
Follow this and additional works at DigiNole: FSU's Digital Repository. For more information, please contact lib-support@fsu.edu

2019

In Memory of the Moment
Marie Dull



 

 

 

THE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

COLLEGE OF FINE ARTS 

 

 

IN MEMORY OF THE MOMENT 

 

 

By 

 

MARIE DULL  

 

 

A Thesis submitted to the 
Department of Art 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for graduation with 
Honors in the Major 

 

 

Degree Awarded: 
Spring, 2019  

 



 
 Dull 1 

 
 

The members of the Defense Committee approve the thesis of Marie Dull defended on April 19, 

2019. *Signatures are on file with the Honors Program* 

Rob Duarte 

Thesis Director 

 

Dr. Jean Munn 

Outside Committee Member 

 

Clint Sleeper 

Committee Member 



 
 Dull 2 

In Memory of the Moment 

In Memory of the Moment is an ongoing mail art project between strangers and myself. It 

is comprised of 50+ clear plastic envelopes placed in public space. Each envelope contains a pad 

of paper asking participants to describe what is happening in and around them right now. Upon 

completion, each entry is scanned, compiled into a book, and sent back to the participant or the 

location their response was written. Based on the consideration of various theories of memory 

and time, this project reflects on the culmination of these ideas in establishing self-hood. In the 

following text, I will describe the trajectory of the project from its inception, as well as the 

various theories that influenced the physical components of the work. 

About a year and half ago I started volunteering at the Tallahassee Alzheimer’s Project. I 

worked in the respite rooms where I would attend to our clients needs as well as, plainly, 

socialize. Our clients are individuals affected by Alzheimer’s or other related dementias. 

The progression of these memory disorders are terrifying for a number of reasons, but 

one of the most devastating aspects is what people consider to be a loss of self. This can be 

characterized by confusion, poor judgement, withdrawal, and changes in mood or personality. 

But in spending time with our clients, it became clear to me that an understanding of their 

being could be gleaned through various, brief moments: in eating a meal, in their vocal tones, 

their facial expressions, ways they sat or stood – I could recognize these qualities reliably over 

time. These observations led me to ask, as contemporary Alzheimer’s researcher Alison Phinney 

does: “Why do we believe that the loss of memory equates to the loss of self?” (Phinney, 2009). 

As Phinney will go on to argue, there is evidence to a sense of self being established through 

embodiment. 
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The project begins to ask this question by subversion of a social work tool: the memory 

book. The memory book is a personal object and social work convention used as an aid for 

individuals with memory disorders. It is also often used for and by individuals unaffected by 

memory disorders (i.e. documenting the early stages of a child’s life). The typical memory book 

is something like a more thorough scrapbook, detailing the meaningful moments spanning one’s 

life so far. Alzheimer’s Arkansas Programs and Services says the purpose of a memory book is 

to provide a record of an individual’s personal history, detailing one’s likes, dislikes, interests, 

work history, family, and friends. The memory book has the opportunity to serve not just the 

present individual, but also their future generations. (Alzheimer’s Arkansas Programs and 

Services, 2009). The information in a memory book is typically compiled during life review: a 

natural process that occurs or can be initiated when one nears closer to old age. Life review 

considers the topics included in a memory book and can be administered formally or casually by 

a family member, loved one, or social worker. In most cases, life review is the method used to 

obtain information for the memory book. Once the book is filled with this individualized 

information, the book itself can operate as an aid to one’s understanding of their personality. In 

this way, the traditional memory book is analogous to our conventional understanding of 

self-concept: one established by an immediate, thorough recall of both near and distant 

memories. 

The books made in this project, however, are not dependent on a lifetime’s worth of 

memory. Based on information from a single moment, the books made in In Memory of the 

Moment require an active refusal or forgetfulness of past events, placing a specific focus on what 

is immediately present. This project utilizes the structure of the memory book and subverts it by 
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detailing one moment, rather than a collection of moments, while still maintaining the intent that 

its contents serve to speak to one’s sense of self. 

Records of these moments are collected at the 50+ clear plastic envelopes I placed in 

various public spaces (parks, retail stores, restaurants, strip malls, playgrounds, etc). They are 

placed at these spots randomly and are intended to be found at random. Each envelope contains a 

pad of paper, a pencil, and a working watch face.

 

On the pad of paper, each participant is asked to “Describe what is happening in and around 

[them] right now.” The paper is 2” x 5”, enabling most of the participant responses to be short 

due to the lack of space. On the back of each response, the participant is prompted to provide the 

current date, time, and a mailing address. 



 
 Dull 5 

 

 

 

 
Examples from various participant responses. 
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From there, each record is copied, cut, and compiled into a single, small, soft cover book. 

There is only one copy made from each participant response, and each book stands independent 

from another. Each book is sent to the mailing address its participant provided. Where a personal 

mailing address is not offered, the book is mailed back to the site its participant wrote the record. 

For example, if the record was made at 507 All Saints Street, the book is mailed back to 507 All 

Saints Street. The books are short in length, much like the initial responses they were sourced 

from. Although each book differs from another in content, they follow the same format: an 

image of the watch face from the site and its hands blurred out on the cover; the date, place, and 

time of participant response on the opening page; a traced drawing of the place on the next; and 

direct copies of the response itself fill the body of the book. Where time and/or date are not 

recorded, a space is left empty in their place. 
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In Order Going Down: Cover. Pages for Date, Place, and Time. Tracing of Place. Response. 
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The body of the book is made of newsprint which is an extremely cheap material, one of 

the lowest grade papers. Over time, oxidation causes the quality of the paper to yellow quickly, 

more than other paper kinds of paper. In that, I emphasize how our perception of memories 

transforms over time and perhaps takes on a different hue, some literally become golden. 

The body of the book is bound with a pamphlet stitch and protected with a sleeve that can 

come off, something that is likely to happen over time: it loses its protection and could be 

damaged. It is sewn against the paper grain, meaning eventually the contents of the book will 

begin to split apart from itself, again alluding to the nature of how memories have the capability 

to transform, and degrade over time. 

The initial prompt asked to each participant is motivated by Nietzsche’s brief theory of a 

positive forgetfulness. In his On the Genealogy of Morality, Nietzsche proposes that: 

“Forgetting is no mere vis inertiae as the superficial imagine; it is rather an 

active and in the strictest sense positive faculty of repression, this is responsible 

for the fact that what we experience and absorb enters our consciousness as little 

while we are digesting it ...To close the doors and windows of consciousness for 

a time; to remain undisturbed by the noise and struggle of our underworld of 

utility organs working with and against one another; a little quietness, a little 

tabula rasa of the consciousness, to make room for new things, above all for the 

nobler functions and functionaries, for regulation, foresight, premeditation...that 

is the purpose of active forgetfulness, which is like a doorkeeper, a preserver of 

psychic order, repose, and etiquette; so that it will be immediately obvious how 

there could be no happiness, no cheerfulness, no hope, no pride, no present, 

without forgetfulness.” (Nietzsche, 1887). 

 

Nietzsche, here, is concerned with what forgetfulness can offer the individual who aims 

to prosper. Specifically, when he says that forgetfulness makes room for new things, he makes 

clear that he is most concerned with how an active forgetfulness can operate on an experiential 
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level. An enriched experience of new things is what brings joy, and therefore prosperity. This 

idea, of forgetting in order to prioritize the happenings of the present, is what informs the 

prompt: Describe what is happening in and around you right now. The prompt places a specific 

focus on one moment in effort to encourage the participant to refuse recalling everything that 

came before or after that moment and, perhaps, to discover the possibility of their relationship to 

the present moment. 

The visual content of the book is motivated by Maurice Halbwachs’ theory of collective 

memory. In the following excerpt, Halbwachs offers the analogy of the blackboard to aid in 

understanding how our physical surroundings and selves take on an imprint from memories: 

 

“The place a group occupies is not like a blackboard, where one may write and 

erase figures at will. No image of a blackboard can recall what was once written 

there. The board could not care less what has been written on it before and new 

figures may be freely added. But place and group have each received the imprint 

of the other. Therefore every phase of the group can be translated into spatial 

terms, and its residence is but the junction of all these terms.” (Halbwachs, 

1925) 

 

In this excerpt, Halbwachs introduces the idea of how our physical surroundings and selves can, 

and do, act as not only containers for our past happenings, but also as innate exhibits. Though 

Halbwachs does not consider forgetfulness or a refusal of memory in his theory, he does enable 

insight into a functioning memory as something other than immediate, cognitive recall. 

Halbwachs introduces us to the possibility of what happens when we begin to seek out the 

physical trace of past events in our present: both past and present collapse into one another, 

becoming simultaneously and entirely intertwined. Though forgetfulness is not a necessary 

component of his theory, Halbwachs instead reveals the role forgetfulness inadvertently plays. 
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He shows us that there is no need for the individual to endure any recollection of sorts, when 

“every phase” of a group’s memories become undeniably visible through their physicality over 

time. Through the use of one’s own handwriting as a physical trace of one moment; a literal 

tracing of the exact location the participant found themselves in; and the use of the body of a 

book and its contents to draw parallels to the human body and its “contents”, this project aims to 

elevate this idea. 

Joona Taipale’s 1978 text Phenomenology and Embodiment, gives further insight into 

understanding the role embodiment plays within the terms of this project. In this text, Taipale 

deals with Husserlian phenomenology in order to discuss the significance of embodiment in the 

constitution of subjectivity. Taipale begins to structure the varying facets of subjectivity: 

 

“Self-awareness was introduced as the necessary experiential dimension of 

consciousness: it amounts to the ‘livedness’ of lived experiences, to the 

‘gone-throughness’ essentially pertaining to experiences no matter what king, 

and as such it makes up the subjectivity of consciousness. Secondly...according 

to Husserl, self-awareness has a temporal structure...inner time-consciousness 

necessarily involves a material dimension: to be self-aware is necessarily to 

sense oneself. Selfhood, accordingly, is not a mere formal feature of 

consciousness, but a dimension of self-sensing or self-affection...subjectivity can 

now be defined as the meeting point of the immediately lived 

(kinesthetic-hyletic) interiority and the experiential exteriority that is presented 

in hyletic sensing – in short, subjectivity is a lived relation to what is other to it,” 

(Taipale, 1978) 

 

Here, Taipale argues that self-awareness is a key feature of subjectivity, and self-awareness, with 

its inherent temporal structure, connotes living and having lived through something physical, or 

material over time. What is most important to us in this text is the fact that to be self-aware, to 
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constitute subjectivity, we have to be aware of the point between our “self” in relationship to the 

material, “the other”. This definition likens to contemporary Alzheimer’s researcher Allison 

Phinney’s call to redefine what constitutes a self: a definition independent of a direct recall of 

events, but one that is heavily embodied by the experiencer and their surroundings. As a nurse, 

Phinney looks at specific moments of care where the self is revealed. She discusses moments 

where her patient, an elderly woman affected by dementia, is able to enact muscle memory to 

complete tasks familiar to her with objects that surround. Phinney uses this example ultimately to 

encourage that a self-remembrance happens in a dynamic relational context: discussing the 

insight one’s environment offers as an understanding of themselves (Phinney, 2009). In addition, 

the terms of environment are not limited to physical place, but also how an environment can be 

established by time: a specific moment. With memory and time rendered inseparable, a 

consideration of where past and present posit themselves is necessary. 

Deleuze’s 1985 text, Cinema 2, offers the idea of time’s fundamental operation: a past 

constituted at the same time as the present, a past that coexists with the present (Deleuze, 1985). 

Influence of this idea on In Memory of the Moment is represented through the structure of the 

book itself, where each component of the moment is compiled linearly and collapsed into one as 

the book sits closed. Upon completion, the books are sent back to their person or location of 

origin. Some are sent back after a couple weeks, some after a couple months. Their delivery 

through the postal system enables their physical state to be in constant flux. Their arrival – 

whether damaged, in tact, or a lack-there-of – reflects the way memories finds us: sometimes 

unexpected and bewildering, sometimes a gentle, welcomed reconciliation, other times the do 

not find us at all. 
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Within the scope of this project, the traditional memory book represents the conventional 

constitution of selfhood: one established by an immediate, and thorough access to a suite of 

memories. But, in In Memory of the Moment, this structure is subverted in order to consider the 

possibility in viewing a sense of self as established through other means. What is to be gleaned 

from others in just spending moments with them? Do we have to have a full understanding of 

one’s past in order to gain insight into one’s present self? How is evidence of the self revealed in 

what is observable and physical? How does duration of time affect our understanding of 

another’s sense of self? In In Memory of the Moment we commemorate the moment and place a 

higher value on the instant of its happening. When we appreciate the instant, we begin to see the 

areas of complexity and nuance evident in each momentary experience - the physical traces of 

memories, long lost.  
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