitement
Seasons changing, seasons celebrating
Re-membering ceremonies, ceremonies re-membering
e

w
She marvels, fiery red Cambard flowers 5 ‘ o % t .
Tiny bouquets, revealed in the early hours ® @ @
She spreads the flowers, cradling the departed bird ’@ & O @ @ ® E3 &
While crafting her good-byes, a ceremony occurred 3'. 9 g [ a ® & ﬂr
Grandma’s yard, a sacred space she holds in her heart = # & ? ;
Re- membermg ceremonies, ceremonies re- membermg /

Danced with tiny fairies in a sunny meadow
The fairies” magic is revealed in time
Spells cast in tea, with golden signs
Warming, soothing, healing
Re-membering ceremonies, ceremonies re-membering

. & ZE was shy, so was the girl N
Covered with its leaves, like the shell covering the pearl
The grass was gone after teaching her braveness 3
But those dashes of green forever twirl 4
The energy from the grass was never fading
Re-membering ceremonies, ceremonies re-membering

Xocua coloring her eyebrows a deep green
Illummatmg her femininity in her teenage moods

A " ‘! » In spring, she searched for Gai/biksites dressed in yellow \ r"/ 4
| }

Connections, built in between
* Sunshine in summertime brightening their spirits
* The liquid woad a modern eye shadowing
Re-membering ceremonies, ceremonies re-membering
Sitting on the 338cmnl tree branches, climbing™
She swayed with the branches, wind blowing
By generously giving its fruits
The 3880l tree set itself free
Harvesting the autumn 3889mob tree
Re-membering ceremonies, ceremonies re-membering

Fig. 16.1 Authors’ drawings and invocation: a ceremony of re-membering our
relationships with plants. Jiang, Pretti, Tsotniashvili, Anayatova, Nielsen, Silova, 2023.
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Weaving together our childhood memories across space and time,
this poem is our collective invocation that marks a ceremony of
re-membering our relationships with plants (Figure 16.1). Both
personal and shared, it is a belated message of gratitude to our plant
companions—flowers, shrubs, herbs, and trees—for inviting us into
more-than-human relationships decades ago. It is also a humble gesture
of reciprocity to honour and rekindle these special relationships despite
modern pressure and expectation to distance ourselves from the living
world. Our intention is to reconnect with our plant companions through
childhood memories, rebuilding ‘the connections and relationships
that are us, our world, our existence” (Wilson 2008, p. 137), and in this
process, remind ourselves and our readers that ‘the world could well be
otherwise” (Kimmerer 2013, p. 189)—more connected, interdependent,
and reciprocal.

In the anthropocentric age where life is dominated by institutions
of modernity, whether socialist or capitalist, the beat of ‘progress’
undermines our capacity to pause and notice the infinite ways of being in
the animate world. At the same time, hierarchical binaries that dominate
western culture—nature/culture, female/male, matter/mind—hyper-
separate humans from the ecological communities we inhabit, while
relegating the non-human ‘other’ to oppositional subordination
(Plumwood 2009). As children, we speak with plants and animals as
if they are our kin. But as we grow older, we are quickly retrained to
abandon and forget these relationships. As Robin Wall Kimmerer
(2013) explains, when we tell children that ‘the tree is not a who, but an
it, we make that maple an object; we put a barrier between us, absolving
ourselves of moral responsibility and opening the door to exploitation’
(p. 57, emphasis in original). And yet, even as ‘the language of animacy
teeters on extinction’, Kimmerer (2013) reminds us that ‘the animacy
of the world is something we already know’ (p. 57), even if we may be
forgetting some of its grammar. It is always already part of us, quietly
kept in our memories, carried in our bodies.

In this chapter, we invoke our plant companions from childhood
and beyond, zooming out of the Cold-War era and bringing into focus
multi-species relationships with a longer history and future than the
Cold War. On both sides of the Iron Curtain, our plant companions
taught us to stay present in the moment, paying attention to ‘here’ and
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‘now’ rather than worrying about the past and the future. Cambard, an
inexpensive ornamental bush commonly known as ‘lantana’, bloomed
by a grandmother’s yard wall in a working-class home in urban Brazil,
embracing and enchanting little girls. &% # (pronounced as Han Xiu
Cao in Chinese and identified as mimosa pudica in Latin) grew by the
school gates in southern China and was known for its special ability to
close leaves like a book, ‘with a shy look’ (‘&% or Han Xiu), if anyone
touched it. An apple orchard in Georgia was fondly re-membered as
389moL 0sM0 (pronounced as vashlis baghi in Georgian) for bringing
families together for the ceremonial act of apple harvesting. A bumbieris
(‘pear’ in English) tree stood tall in a grandmother’s garden and a delicate
primrose, or gailbiksite in Latvian grew in the meadow by the river, next
to the tall apartment buildings and sometimes on the edge of the forest
across Latvia. XocMma (or ‘woad” in English), a native to the steppe of
Central Asia, was known for its indigo ink used for crafts, beauty, and
medicine in Uighur culture. And lilacs were popular in the United States
among little girls for their distinct floral scent emanating from precious
‘scratch-n-sniff” Barbie stickers and May Basket arrangements.

By inviting our childhood plant companions into co-presence, we
enter this research as ‘a ceremony that brings relationships together’
(Wilson 2008, p. 8). Turning to our childhood memories, we can hear
again the quiet echo of trees whispering in our grandparents’ gardens,
breeze in the scent of lilacs in May baskets and Barbie ‘scratch-n-sniff’
stickers, feel the sensation of a cold dye from a ceremonial plant on
our eyebrows, and sense the love and care emanating from the delicate
flowers growing by the of side of the road or in the hidden corner of a
garden. And then we start to re-member things we did not know we have
forgotten. In this chapter, we pick up the scattered threads and fractured
glimpses of our fading childhood memories and weave them together
in ritual practices to reconnect with our plant companions as kin in a
more-than-human world. By coming together to share our childhood
memories, the relationships between us and our plant companions—as
well as the connections between our different ‘selves” across time and
space, and among each of us across different contexts and cultures—
become clearer and clearer, closer and closer.
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Memory Research as Ceremony

When we share our memories
We celebrate them as ceremonies
Drawn from our bodies
Re-membering

Sharing the wisdom of indigenous elders, Kimmerer (2013) says
that ‘ceremonies are the way we “remember to remember”” (p. 5).
Whether activated through official ceremonies or everyday ritual
practices, memory plays a vital role not only in sharing knowledge and
experience across space and time but also in connecting human beings
to both their pasts and their futures, as well as to other human and
more-than-human beings. Thus, in this research, we approach working
with memory from a broader ecological and Indigenous perspective,
as ecomemory, where the process of re-membering links human and
nonhuman beings and their entangled histories into ‘an extended
multispecies frame of remembrance’ (Kennedy 2017, p. 268). From this
perspective, memory—and the process of re-membering—becomes a
form of connection and solidarity between humans and non-humans
that enables us to re-member and re-make worlds together.

As we prepared the shared spaces and ways for ‘remembering to
remember’, it seemed only fitting to approach our memory research as
a ceremony itself. Wilson (2008) writes that approaching ‘research as
ceremony” helps to raise our consciousness, bring relationships together,
and bridge spaces between humans and nature. In this process, not only
the ‘doing’ of research is a ceremony, but our writing, too, acquires
ceremonial effects—from gathering together to share our memories to
inviting our plant companions to join us in re-membering our mutual
relationships, to making space for multispecies awareness and ‘arts of
noticing’ (Tsing 2015), to expressing gratitude for our more-than-human
entanglements, to reconnecting and learning from and with our plant-
kin, to creating a manuscript that can be read (and felt) as a ceremony.

Inspired by the evocative methods of collective memory work (Haug
et al. 1987), collective biography (Davies and Gannon 2006, 2012; Pretti
etal. 2022; Silova et al. 2018), and diffractive analysis (Barad 2007; Davies
and Gannon 2012; Mazzei 2014), we start with the assumption that other
ways of relating and knowing are possible, but they require that we
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‘revitalize the arts of noticing” in our research and practice (Tsing 2015,
p. 37). Noticing brings the awareness of the existence of multispecies
worlds and realities that we all inhabit, helping us recognise the deep
and entangled histories of multispecies being and becoming, while
moving us away from a binary hierarchy of othering and opposition
against other species (Bozalek and Fullzgar 2022; Van Dooren et al.
2016). According to Van Dooren et al. (2016), such a multispecies
approach enables research to get immersed in the ‘multitudes of lively
agents that bring one another into being through entangled relations
that include, but always also exceed, dynamics of predator and prey,
parasite and host, researcher and researched, symbiotic partner, or
indifferent neighbor” (p. 3).

In an effort to further attune to the arts of noticing and the acts of
re-membering these multispecies common worlds we inhibit(ed)
(Common Worlds Research Collective 2020), we rely on the ‘sensibility
of all our embodied faculties’ (Taguchi 2012, p. 272) to engage with
memories that dwell in our minds and bodies, as well as material objects
and natural landscapes. Our collective process of re-membering entails
several processes of engagement: (i) re-membering our relationships
with plants and sharing our memory stories with each other; (ii)
carefully listening, reading, and re-reading each other’s memory stories
to bring more details into focus; (iii) noticing the interferences and
threads running through each other’s memory stories; and (iv) weaving
the different memories together by reading memory stories through
one another. Instead of reflecting on our experiences, we engaged in
a diffractive analysis of memory stories (Barad 2007) by attentively
reading memories through one another, recognising differences and
similarities, while paying attention to our entangled relationships with
other species. In the process of reading and re-reading each other’s
memories diffractively, we recognised the deep interconnectedness
of our childhood memory stories that transpired across four different
continents and six countries.

Across different contexts and time periods, our plant companions
often invited us into ceremonial acts and rituals during our different life
transitions, our teaching and learning processes, and our personal and
collective growth. Kimmerer (2013) explains that ‘ceremonies large and
small have the power to focus attention to a way of living awake in the
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world. The visible becomes invisible’ (p. 36). Our childhood ceremonies
with plants were simple acts that helped us focus our attention on the
(sometimes) invisible multiplicity of life in the world. Through the
processes of collective memory work—what we call here, the ceremonies
of re-membering—we have become aware of how the barriers between
us and plants began to disappear, revealing the coexistence of deeply
entangled multispecies worlds, which we have always already belonged
to. In our intra-active research process, we thus became writers and
readers of/with the memory stories (Haraway 2016). In the sections
below we share our childhood memory stories, highlighting through
our ceremonies of re-membering how we communicated, learned,
and bonded with our plant companions and the land we shared. We
illustrate how plants have inspired us to express gratitude and practice
reciprocity, taught us to communicate with a more-than-human world,
shared lessons beyond binaries and categories, and helped us reconnect
with the multiple worlds we have inhabited in our lifetimes.

Ceremonies of Gratitude and Reciprocity

When we recall our memories

Our hearts fill with appreciation

With gratitude for old friends
Thankful for otherworldly connections

Ceremonies can be performed both as single acts, and as well as a
broader way of being in the world—a gratitude-based way of living—
that focuses human attention on an ethical relationality in/with other
species (Kimmerer 2013). Gestures of appreciation and gratitude for
the land are ceremonial acts that occur through ‘ritual(s) of respect:
the translation of reverence and intention into action” (ibid., p. 35).
Additionally, Moore and Miller (2018) detail how gratitude connects us
to the earth and strengthens human relationship to the natural world.
Thus, the expression of gratitude between humans and non-humans can
be a form of ceremonial practice that builds and strengthens connection,
and establishes a relationship of care and reciprocity, while recognising
mutual interdependence (Kimmerer 2013; Moore and Miller 2018).

The ceremonies we witnessed and participated in as children
enmeshed us in plantworlds, attuning us to the characters, doings, and
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movements of plants. They helped us recognise invisible qualities of
plants by channelling our attention to the many possibilities of intra-
acting with each of them (Barad 2007). In our childhood memories,
ceremonial acts of gratitude for the land and for plants were abundant,
human and non-human beings showed appreciation and reverence
towards one another in gentle ceremonial intra-actions that connected
them through very deep bonds. In the company of our elders, both
human and vegetal, we observed and experimented with our arts of
noticing, performing our own playful ceremonies, plucking flowers to
make wishes, extracting tint to wear as ceremonial makeup, listening
to the sounds of morning greetings and afternoon goodbyes. These
plants entered our worlds and invited us to enter theirs by our mutual
openness in reciprocal more-than-human relationships.

Kimmerer (2013) explains that attentive engagement in/with plant
worlds is accessible through remembering. As adults immersed in
modernity, we may have forgotten how to communicate and engage in
ceremonial acts with plants, but the ability to attune to other worlds,
including plantworlds, is available to us as we re-member past encounters
(Pretti et al. 2022). Thus, re-membering our childhood ceremonies, such
as memories of accepting an apple tree’s invitation to climb it or of
talking to a shy plant, is a path to re-member how to engage with plants
as kin and, moreover, to be re-minded that an attuned, gratitude-based
existence is not something to be learned (or re-learned) but something
to re-member.

Ceremonial expressions of gratitude were abundant in our memories.
In one recollection, a girl showed delicate awareness and care for her
grandfather’s 3690l 080 (apple orchard) in rural Georgia by
joining her family in the yearly apple-picking season, and attentively
accepting an apple tree’s invitation to climb it and gently relieve the
trees of their heavy fruits:

It is apple picking season, everyone is trying to make it to the village for the
weekend to help grandparents with harvesting. The girl is the youngest, and
she starts climbing the tree with her bucket and picking the apples. The trees are
about 8-10 meters high. She knows that she can reach the branches that others
cannot. She feels it is risky to go on higher and thinner branches, especially
when the wind is shaking the branches on which she stands or holds on. To reach



16. Re-membering Ceremonies 379

the apples, she pulls down a branch with one hand and picks the apples with the
other. As the branch gets free from the fruit and she lets it go, the branch jumps
higher and the girl feels that she is liberating the branches from the heavyweight.
She gets more enthusiastic to reach the thinner branches that might be broken
if they cannot hold the fruit weight. She also enjoys taking breaks by sitting on
the convenient branch and eating apples. Although she gets tired and feels pain
in her feet, she wants to relieve the trees from the burden and moves from one
branch to another and then to another tree.

In this memory the girl re-members her agility and familiarity with
apple trees, gently using her body to reach the fruits and relieve the
trees’” branches, preventing them from breaking. She is happy to join in
the ritual of apple picking, she is gentle and careful, enjoying the trees’
company and fruits while working with her human and more-than-
human family.

Examples of such connection and care emerged in other memories
as well. In a quiet backyard in Brazil, another girl regularly visited
grandma’s Cambard plant to admire and confide in her vegetal friend,
exchanging awe and tenderness with the delicate flowers. In another
memory, across the world, a young girl in China used only her heart to
speak to a shy plant in order to avoid disturbing such a sensitive being.
These simple acts of tenderness and respect were all constituted of ritual
visits and ceremonial gestures of appreciation and care for those plants.

While sharing memories and following the many sprouts that
emerged from plant ceremonies, we noticed that once we practised
our gestures of gratitude towards the land and the plants, we were
immediately recognised and reciprocated by the plant world. ‘The
land knows you, even when you are lost’, Kimmerer (2013) explains.
Similarly, Moore and Miller (2018) affirm that ‘as soon as you give
thanks to something it gives thanks back’ (p. 5). As expected, the girl in
the apple orchard receives the tree’s recognition and gratitude in return.
The girl re-members how the trees’ branches jumped with relief when
their apples were harvested, and how she was delicately held by the tree
even when climbing the thinner branches:

The girl has been climbing on the trees for as long as she re-members herself, she
can sense how much pressure she can put on and distribute on the branches so
that they don't break, and she trusts that the branches will also hold her.



380 (An)Archive: Childhood, Memory, and the Cold War

Similarly, in Kazakhstan, a girl’s grandmother showed respect for the
XocMa [woad] plant by seeding it every spring and picking only a
small amount of leaves in the summer. By respecting the plant’s life
cycle and nurturing its growth and regeneration, the girl’s family and
XocMa developed a ritual of care and affection. In reciprocity for the
generous contribution to its regeneration, XocMma helped the girls in
the family transition from childhood to adulthood through the ritual of
painting the eyebrows and eyelids. In this intergenerational interspecies
relationship of mutual care, XocMa mediated an important transition in
the lives of all women in the family and in the village:

XocMa is my grandmother’s favorite plant. She seeds it every spring in small
quantities, and in summer, the grandmother is ready to use. My cousin goes
and harvests a handful of leaves after. I squeeze woad’s leaves with the help
of my hands. Here we go. There is a dark green liquid that is put on brows. I
was eight or ten when I knew I wanted to have dark and beautiful eyebrows.
Another important thing was putting the liquid on the eyelids as a modern eye
shadow. Nevertheless, only older girls can do it, so we, as eight-ten-year-olds,
were jealous of our older girls putting them on. We wanted to be older, and
we wanted to be beautiful like them. I remember my cousin or aunt or mom
painting my eyebrows. This event was fascinating to all of us—sitting in the
circle, talking about different things, laughing was an integral part of painting
woad liquid on our faces.

These multispecies exchanges of care, trust, gratitude, and reciprocity
strengthened the bonds between the plants and humans, revealing
wisdoms that can be accessed and created by the entanglements between
humans, non-humans, landscapes, ceremonies, and memories (Basso
1996; Moore and Miller 2018).

Ceremonies of Communicating with Plants

When we recall our memories
Nature communicates to us

Each season invites us to participate
In weaving our bodies together

Our childhood memories of entanglements with plant worlds tell about
our attunement to the rhythms, cycles, and doings of more-than-human
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others. Some of our plant companions blended into landscapes, going
mostly unnoticed, while others grew seasonally, appearing at certain
times of the year, letting us know of changes about to come. Taking cues
and listening to how and when plants grew, reproduced, and withered,
we learned the language of plants, and learned how to communicate
back with them through words, actions, emotions, touch, and thoughts.
In these reciprocal cycles of communication, we were ‘linked in a
co-evolutionary cycle’ (Kimmerer 2013, p. 124), wherein humans and
plants benefitted from our spoken and unspoken communications.
Plants communicated with us by their growth, their strength in holding
us, their comfort in moments of grief and sadness, and their assistance
in life’s transitions. They were part of our own ceremonies and invited
us into their rituals and cycles, being constant companions across our
memories. While ceremonies and rituals are typically studied through
the lens of human culture, they are also part of non-human worlds. We
noted that the ceremonies and rituals across our memories communicated
local traditions and shared knowledge as a ‘crystallization of the
collective wisdom” (Zheng 2018, p. 817). An example can be seen in the
memory of the girl who used Cambari flowers in a funeral ceremony for
her deceased bird. The memory communicated how the girl went to her
plant friend to find strength, peace, and joy in a time of sorrow.

In our memories, we often became part of plant ceremonies and rituals
already underway. The cyclical arrival of warmer weather, blossoms, and
plants bearing fruit were direct communications from the plant world
that it was time for seasonal ceremonies and local rituals such as apple
picking or eye shadowing. In these instances, ceremonies and rituals
‘married the mundane to the sacred” (Kimmerer 2013, p. 37), mediating
the intersection of plant and human rituals. For example, the arrival of
the spring season communicated the arrival of the May Day celebration
where children gathered flowers in May basket arrangements to hang
on neighbours’ doors. In this memory, May baskets marked a seasonal
ritual shared within the local community.

After they talked about a May Pole and the May Day Celebration at school, the
girl came home from school and made May Baskets for her neighbor. Her mom
gave her some chocolate candies to put inside and she went outside to pick some
flowers from the front yard. She didn’t really have many flowers in her front
yard so she wandered around the houses close to hers and found some flowers
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from a neighbor’s yard. They were little lavender flowers, the kind that smelled
just like the Barbie stickers she loved. The basket was loaded with flowers and
chocolates and smelled of a sweet spring. She was ready for delivery when the
sun was beginning to set; the spring weather was warming up and the low sun
cast a golden hue to everything as it neared time to deliver the May basket.

In this memory, ordinary flowers found in yards and gardens were
transformed into ceremonial symbols of love and friendship, which were
shared with neighbours and friends during our ceremonies. Kimmerer
(2013) describes how gardens (and flowers) reflect both spiritual and
material matterings, the May-Day flowers symbolised the relationality
of being ‘loving and being loved in return’ (Kimmerer 2013, p. 123).

In another memory, a girl learned to communicate directly with
plants by secretly observing her grandfather’s farewell to his plant
companions in the garden before an unexpected surgery. In this
memory, the girl remembers her grandfather’s vulnerability when he
was communicating with the plants:

The girl spent most of her summers in the family summer garden, which was
located close to the small town where they lived in an apartment building. But
one day something unusual happened. The girl was surprised and curious to
see her Grandfather alone in the garden. She kept very quiet and pretended not
to notice him, digging a hole way deeper than she intended and hoping that
she would hear snippets of the conversation between her Grandfather and the
plants. The wind was blowing quietly through the garden and it felt very warm
on her skin. The wind carried only some words to the girl, but she knew that
her Grandfather was saying goodbye to the garden—apple trees, pear trees, the
currant bushes, the peas weaving on the fence around the yard. He paused for a
long time next to the bumbieris (pear) tree, which was bowing low, her branches
full of fruit and close to breaking from the heavyweight she had to carry. The tree
seemed to bow even lower after the conversation with the Grandfather. It was
a day before her grandfather went to a hospital for a surgery, leaving the small
town in the countryside to go to the capital city.

The girl was fascinated by how the grandfather took time to speak with
each plant, ‘gently touching the leaves of the berry bushes and the bark
on the trunks of the fruit trees, she suddenly realised the significance
of the upcoming surgery and the significance of the garden in his life,
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and her life too’. In this memory, it is not only the vulnerable connection
between the grandfather and the plants that is striking but also the
connection that was created between the girl and her grandfather
through the plants. The narrator of this memory later noted, ‘It was
special that he shared this moment with me. [We] both knew that we
were in each other’s presence at that moment, but neither one spoke
about it at that time or afterwards’. The grandfather allowed the girl to
witness his conversation with plants so that she could see how they were
important members of the family. As he communicated his goodbyes,
the grandfather modelled for the young girl his knowledge that ‘each
place was inspirited, was home to others before we arrived and long after
we left’ (ibid., p. 34). Communicating with plants through whispered
prayers and good-byes was ritual in itself (Siragusa et al. 2020) and, as
the young girl witnessed, she learned that she too could trust her plant
companions in the gardens. Grandfather’s goodbye ceremony reminds
us how plants are natural listeners and can help us in the transition
between worlds. In this sense, our plant ceremonies served as a channel
for us to better understand how we were connected to our worlds, our
families (both living and ancestral), our cultures, and our lands.

Ceremonies of Teaching and Learning

When we recall our memories

We celebrate the wisdom of nature’s teachers
Humbled by ancient pedagogies

We learn to live together, live in love

Kimmerer (2013) tells a story about Skywoman leaving plants behind as
our teachers. Across our memories, we commonly see plants as teachers,
noting how their teachings are distinct from regular lessons at school.
In mainstream Western school pedagogies, we learn about plants in
a scientific way, reducing plants to their classifications and biological
qualities (Kimmerer 2013). Fundamentally, modern schools inculcate
and discipline us to learn one hegemonic way of relating to plants,
that of scientific knowledge-making, relegating plants to a place of
separation, ‘othering’—framed as exploitable objects to be grown, used,
and destroyed by humans (Haraway 2016)—rather than companions
or ‘teachers’, able to link us in and through learning processes as a
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‘connective tissue’ between different worlds (Warner 2007, p. 17, see also
Silova 2020). Along with the ‘knowledge” about plants, our learning at
school was limited to ‘scientific descriptions” and pictures of pressed
specimens in textbooks and labs. In this process, we lost opportunities
of building intimate connections with plants, experiencing emotions
together, gently touching each other’s vivid lives, as well as learning
from each other through warm and comfortable connections (Kimmerer
2013). From the scientific learning process to the scientific knowledge
per se, modern schools give full expression to human arrogance and
human-centric ontology (Silova et al. 2020; Stengers 2012), while closing
the doors to other worlds.

In our childhood memories, however, we re-member a different kind
of pedagogy by learning with and from the plants (not only about them),
transforming and expanding learning from solely mental and cognitive
processes to our bodily, emotional, and spiritual learning. The relational
learning between the girls and the plants reveals ‘the matter that matters’
(Barad 2007, p. 210) in each moment uncovering possibilities to notice,
learn, and re-member through movements, fragrances, pigmentation,
taste, and our physical and emotional connection with the plant world.
Our childhood memories with plants suggest that teaching happens in
every ceremonial moment when beings express mutual aspiration and
initiate reciprocal understanding of each other, regardless of categories
of beings, educational settings, and the hierarchies of knowledge. In
other words, plants could be our teachers, teaching and inspiring us in
a more ceremonial way, about how to connect and live sympoietically
in more-than-human worlds. In one memory, for example, the girl
communicated with & Z & (the Mimosa pudica) about the sensitivity,
cowardice, and bashfulness in her personality, while the flower
provided the girl with courage and bonded understanding. At that
ceremonial moment, the plant taught her to be brave and confident in
acknowledging and accepting the true but different self when being
with others:

Every time after school when she walked along the rows of ZZ 5. (mimosa
pudica), she would stop and look at them quietly. She did not talk to or touch
them, but only squatted down, looked at them, observed them, and said ‘hi’
in her heart to them. She thought that even talking loudly would make them
close their leaves. ‘I don’t want to bother them. They prefer to hide themselves
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because they are too shy.” She said to herself, ‘it is not a big deal, see, the plants
are sensitive, too, and there are specific sensitive plants. It is the same for people
like me. I am not strange. It is okay to be shy.” She thought with hope and thrill,
and suddenly she felt the energy of the plant, because they were not plants
anymore—they were similar kinds of beings with similar characteristics. They
are her close friends, even though they never had conversations out loud. Every
time she quietly walked past them, they seemed to be talking to her: ‘Be strong
and be yourself—uwe are all quiet and it is okay to act like that in school.

Aswe noticed similar ceremonial moments of learning from plants in our
childhood memories, we began weaving our memory stories together.
We regard our childhood memories and interactions with plants as
ceremonial teaching and learning experiences for three reasons, each of
which highlights an aspect of difference from mainstream pedagogies.
First, the processes of teaching and learning in our memories with plants
were not linear or progressive, unlike those typically found in schools.
Rather, the girls’ memories describe the so-called teaching and learning
experiences that happened in our connections and communications with
the respective plant companions naturally, iteratively, and periodically.
In other words, there was neither an established route and procedure for
successfully achieving pedagogical aims, nor prescribed scientific steps
and schedule to realise the illusion of making educational progress.

We re-membered and experienced diverse types of relationships
with plants, which were filled with emotion, love, and sincerity, and
which emerged again and again in our lives. For example, in the family
garden where the girl spent most of her time during the summer, she
learned about different types of garden work, meeting different berry
bushes, and learning to make friends with the garden plants through
multiple communications and visits. More importantly, at a deeper
level, when she saw her grandfather stopping and saying goodbye to the
bushes and trees, and when those plants responded to her grandfather
and comforted his fear of separation by offering their quiet company, the
garden plantsbecame her teachers in facing life’s difficult moments. These
‘teacher-student’ relationships were built upon the girl’s periodical and
iterative intra-actions with plants in the garden over several summers.
Those subtle moments of communication transformed into emotional
ceremonies, during which plants and bushes taught the girl about the
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reluctance of farewells, the comfort of companionship, and the mood of
optimism when facing bumps in life.

Another important distinction is the relatively equal positions of
teachers and learners. In the girls’ memories, we were in contact with
the plants who could be regarded as teachers, in the capacity as children
with our simplicity, kindness, and careful attempt. From the girls’
perspectives, although we were born and grew up in the group of human
beings, there was no prejudice and arrogance in a sense of knowing and
interacting with other species, including plants. From a learners’ view,
the botanic ‘teachers’ for us were not as unapproachable as the teachers
in formal classrooms. Plants were unable to talk, but they taught
through generous companionship, comfort, and patience. For instance,
in the memory of harvesting apples, the girl felt the branches of the tree
supporting her, bouncing and playing together, and generously sharing
the fruit. In another memory of a teenage girl, the squeezed leaves of the
woad plant produced a dark green liquid, which then transformed into
a natural eyebrow dye, teaching her the feeling of beauty, the wish of
growing up, and the joy of practising in the ceremony together with her
peers. In our childhood memories of teaching and learning, the plants
and us were equally different, and the bonding between us was woven
based on an equal relationship of knowing each other. In this sense,
the regular mode of teacher-centred or student-centred learning was
challenged and changed. Instead, the relationships of interdependence
and reciprocity constituted ceremonies where every being—human and
more-than-human—was included and warmly affected.

Furthermore, the content of our teaching and learning with plants
was different compared to modern schools which define knowledge
in narrow, fragmented, and programmed ways. The girls’ memories
talk about learning as a ceremony filled with love, relief, displays of
natural emotions, and unique bondings. For example, the cyclical elapse
of time was taught by the plants in May, and so it was re-membered
by the girl in a beautiful and ceremonial way for life. By preparing her
May basket, the purple lilacs and their ‘sweet spring’ fragrance helped
the girl experience and re-member the May-Day celebration, her lovely
friendship, and the passing of time in a sensory as well as natural way.
What the lilacs shared with the girl was the cyclical nature of time, the
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ritual of enjoying friendship, and celebrating holidays and seasons in
the lapsing time.

Finally, the unique teaching and learning experiences with plants
were always intimate encounters that favoured exploring multiple
worlds and building connections and relationships with more-than-
human beings. An example happened in a memory with the Cambari
bush, when the girl is being called by the flowers. She attends to the
call, touches the flowers, picking only a few and arranging them in her
hair, while visiting the private and quiet place under the bush again
and again. These experiences formed a special bond between the girl
and Cambard, in childhood and beyond. Cambarid was not a regular or
common bush anymore but a dedicated companion that helped the girl
to understand and experience connections with different beings.

Ceremonies of Reconnecting with the More-than-
Human World

When we share our memories, we intertwine

In rhizomatic relationships, silent connections

The fibers link ritually between multiple worlds
Maintaining connections through devout affections

Every connection we made with plants and every ceremony of
re-membering took us back in time and in space, opening up possibilities
to explore our connections to plants, to places, and to our (multiple)
selves. Attachment to and rootedness in place is reinforced in memory
work (Lewicka 2013), which can be seen in the girls’ memories as they
re-membered past and current houses, villages, cities, and, in most
of them, their countries. Moreover, relationships with plants created
an emotional belonging to a particular place, ‘anchoring emotions of
attachment, feelings of belonging, willingness to stay close, and a
wish to come back when away’ (Lewicka 2013, p. 66). Working with
memories of close relationships with plants, we are able to restore
intimate attachments to the plants and reconnect our ties to the land.

In talking about home and land, Kimmerer (2013) describes how
plants, or memories about plants, have the ability to re-connect us
with our ‘home’. She writes that plants are ‘integral to reweaving the
connection between land and people. A place becomes a home when it
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sustains you when it feeds you in the body as well as spirit. To recreate
a home, the plants must also return’ (p. 259). In one example of our
memories, the gailbiksite (primrose) flower comes back into the girl’s life
again and again across many years, reminding the girl of knowledge she
had forgotten and rekindling their relationship:

There was a small yellow flower, which would appear in a girl’s life in most
expected and unexpected times. It bloomed in late spring, usually in May and
early June, when the days were becoming longer and warmer in Latvia, and the
sun would not set until way after the girl’s bed time. The flower would appear
in the meadow by the river, next to the apartment building where the girl lived,
and sometimes on the edge of the forest nearby. It was a delicate light green stem
crowned by a cluster of small yellow flowers, which had a soft sweet fragrance.
To the little girl, who was about 5 or 6 years old at that time, they looked like
fairy princesses, so small you could hardly notice the beautiful yellow and green
lace on their dresses. When the girl grew a little older, around 10-11 years old,
the fairy princesses showed up at school. In a botany lesson, she saw them in her
textbook. She learned that the flower was called Primula Veris in Latin. Several
years later, when the girl was 15 or 16 years old, she was at home, drinking
herbal tea on one late winter day. She had a cold and her mom made a special tea
from a mixture of several different herbs. The tea was soothing and sweet. The
girl recognised a special fragrance of the yellow fairy princesses as she drank it.
The smell took her into the yellow fields by the edge of the forest that day. The
sun was high in the sky and it made her warm. Many years passed by. The girl
did not think about the yellow princesses for a long time. But one day she went
to an exhibition in a capital city, far away from her home. It was in a building
of the former biology department of the university, which was converted to a
museum. She entered one of the rooms, which had glass cabinets on each wall.
Behind the glass were lots and lots of dry flowers and grasses. Each one had a
tag with a Latin name and a scientific description. Little princesses were there,
too. ‘Primula Veris’, the tag said.

Connection with home and land is one of the vital aspects of childhood
memories, and thus, present in all of our memories. At Oma’s garden in
Latvia, where grandfather said goodbye to the plants, by the Cambari
bush in another grandmother’s garden in Brazil, and in the Kazakhstan
village where the woad was seeded every spring, the girls developed deep
emotional and physical connections to the plants and the land through
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meaningful ceremonies, and they were relived those decades later, with
the help of memories. According to Kohn (2013), ‘there is something
about our everyday engagements with other kinds of creatures that can
open new kinds of possibilities for relating and understanding” (p. 7, see
also Haraway 2008). These deep connections and communications with
plants rooted in familiar land were ceremonial entries into multi-species
relationships in girls’ stories. These common worlding ceremonies
strengthened a deep intimate relationship with plants and places,
making it possible for the girls to re-member important knowledges,
connections, and possibilities of relating to non-human beings (Pretti
et al. 2022). For example, a place is ‘comforting and comfortable” in the
grandfather’s goodbye memory. Similarly, a little girl finds comfort in
the presence of the Cambari bush, which became a “private sacred place
of communion with loss, and a place to connect with her own feelings
and with the plants in grandma’s yard”:

The girl was about five years old, and she spent a lot of time at her grandmother’s
house. Her family lived on the same street as Grandma, and very early in the
mornings, the girl’s grandmother would go out to the yard to water her garden
and tend to the plants. The girl always followed Grandma. The girl wandered
into the darker colder area of the yard by the wall and found a flat spot where
there was a Cambard bush. The tiny multi-coloured bouquet-like flowers
enchanted the girl, and the bouquets were so full that the girl could pick several
flowers without her aunt noticing much damage to the plant. The girl started to
visit her Cambard bush alone when her cousins were not around, and delicately
touched the flowers before picking them to play love me, love me not, or arrange
them in her hair as she explored the garden with grandma before the day began.
Grandma didn’t mind, instead, she looked over from time to time, in between
talking to her own favorite plants. Soon after, when the girl’s bird died, she
wanted to bury it next to the Cambard bush. Her older brother got a small
cardboard box, and they filled the box with Cambard flowers around the green
parakeet’s body. It gave the girl some comfort that the flowers that she knew and
loved would keep her bird company, and it also gave her comfort to know that
she could visit the Cambard bush later, and be with them both.

These multispecies ceremonial acts in our memories blur the western
unidirectional lines of agency, profoundly re-minding us of our already
ongoing connections with our more-than-human companions. The
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girls were growing in kinship with the land, bonding deeply with their
non-human friends and teachers, with no categorisations or hierarchies
between them in girls’ memories. Wynter’s (1984) concept of We/I as
‘natural beings’ mirrors this dynamic in re-membering the girls” intra-
actions with plants by showing how the boundary-maintaining system
becomes subversively blurred and reconfigured through memory.
Re-membering and re-connecting with plants thus reconfigures our
relationships to the land—the places we inhabited in the past, and the
places where we live now.

In Lieu of Conclusion: Re-membering Ceremonies,
Reconnecting Across Worlds

Memories dwell in most common, but often unexpected, places. They root
in our physical bodies, material objects, and natural environments. They
intersect personal histories, social orders, and geological landscapes.
They encompass cognitive processes and affective dimensions. And
most definitely, they do not exclusively belong to the human domain
(Prettietal. 2022). Therefore, it is not only the single dimension or aspect
of reality that exists in re-membering, but the fuzzy, marginalised, and
fluid details across the boundaries among multiple worlds are also
embedded in our memories. Memories build bridges between worlds
and species by connecting us with each other. In a reiterative, cyclical,
and community-oriented process, working with memories invites more
memories from various worlds: “You hear one memory, you tell one’
(see introductory chapter by Mnemo ZIN).

In the process of our collective-biography research, we have noticed
that the memory research itself has ceremonial effects, unexpectedly
forming a ritual of collectively coming together to share memory
stories and connecting memories and relationships across time and
space. Whether meeting physically or virtually, our research gatherings
involved elements commonly present in more formal rituals and
ceremonies: from sharing space and taking turns to share memory
stories, to purposefully seeking links to the past and creating a communal
experience where everyone participates not only intellectually but also
intensely emotionally. While our childhood memories were shared,
heard, and written in our gatherings again and again, we felt that this
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research process and writing was ‘the climax of the ceremony’ for ‘it
all comes together and all those connections are made” (Wilson 2008,
p- 122). At this climax of the research, we wove together our scattered
memories from distant childhoods, strengthening the connections with
each other—memories, plants, and us—and transforming them into a
spiritual and creative composition.

Our ceremonial re-membering of the relationships with plants awoke
our attentiveness, enabling us to experience how the ‘arts of noticing’
extended our ways of being and knowing to the multispecies world,
reminding us about the frames of our daily lives and that the ‘making
worlds is not limited to humans’ (Tsing 2015, p. 22). In the collective
process of re-membering, we helped each other to delve into the physical,
sensorial, and emotional layers of our memories, which opened up the
space to re-connect with the more-than-human worlds and to notice what
had gone unnoticed in our daily lives in the anthropocene. Therefore,
through our ceremonial research we re-membered not only the stories of
our relationships with the plants, but we also retrieved and revived our
noticing abilities from our childhood that had been fading throughout
our life course shaped by the concept of modernity and mainstream
western pedagogy. We re-membered the textures, smells, and colours
through our bodily and sensory memories; we re-membered dazzlingly
intimate emotional relationships with the plants that enabled us to
become vulnerable and feel reciprocal trust, love, care, and gratitude;
we re-membered experiencing the healing power of plants. Memories of
such intimate relationships with plants created space for us to explore,
experience, and re-learn ways of being and knowing without fear,
helping us to once again ‘come into coexistence with others” (Malone
and Fullagar 2022, p. 116).

While re-learning the ability to engage in a collective re-membering
ceremony with the multispecies world, we were also reminded that
ours was never a unidirectional relationship with plants. It was always a
reciprocal ceremony accomplished by the connected and collective ‘us’.
We would like to close with the poetic expression of love and gratitude
to our plant companions:

Re-membering with gratitude and reciprocity
Rekindled care through ceremonial memory
Mutually communicating with plants
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Hearing the wind and flowers chant
Plantcestors as our life teachers
Learning from all nature’s creatures
Reconnecting with more-than-humans
We cross the worlds through ceremonies
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