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Ulf Palmenfelt: 

Narrated Memories1 
 

When somebody offers to tell you a memory that is a genre classification which 
creates certain expectations in the listener, while at the same time it allows the 
narrator a certain liberty. The listener will expect an accurate eye witness report, 
while the narrator will have a certain freedom to recount that which is 
remembered from a personal point of view and to give it an individual 
evaluation. The more private the memory is, the greater the space open to the 
narrator’s subjective elaborations will be; the more public a memory is, the 
higher are the listeners’ demands for accuracy. 
 To be able to share memories with each other, be they private or 
public, we generally give them verbal form, meaning that they will typically 
consist of narrative, descriptive and argumentative elements. 

The process of verbalizing and communicating a personal memory 
usually leads to the narrator’s influence over her or his own memory 
diminishing in several steps. First, the verbalization in itself will exclude 
elements that are difficult to express in words; second, the narrative form is 
reductionist per se; and, third, the social interaction will demand that the 
narrated memory be adapted to what is culturally possible to express at a certain 
time in a certain place. The result is that when a memory is narrated it ceases to 
be a memory and becomes a narrative. 
 In my presentation today I will give you some examples of how 
personal memories can be been narratively and culturally adapted. 
 

 
Material 
The material I am working with – and which several of you have heard me talk 
about many times before – consists of about 200 tape-recorded life history 
narratives, ranging in length from one to 12 hours. The narrators were all retired 
citizens of my home town Visby, Sweden. They were born between 1910 and 
1930, representing more or less one and the same generation, while the 
interviewers were all younger than the narrators.  

The outer frame for the collecting was the arranged conversational 
situation of the ethnological interview, where one informant narrates to a tape-
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recording interviewer. In these conversations older citizens shared their 
experiences with younger ones. Since both parties were aware that the 
conversations were tape-recorded to be used in scientific analysis, we could also 
speak about imagined dialogues with future listeners. 

 
Narrated Memories 
Classifying a narrative as a memory is a genre keying signaling to the listener 
that what follows is a subjective interpretation of objective facts. As listeners we 
are not supposed to question the accuracy of the recounted details, while still 
acknowledging the narrator’s liberty to report these facts from a personal point 
of view and to add a subjective evaluation of them. First-hand eye witnesses to 
an event are supposed to be able to give a highly believable account of what 
“really” happened. At the same time, since the memories of the event have been 
filtered through an imperfect human mind, along the road to be narrated they 
may have been subject to all kinds of conscious or unconscious distortions and 
misinterpretations. Both as tellers of personal memories and as listeners to them, 
we are aware of this tension between alleged accuracy and permitted personal 
liberty; therefore every retelling of a personal memory can be regarded as a 
dynamic negotiation where narrators’ right to their own memories is weighed 
against listeners’ demands for accuracy. The ownership also includes the 
exclusive copyright to one’s own memories. Nobody is supposed to retell 
anybody else’s memories.  

Probably the most obvious way to communicate memories is 
verbally. It is important to bear in mind that narrated memory is something 
qualitatively different from a memory resting in somebody’s mind. The untold 
memory need not have verbal form. Memories about emotions, smells, and 
tastes are examples of such experiences that often remain untold or only hinted 
at. It is much easier to verbalize memories of actions, changes, and outer 
movement, because such elements fit smoothly into the narrative form. As a 
matter of fact, when we transform memories into narrated memories we 
typically have to do so in concordance with the genre demands of the narrative 
form, meaning that we tend to disregard non-epic elements, we simplify 
conflicts into binary black-and-white dichotomies, we pigeonhole actors into 
stereotyped role characters, and we strive to end our story with a surprising 
punch line or a powerful moral conclusion.  

Furthermore, every retelling of memories has to be situated in a 
certain social context. This is where the possible tension between the private 
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viewpoints and value systems of the narrator will be confronted by more or less 
publicly accepted standpoints represented by the listeners. In the communicative 
situation, the teller’s right to private interpretations of a remembered event is 
challenged by the listeners’ demands for accurate reporting. In the special 
context of the tape recorded life history interview, the listeners are both the 
interviewer present in the recording situation and possible future scholars using 
the archived material. As important as these listeners, however, is the collective 
history of the narrator’s fellow citizens.  

Most people live their lives in societies together with other human 
beings. We labor together with our work mates, spend our spare time next to our 
neighbors, maybe we form a family and raise children. Individual life-stories are 
enacted in collective arenas, where other individuals live at the same time. 
Everybody’s life is unique, but it takes place alongside other people’s lives in 
shared settings. This double and possibly contradictory quality becomes visible 
when people narrate their life-stories. Every individual life narrative must be 
possible to locate in collective arenas where other persons have lived at the same 
time and it must be compatible with the local society’s history that has taken 
place at the same time. 

One extreme example of unchallenged individual ownership is 
represented by the story about the sole survivor of the 1902 Martinique volcano 
eruption (who survived because he was locked into a subterranean prison vault 
and thus protected from the flow of lava that killed everybody else). For every 
time he told about the catastrophe, he constructed ever more fantastic stories 
about it, because there was nobody else alive who could question his stories.  

As examples towards the other end of the scale we could think of 
holocaust survivors, who sometimes are denied their personal interpretations of 
their experiences from the concentration camps. A well-known recent example 
(among several others) is Herman Rosenblat, whose book “Angel at the Fence” 
was stopped by the publisher, when it became known that Rosenblat had 
invented the story that he survived Buchenwald thanks to his future wife’s, 
Rosa, throwing apples to him over the fence. The collectively established grand 
narrative about the Holocaust was not open to individual attempts of 
fictionalization. 
 
Against the Flow of History 
The following story gives a good illustration of how an individual might 
unintentionally collide with the collective flow of history: 
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I had studied my first year in Uppsala and I was on my way home to Visby after the 
end of the spring semester. On my way, I stopped over one night in Stockholm to 
visit an old friend of mine. We went to a restaurant and we went dancing and I slept 
on his sofa. The next morning I was going to walk to the Central station to take the 
train down to Nynäshamn and get on the boat home. When I got down to 
Kungsgatan, I found the number of people in the street incredible. It was impossible 
to walk against the flow. Everybody was walking in the opposite direction. I had 
two huge trunks. Soon I understood what was going on. The war was over! It was 
May 9, 1945. I had to take another street to get to the Central station. 

 
As a narrative this short story is highly efficient. Only the necessary elements 
are related. It has an outspoken first person perspective with the narrator in the 
middle of two opposite movements. The image gets its power from the paradox 
that the strong power he has to face is not hostile, but actually representing the 
good side. The narrator himself, the interviewer as well as most Swedes are 
certainly aware of the black-and-white documentary footage showing how the 
office windows along the main street of Stockholm, Kungsgatan, were opened 
and the office workers emptied their wastepaper baskets over the jubilant masses 
marching along the street. Although the young man was literally trying to move 
against the direction of history, his narrated memory does not in any way 
contradict the great collective history. On the contrary, his physical presence in 
Kungsgatan actually confirms the accuracy of the well-known picture. 
Afterwards, he has the freedom to retell his personal memory as he remembers 
it, while at the same time the listeners’ demands for accuracy are satisfied.  

 
The Hansa Torpedoed 
My next example will show a somewhat contrasting phenomenon. The discourse 
about a certain historical event has become so dominant that it forces its way 
into the narrative of one young woman, who was not personally involved in it. 

In the early morning of November 24, 1944 the Swedish passenger 
ship the Hansa was sunk on her way from Nynäshamn to Visby. The general 
theory was that the Hansa was hit by a Soviet torpedo that had been fired by 
mistake.  

Of 86 persons on board 84 drowned. The majority of the crew were 
persons living on Gotland, while half of the passengers were military personnel. 
To express it bluntly, less than one hundred families on Gotland suffered direct 
losses, while of course the entire population felt indirectly affected. To all 
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Gotlanders the sinking of the Hansa became a harsh reminder that war time 
brutalities were for real and could hit even civil citizens of a neutral country.  

The following account by one young woman, who did not suffer any 
personal losses, gives an idea of how the rumor about the disappearance of the 
Hansa was spread among the citizens of Visby: 

 
Then I remember very well when the Hansa went down. It was one of those 
days in your life that you found awful. I had been in school in the morning and I 
was on my way to work in the afternoon. I and my friend used to go to a café for 
a cup of hot chocolate and a bun before going to work. After that we went for a 
walk through the city and outside one of the newspaper offices we saw the 
placard announcing that the Hansa was missing. So, then it started. My friend, 
well, she had an uncle or whatever who worked on the boat. Then it continued. 
When I arrived at my work, well, one of my workmates, her husband was on the 
boat. And wherever you went and whoever you spoke to, they had somebody 
they knew on board, you know. And we found that spooky. Later in the evening 
we went down to the harbor to have a look. And there was a raft, a wrecked raft 
I believe it was that they had found. Somebody had written in pencil: ‘A final 
farew…’ and then it was only a line. Probably several more had been on it. 
Well, that was unpleasant. 
 

This narrative lacks a strong moral conflict to drive it forward. The woman 
retelling this story is typical in the sense that she belongs to the majority of 
Gotlanders who did not have any relative or acquaintance on board the Hansa. 
Just as typical is that many narratives about the sinking of the Hansa declare just 
the opposite: “And wherever you went and whoever you spoke to, they had 
somebody they knew on board, you know.” The narrative gives a chronological 
enumeration of episodes that the young woman encountered on the tragic day. 
Probably she remembers these fairly trivial events because the overall 
atmosphere in Visby on that day was characterized by high anxiety. The sad 
affair did not strike her personally and the story about it does not play any 
dramaturgical role in her life history. Still it has to be retold. The dominant 
discourse about the sinking of the Hansa is so strong that it is almost impossible 
to talk about Visby in November 1944 without relating to it.  
 
Adolescents Enjoy the War 
Several of my narrators contradict what at least I had taken to be the established 
Swedish narrative about the Second World War. They describe the war years as 
rather pleasant. Instead of the solemn grand narratives about a resolutely united 
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nation enduring the hardships of the war years, these informants remembered 
playful jokes, freedom from responsibility, joy, happiness and erotic escapades. 

Among the female narrators many recalled how nice it was to attend 
the Saturday night dances, where there were ten boys in smart uniforms to every 
girl. They noticed the advantages with the black-outs, when you could hug and 
kiss without being watched. Younger children used to sneak along the park 
paths with flashlights and reveal loving couples fondling on the park benches. 

The male narrators liked to describe the pleasant outdoor life in the 
countryside camps when on guard-duty. To a large extent the mobilized soldiers 
were farmer’s sons, used to spending a lot of time outdoors. They knew how to 
cut fire-wood, how to make a cooking fire, they enjoyed sleeping in a tent, 
bicycling, going for a swim, picking mushrooms and wild berries in the forest. 
Their narratives reflect excitement, but not fear. To them, the war was a thrilling 
adventure, but it never became threatening or dangerous.  

Typically, these stories are short with an anecdotal character. Often 
they relate successful practical jokes making fun of stupid officers or pompous 
bureaucrats. 

How is it possible to tell such stories in spite of the extraordinary war 
time conditions that must have deeply affected everybody’s everyday life? I can 
think of a number of plausible explanations. One is that the war time reality was 
not only as black as coal. As a matter of fact, Sweden, thanks to a careful 
foreign policy (some call it cowardly), managed to stay outside the war. 
Compared to the situation in our Nordic neighboring countries, very few Swedes 
have any particularly dramatic war experiences to relate. 

However, the most important explanation to the positive attitudes 
taken by my informants is, I am convinced, their age. Most of them were born in 
the 1920s and 30s, meaning that they were teenagers or adolescents during the 
war. They had no families or children to provide for. When they received their 
draft cards they could regard the draft as a compulsory but also pleasant 
vacation from their ordinary duties. From their life-stories I can hear that they 
had their years of struggle after the war. That was when they were supposed to 
enter the labor market, start a family, raise children and provide for them, find 
an apartment or plead for a bank loan to build a house. To many of them the 
advantages of the welfare society did not become apparent until one or two 
decades later. 

Certainly these narrators are as aware of the discrepancies between 
their stories and the official narrative as the young Gotlander with the heavy 
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suitcases was. As a matter of fact, several of them actually state that already 
during the war they were rebuked by their parents for not taking the war as 
seriously as one ought to. Some of them comment on their juvenile lack of 
judgment and are eager to emphasize that as grown-up, mature citizens they 
agree with the collectively accepted version of the narrative. Their war 
narratives represent the experiences of one specific generation, but they are not 
revolutionary or oppositional. They fall well inside the limits of normality. 
Adolescents are allowed a greater degree of irresponsibility, spontaneity and 
short-sightedness, as long as they agree to leave this stage, grow up, mature and 
accept to conform to the established values of the society. 

 
Austria Liberated 
Among the interviewed Visby citizens was one woman who was born and raised 
in Germany. Consequently, she did not spend the war years in Visby. Fifty years 
after the war when she, then a Swedish citizen, talked about her youth, she 
demonstrated over and over again that she was aware of the established Swedish 
narrative and how and where her own story deviated from it. This is how she 
recounted Germany’s annexation of Austria with the perspective of the young 
girl, at the same time interspersed with the mature woman’s clear references to 
the collective Swedish narrative about the Second World War: 

 
I was what you call a Nazi. We were so indoctrinated. When you have such men as 
Hitler, in those days I found him fabulously attractive. When I see the same film 
cuttings today, I say to myself: -How could we? And Goebbels and the small 
Minister of Propaganda and all that! But they were so powerful. I can still 
remember how interesting it was, when I was twelve, no I was fourteen in 1936 
when Austria was annexed. Anschluss was the term. Of course it was annexed by 
Germany, but at the same time many people there became very happy, because 
there were Nazis there and German soldiers and so on. 

I remember that I was sitting by the table in our living room doing my 
homework and the radio was on and we heard this. The Führer was in Vienna! This 
ecstatic account that finally Austria was liberated from its yoke and finally they 
were united with their motherland and finally and now and now! I was crying with 
emotion and I was thinking: -My God, these happy people, finally! 

Well, that’s the way it happens, but it’s a mass psychosis. Anyway, it 
is something. 

 
The core of this story of course is the moving image of the 14 year-old school 
girl listening to the radio in her family’s living room, crying for joy in empathy 
with a poor oppressed people that finally have gained their freedom. What gives 
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us problem is that the roles of heroes and victims have been switched in her 
story compared to what we are used to. 
This woman knows that when, 50 years afterwards, she is recounting her war 
time memories from a German point of view, she has to openly declare her 
relationship to the Nazi party, to explain – or explain away – her admiration for 
Hitler and the other German leaders, to clarify that she is aware of the difference 
between Anschluss and annexation, and to mention the term mass psychosis. 

Furthermore, this example shows how deceitful the narrative form 
can be when it comes to documenting complicated historical processes. In the  
German version of the story heroes and villains have changed roles with each 
other, compared to the narrative we are used to hearing and suddenly the 
tendency of the story is turned upside down.  

What this woman has in common with several of the other narrators 
in my material is her generation affiliation. When the war started, she was 
young, naïve and lacked life experience. Like many of the persons of her age, 
she found the war exciting, she wanted to see more of it and she had no idea that 
she might get hurt although she was living in a country that was being bombed. 
Her memories are certainly accurate enough, but they are not compatible with 
the dominant grand narrative about World War II, so her narrative has to be 
interpolated by explanations and reservations to adapt it to the accepted 
discourse. 

 
Conclusion 
My observations when studying how personal memories are transformed to 
publicly performed narratives are these. When personal memories are narrated, 
non-epic elements are under communicated, while epic qualities, like action, 
movement, and change are highlighted. In the narrated memories, actors tend to 
become heroes, villains, victims and other stereotypical role characters and the 
stories will lead up to a punch line or a potent moral conclusion. 
 The individual peculiarities of the personal memories will have to be 
diminished to adapt the narrated memories to the collectively accepted tradition, 
the more so the more public the memories are. 
 And finally, narrated memories are no longer memories, but 
narratives. 
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