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Does the Photograph Remember Everything? 

Alienfunk 

“the photograph ‘remembers’ everything, whereas the memory only retains 

what the self deems important.” (Kracauer, S. (C), Keenan, C. 1998 pp. 61).  

It’s disconcerting to think that each time I reminisce at an old family photograph; I could be 

destroying or reforming the memory of an event or a person. Memory has the capacity to 

become more elusive over time, becoming distorted every time it is recalled upon, mixing 

the past with the present and altering depending on your receptive state of mind. Having 

spent over a decade documenting my family, I wanted to know if I was destroying this three 

dimensional memory in favour of its two dimensional counterpart. Is the photograph 

replacing what we remember, the sounds, the smells, and the experience or is it 

strengthening memory by working alongside what it is that we have remembered acting like 

a switch to trigger everything else we have etched in our minds for future recall? With my 

own ideals of working within a fine art practice, experimenting with surrealism centred on 

nostalgia and human emotion, the way photographs affect memory was something I 

wanted to explore. Indeed the idea that a body of work that I have produced denotes a 

distinct concept at the time of creation could in fact convey a different punctum each time 

the series is reflected upon thus altering the original concept slightly and reforming the 

memory. So it would be interesting to know if photographs are in the process of distorting 

the memories by their retentive nature or do they immortalise them. 

One of the very few memories I have of my father was when I was four or five years 

old, we were heading to Weston Super Mare for our annual holiday, my father was driving 

his Ford Capri, and my step mother was sitting beside him in the front passenger seat. I was 

sitting in the back with my two step brothers crammed in to the back seats. The memory is 

centred on the car journey and the music playing at that time, Simon and Garfunkel’s 

‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ resonates through the speakers. (Simon & Garfunkel, 1970).   
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I distinctly remember breathing in the toxic petrol fumes so familiar with older cars, 

contributing to my nauseating travel sickness. This resulted in me throwing up in to a make 

shift, sick bag, and the two smells merging together. This somewhat unpleasant memory has 

never left me, however the memory isn’t a photograph or a rolling video played out in my 

head, it is more of a feeling, a sense of being there. When I call upon this memory I am 

looking back at the car with me in it. The memory is sparked when I hear the same song that 

played through the speakers or if I sniff the sickly aroma of petrol; I am once again 

transported back in time, to that journey and a younger me and that feeling of misery. I 

cannot see the faces of these people who are with me in the car, I don’t remember what 

they look like, and I don’t remember their clothes, the colour of the car or any one of the 

conversations that must have happened during the journey. I only remember the sound of 

the music and smells that related to this event, and I sense a presence of these people in 

the car with me but I do not remember them physically. Worst still I do not remember my 

father, this strong, broad man who took care of me when my mother left him when I was 

only two years old. Sally Mann described a similar feeling about her own father, (Appendix 

1.) she wrote:  

“Because of the many pictures I have of my father, he eludes me completely. 

In my outrageously disloyal memory he does not exist in three dimensions, or 

with associated smells or timbre of voice. He exists as a series of pictures. 

When I think of him, I see his keen, intelligent eyes cast askance at me, his 

thumb lightly resting on his cleanly shaved chin. And I see his thick forearms, 

the left impinged upon by the stretchy metal band of the watch I keep here 

still in my desk drawer, the sleeves of his white cotton shirt rolled to reveal his 

powerful biceps, his waist trim from an absurdly careful egg-whites only kind 

of diet, girded round by the same cracked leather belt he wore for forty years. 

But…here’s the thing: It’s a picture, a photograph I am thinking of. I don’t 

have a memory of the man; I have a memory of a photograph.” (Mann, S. 

2015, pp. 301-302).  
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It’s been several decades since I had any contact with my father and the only 

memory I have of him as a physical being, are the few photographs I keep with the rest of 

the family albums. These images, which I didn’t take myself, are of a young man and 

because of this he has never aged in my mind yet he would be in his mid-seventies now. The 

memories I have of him other than the photographs are depicted by his presence, a sense of 

him but not an image of him in my mind, he is a shape without a face; an outline of a man. 

This would suggest that the difference between both Mann’s experience and mine is that 

her recollections of her father come from a photograph and the memory of her father is the 

image rather than the experience which has disappeared from her mind because of this 

photograph. On the other hand I can recall the event and the experience in my memory but 

not the appearance of the people within it. So it would seem that a photograph is an 

essential tool for remembering the faces and people we want to remember and that 

possibly photographs and memory coincide in working together to allow the brain to recall a 

more accurate account of what it is we want to remember. It could be that because people 

are forever changing in appearance and age, our memory cannot retain such vivid details 

because it cannot be classed as fact (like a mathematical sum, the answer will always stay 

the same) that a face looks a certain way when it is constantly changing over time. 

What Mann does in her writings is explain the physical characteristics of her father in great 

detail because she is able to reference them accurately from the photograph. Something 

that Susan Sontag also suggests in her book ‘On Photography’. Indeed Sontag writes:  

“Photographs do more than redefine the stuff of ordinary experiences 

(people, things, events, whatever we see – albeit differently, often 

inattentively – with natural vision) and add vast amounts of material that we 

never see at all. Reality as such is redefined – as an item for exhibition, as a 

record for scrutiny, as a target for surveillance.” (Sontag, S. 2001, pp. 156). 

Sontag’s statement is reinforced when Roland Barthes writes about the photograph 

blocking memory, he writes: 
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“Not only is the Photograph never, in essence, a memory…, but it actually 

blocks memory. Quickly becomes a counter-memory.” (Barthes, R. and 

Howard 1993, pp. 91). 

Both writers talk about the way in which photographs can destroy our memories, by erasing 

our experiences and anamnesis: smell, touch, and sound, carving out a new path to the past 

which is focused on the finer details captured in the photograph. Something that we do not 

necessarily remember at that time the photograph was taken, in essence the photograph 

becomes retentive, and replacing what we thought was important information with an 

extensive inaccurate account of it. It is true that it has broadened Mann’s description of her 

father her punctum1 not a feeling but a list of fine details of his apparel, the watch, the belt, 

the cotton shirt, and this would suggest that Sontag, Barthes and Mann are correct in their 

views, photographs do replace the experience for a more structured account of what is 

captured visually rather than offering an emotional feeling perception. The person in effect 

no longer exists and is replaced with a two dimensional record of their distinguishing 

features. 

This notion makes me feel disheartened; photography plays an important role in my 

personal and professional life, the ‘photograph’ has given me the opportunity to delve into 

my past with mixed emotions such as those I feel when I see the image of my father 

(Appendix 2.) I am able to attach him as a man, the image of him, to my experiences. I am 

1 Punctum – The word Punctum was first introduced by Roland Barthes in his book Camera Lucida, the word 
used to explain “that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me).” (Barthes, R.  1993a 
pp. 27). What Barthes suggests is that Punctum is that which attracts you to the image, the emotion it 
produces within the viewer, and for me with the image of my father (Figure 2.) the punctum has changed over 
the years. Throughout my teenage years of rebellion and anger towards my parents the image only offered me 
a feeling of anger, and a multitude of questions, one being why had this man (my father) never bothered with 
me. There was no love in this man’s eyes as he squints away from the camera. The distance between my 
mother and father apparent within the photograph even back then and possible only a few years away from 
separation. However with the birth of my own family and the passing of time my punctum has changed, I meet 
this image with sorrow and regret, the years that have passed and I don’t know this man. I don’t know his 
version of events and the love I hold dear for him is locked away inside instead of being shared and 
reciprocated. I look at this young man and know that this is no longer the way things are, the strong man who 
worked hard at so many things but forgot the most important thing, family and yet I’m at the age where I can 
do something about it but it seems his genes of hard work in most things apart from family have rubbed off, 
my punctum a strong sense of guilt and regret. 
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interested in exploring the idea that photographs enhance our memories keeping them vivid 

for many years to come.  

If you look deeper into Mann’s recollection and connotation of her father’s image what you 

actually see is that the image has prompted more than what the photograph can offer in 

detail alone. She offers a more comprehensive account of her father than what she can 

physically see, the visual aspect redolent to her own memory of her father. “The egg-whites 

only diet” is not revealed to us as a viewer within the image, yet the appearance of her 

father’s trim waste line generated this memory. (Mann, S. 2015, pp. 301-302). The leather 

belt also offers us more than just a noun, we cannot see by looking at the image that her 

father wore the belt for forty years, we cannot envisage that the leather belt is cracked, 

something that presumably developed over the years of wear and as such she was able to 

recall this piece of information by looking at her father through a photograph. Though these 

added memories do not offer a three dimensional account they are proof that the two 

dimensional photograph prompted a memory stored within Mann’s mind, a memory of the 

day to day life with her father. Could it be in fact that her memories of her father have been 

locked away for all these years and that by doing the research needed for her book ‘Hold 

Still A memoir with Photographs’ these memories came flooding back? The photograph 

working as a mnemonic, the catalyst needed to recall more personal accounts of a person, 

and though Mann doesn’t offer the reader details of sounds and smells could it be that 

these memories were still accountable. Throughout Mann’s book, ‘Hold Still, A Memoir with 

Photographs’ (a book about her life and the family around her), she has researched the 

contents by drawing from the many photographs and documents that she has chosen to 

keep, further proof that photographs play an important role in past memories. 

The image of my father an aged black and white image that has seemingly taken on all the 

imperfections that life has thrown at it, discoloured and now taking on more of a  sepia tone 

than the black and white tone it once offered its viewer, is one of the few images I have of 

my father. He is sitting next to my mother in a beer garden outside of a public house on 

what looks to be a hot, sunny day during the 1970’s. At first glance the image only offers me 

a physical reference to my father’s appearance but as I keep looking a multitude of 
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memories come flooding back and the more I look the greater and more vivid they become. 

I am able to recall the smells of dead rabbit hanging in the kitchen ready to be stewed or the 

smell of the roses I picked to make rose water perfume, but these memories aren’t 

involuntary memories like Mann’s extensive recollection of her father, these memories are 

forced and not triggered by the image itself. As Sontag said the image offers me vast 

amounts of detail, such as the hot sunny day which I am able to draw upon from the high 

contrast tones produced from the shadows cast by the parasol above the table. To the crop 

top and hot pants that my mother is wearing as she pulls on the top to readjust its position, 

staring directly at the lens, while sitting next to my father. With his smouldering eyes as he 

glances off to the side while resting his arm casually upon his knee, opened shirted 

mimicking the style of Elvis Presley. The date of the image is unknown all but a written 

estimation scrawled on the back which reads “Bob and Ann 1970’s”. Does this suggests is 

that a photograph can only be a part of a memory, if the memory is there to begin with. So 

in effect in order for me to recall these memories I have of my father without it being 

contrived would mean that the photograph would have to relate to the memory itself, 

known as an involuntary memory. An example of this would be hearing a particular song, 

such as Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ or perhaps the smell of roses or 

dead rabbit. This observation is reinforced by Marcel Proust, in his book ‘Remembrance of 

Things Past: 1’ Proust writes about his return home and his mother offering him tea, on its 

arrival it was accompanied by a Madeleine and he writes: 

“No sooner had the warm liquid mixed with the crumbs touched my palate 

than a shudder ran through me and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary 

thing that was happening to me. An exquisite pleasure had invaded my 

senses, something isolated, detached, with no suggestion of its origin…And 

suddenly the memory revealed itself. The taste was that of the little piece of 

madeleine which on Sunday mornings at Combray (because on those 

mornings I did not go out before mass), when I went to say good morning to 

her in her bedroom, my aunt Léonie used to give me, dipping it first in her 

own cup of tea or tisane. The sight of the little madeleine had recalled 
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nothing to my mind before I tasted it. And all from my cup of tea.” (Proust, 

M., Moncrieff and Kilmartin 1989, pp. 48-49). 

What seems to be a common theme when it comes to personal photographs is their 

inability to prompt the other senses, such as sounds, tastes and smells, yet a piece of music, 

an object of food or the smell of a certain scent has the capability not only to bring about a 

memory but open up the mental images of the event associated with these sensory 

stimulants. This is true of Proust’s character, no sooner had the liquid of the tea and the 

crumb of the madeleine touched his palate, he was transported back to the memory of the 

Sunday’s in Combray with his Aunt. The memory not held in the madeleine itself as a three 

dimensional object, but triggered once the madeleine passed his taste buds and this in itself 

opened up a descriptive recollection of the past in picture form.  

It would seem that photographs can help retain memory but also remove memory 

depending on our own experiences and the importance of what it is we are trying to 

remember. This is reinforced by Susan Sontag when she says: 

“Indeed, the importance of photographic images as the medium through 

which more and more events enter our experience is, finally, only a by-

product of their effectiveness in furnishing knowledge dissociated from and 

independent of experience.” (Sontag, S. 2001, pp. 156). 

Sontag talks about photographs in a way that they are replacing memory, eluding our 

experiences but at the same time offering us details which we would never have 

remembered to begin with. The aim of this essay was to disprove this notion that 

photographs are erasing these memories but what I have experienced and researched is 

that a photograph is just that. It is a two dimensional recording of a person or event that 

acts as a stimulant to trigger a memory, and because it is a picture it has the ability to 

trigger memories but only in picture form. It can be compared to the madeleine or Simon & 

Garfunkel’s ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ in the sense that these objects of affection offer 

the same analogy, they are all catalysts for past memories. (Simon & Garfunkel, 1970). 
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History tells us that recollections of events and experiences change over time with or 

without photography; history is always rewriting itself but as Nordstrom says: 

“Photography shaped the way we remember things, it’s a really important 

cultural change. No longer through ballads and poems and stories but 

through looking at a likeness is a way we remember what happened, and who 

was.” (Nordstrom, 2014) 

I feel that what Nordstrom is trying to say is that in contemporary society we are the biggest 

collectors of visual memories; photographs. We take photographs of everything, our family, 

our pets, our food and anything else that feeds the necessity of us reaching into our bags for 

our pocket sized camera phones and pressing the screen to take a multitude of shots, and 

much like ballads2 and poems have had their words changed over the centuries, like a 

photograph they still retain their connotation.  

What this essay has enabled me to explore within my own practice is the possibility to 

examine the ideas of photography marrying with the other senses in ways that have yet to 

be proven possible; experimenting with the concept that a photograph can stimulate a 

memory by sight and generate a memory of smell, taste and touch. Will it be possible in the 

future for a photograph to offer a visual representation with the capabilities of evoking 

sounds and smells that accompany the experience and concept of the photographer’s 

connotation?  

When I consider the reasons that these images are so dear to me it is not necessarily to 

remember the experience but it is to remember how things used to be, a record of how a 

person once looked, dressed or an insight into the subject’s thoughts when seeing a candid 

expression. Indeed could it be that for many people the last memory they have of a family 

member signifies illness or death and it is not until they look upon an old photo that their 

2 “But ‘ballad’ is also used as a specialised word for one of a group of songs that are hundreds of years old and 
tell dramatic stories of war, love and betrayal, magic and trickery or strange events. Nobody knows who made 
up these ballads, and some have had their words and tunes so changed by different singers in different places 
over the centuries that it can be hard to recognise that two songs are versions of the same ballad.” (Anon, 
n.d.).
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memory is transformed to the past. Photographs are not just memories; photographs are 

records of change, keys to unlocking how things used to be and a means to generate and 

transport us to a previous moment in time. 
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Appendix 1. 

 ‘Unititled’ from the book Hold Still A Memoir with Photographs, 2015. 
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Appendix 2.  

Robert Scott Heath & Patricia Ann Harding from my own family album, 1970’s. 




