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Abstract

The paper deals with the concepts of memory, reminiscence, the five senses and how all these are projected differently in various cultures. It also reflects upon sensory, collective, communicative and cultural memory which spring from personal memories. It touches upon some of the studies conducted in a Grundtvig project called “Memory Boxes: A Garden of Reminiscence” with Germany, Italy, Finland, Lithuania, Poland, Norway and Bulgaria. It is based on a book of short stories by Philippe Delerm The Small Pleasures of Life full of childhood and adolescent memories of a number of things. One of the short stories is on the smell of apples which turned out to be the starting point of the project’s discussions in time.
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Memory has always played a crucial role not only in individual’s lives but in the construction and deconstruction of a nation’s past. In a number of cases apart from historical artifacts researchers rely heavily on people’s memories and reminiscences which cannot always guarantee 100% validity and truth but still give us an idea of quite a lot of things.  

Mark Clayson defines memory as the ‘basic ability that most of us possess to recall knowledge as well as events that have happened to us in the past’ [http://ezinearticles.com/?Definition-of-Human-Memory&id=461163]. Memory is closely related to sensory perceptions which are essential in our everyday activities. If we try to think about an object from the real world by excluding one of our senses in our mind for a fraction of a second we will see that it is quite difficult to picture this object because as Clayson has stated sensory memory refers to ‘the few split seconds that follow the initial perception of an object’ (op. cit.). The five senses have always been the object of attention not only in psychology. Advertising, for example, refers to the five senses both in the verbal and the non-verbal component of advertising texts. One of the latest magazine issues of Alitalia airlines Friffair [May-October 2013] has decided to present the senses in connection with the goods they offer for purchase in an interesting way by drawing a crossword puzzle which has even got a title “Let’s play!”. The five senses appear horizontally in English and vertically in Italian, e.g. I touch/Io sfioro. Next to them are the products you can buy presented as related to the senses. Thus, next to “I look” there is a binocular as well as bracelets and an eye kit. Next to “I taste” they have presented products typical for the Italian culture, one of them Limoncino, a drink Italians like a lot and drink after their meals. In this way, passengers will not only have an idea of what they can buy on air but they will remember the deals more easily. The strangest thing was that this particular information in the magazine has been noticed by a number of Memory Boxes participants. Which means they must have added it to their memory boxes for good. 

Very closely related to memory is the notion of reminiscence which differs in that once retold it is made public or “confessed” to other people. The explanation of reminiscence presented in the Wikipedia is:

‘the act of recollecting past experiences or events; when a person shares their personal stories with others or allows other people to live vicariously through stories of family, friends, and acquaintances while gaining an authentic meaningful relationship with a person. Grandparents are often ones who reminiscence their stories to their grandchildren, sharing their individual experience of what the past was like’.

[http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reminiscence]
The strongest memories are childhood memories, i.e. what we as humans usually remember about our past times as adolescents when we are impressed and influenced by almost everything that is happening around us, usually closely related to our own selves. In those times our notions about the world are rather limited and concentrated around our own lives, our personality and our family environments. But, at a later stage, we take these past experiences and base our concepts and conclusions about the world at large by combining what we have experienced with what we have read and learned through the different periods of our existence. In a word, semantic memory referring to the world in general and episodic memory related to our own experience become highly interrelated through time and if we have to recollect some events at a later stage of our development as humans we will perform much better. Or, as Beaugrande and Dressler [1981:89] have put it, ‘One’s experiences continually feed into one’s general views about the world, while the latter impose organization upon experience’. Episodic memory helps us reconstruct certain events as the process itself is highly emotionally loaded and very individually specific. In the process of experiencing certain events, humans enrich their semantic memory about the world. When there are references to past events people’s memories are positively loaded in most cases. We as humans tend to forget the unpleasant moments we once had and try to remember only the good ones although there are negative events which can also have a strong impact on our future life as there is reestablishing of relations with our past. If some of the memories we have evoke negative emotions and feelings in us then we try to forget them or in other words to lose memory. 
Experiments have shown that females reproduce childhood memories and reminiscences much better as they are more emotional and normally pay attention to the greatest details, especially to the ones from everyday life [see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Childhood_memory]. Another possible explanation and reason for that is the fact that in principle women are more nostalgic-like and this can make them exaggerate the memory so that it can sound more convincing and lively. 
There are conceptual universals as well as core cultural values which help in rendering memories although memories are very individual and personal specific and in some cases expressed differently by representatives from different cultures, or, even though they can be the same in some cultures, they may mean different things or may be interpreted differently based on given situations, circumstances, periods of development of the nation or the culture, and so on, and so forth. In any case, however, memories are closely related to emotions and personal experience based on circumstances imposed by the respective culture.
As for the five senses, in principle, they are the same everywhere and for all humans, and we can say that they are more or less universal, but again, the meanings implied in them, because of the reasons mentioned above, can vary. It goes without saying that “sensual” memories are much stronger and can be kept in the long-term memory for a longer period of time. Cases which have influenced us to the greatest extent will definitely be remembered more vividly than others. There are many things that can trigger one’s memory, but the strongest sense of all is that of smell. As children people come across different smells which at a later stage they associate them with certain events, places, specific moments and even people. According to Ronald Riggio [2012], there is a strong connection between smells, emotions and early life experiences. In the same line of thoughts, an interesting fact worth mentioning is the one stated by Helen Fields [2012] in her article in The Observer “Fragrant Flashbacks. Smells Rouse Early Memories”: ‘it’s through memory that we learn to remember smells, and disorders that take away memory also take away the ability to distinguish scents’.  
All these issues are the object of attention and discussion, as well as of study in the Grundtvig project called “Memory Boxes: A Garden of Reminiscence”. The background of the Project is Philippe Delerm’s book The Small Pleasures of Life in which the author recollects his childhood memories related to a number of unrelated issues. Most probably these issues have had a strong influence on him in his later life. Each word of his used in the short stories implies some attitudes and values towards the story in question.
An example of “smell” memories is his impression in the short story “The Smell of Apples” by the French writer. In it the author vividly describes how the bitter-sweet scent of apples reminds him of his childhood: ‘Apple scent is a breaker. How could you manage without this childhood, bitter and sweet?’ [see Delerm 1998:11]
Through centuries the symbol of the apple has inspired the imagination of numerous cultures. For example a western medieval Christian viewed the apple as the symbol of evil and sin. The apple in the modern world symbolizes the most famous company in the world Apple Macintosh. The symbol of the apple is also defined by our personal response which is closely connected with our culture in a number of ways. 

In ancient Greece the goddess Ge (Gaea) gave Hera an apple as a symbol of fertility upon her engagement to Zeus. Thus, in Greek culture sending or tossing apples was part of courtship.
In Norse mythology the goddess Iduna guarded apples that brought eternal youth to whoever ate them.
In Slavic mythology the Fire Bird (The Phoenix) lived in the branches of The Sacred Tree and guarded the fruit of life – a golden apple.

In Chinese language the words “apple” and “peace” are homonyms, but the word for disease is also similar, and thus it is considered inappropriate to bring apples to the sick. The situation in Bulgaria is completely different, i.e. we do not regard the apple in a negative way.  

In Western Christian Europe the enticing sweetness of the apple was associated with sin. What is striking is the surface similarity of the Latin word for apple (malus, malum) and the word for bad, evil, and sin (malum).
In the legends of Celtic Britain, Avalon (which means Appleland) is a symbol of divine joy.

In North America, an American Indian is called “an apple”. This stands for someone who is “red on the outside but white on the inside”. This symbol indicates someone who has lost touch with their cultural identity.

Even though we all know that New York City is often called The Big Apple, most probably very few people are acquainted with the origin of the name. The term had been coined by touring jazz musicians of the 1920s who used the slang expression “apple” for any town or city. Therefore, to play in New York City is to play the big time – The Big Apple.
In Eastern Europe, more specifically the Balkans, the green apple, for example, is used in funerals of children or young people. In contrast, the golden apple (the fruit of life) is used in weddings. 
In Bulgarian folklore the apple is a very strong symbol. In the Bulgarian folklore fairy tale “The Unborn Maiden” the apple is a symbol of love, birth and life. It is also common in Bulgarian culture to compare the beauty of young women with an apple [see Biedermann 1992:16-17]. In contrast to the Bulgarian culture, in British culture beautiful women are referred to as “peaches”. 
All this is related to customs and traditions as well as myths which are either long forgotten, or even if they are remembered some of them have lost their primary importance and are no longer associated with what they once referred to. According to Barry Schwartz [1991:221] ‘Commonly defined as a conception or practice sustained across generations, tradition becomes an "invention" consciously designed to deal with present problems’. For Schudson [1989:113] ‘the present shapes our understanding of the past... But this is half the truth, at best…’. 

Despite all these facts, the examples given from different cultures come to prove the fact that one and the same object can mean different things and can be expropriated in various ways in the respective cultures even by different representatives of these cultures.    

The theme of the apple and the associations it can trigger in our memory in connection with the human senses was the main topic of the second meeting of the project. Representatives from all partner countries in the project visited Lithuania and exchanged their experiences on the topic. Each country presented the studies they have conducted and shared the results. The Bulgarian group consisting of two lecturers and two English Studies students presented quite a lot of “memory” stories by students from a number of specialities at Shumen University. Most of the texts were positively loaded and they contained mostly childhood memories. But one of the stories had a negative connotation about apples and their smell and the reason for that was that this student when he had been a soldier had had apples for dessert at lunch time practically every day. The aftereffect is that he hates apples nowadays. The examples were so many that they even included Zlatyu Boyadjiev’s paintings with lots of different women against the background of apples as a piece of high culture or art; went through Christmas traditions; and ended up with names of perfumes containing the word “apple” as well the first shot of a Turkish series film titled “The Forbidden Fruit” with a woman holding an apple in her hands.  
The conclusion of the meeting was that memories experienced by participants from different countries differ on cultural and environmental levels. For example, the results presented by Poland and Bulgaria were close, but the ones from Norway and Finland differed fundamentally. The reason for this is that 1) people belonging to different cultures perceive the world differently; and 2) that each one of us as humans maps the world differently because of our knowledge about the real world shaped by our own personal experiences.
If we go back to the beginning of the project, the first meeting was held in Germany where a lot of “experiments” were carried out for identifying smells and associations related to them as well as childhood memories referring to the other senses. There were startling “discoveries’, at least for us, Bulgarians, as we had not even thought that the Finnish people who were present there would not only not connect the smell of pine with Christmas because of the Christmas tree but that they would even be surprised to hear us mention this. It turned out that their typical Christmas tree is the mistletoe. No doubt, the smell of pine was associated with freshness and woods in most of the participants from the different cultures. 

The other activities were oriented toward various sounds which reminded different participants of different events and memories. Representatives from Italy, Norway, Germany, Poland, Finland, Lithuania and Bulgaria shared memories, more specifically childhood memories, referring to hearing, sight and touch. These associative memories trigger different experiences in different cultures. Thus, for example, the historical sights we visit in every country we go will leave some traces in our memories and at a later stage we will be able to reflect on the project and all its activities more vividly, although differently because each one of us will have paid attention to different things.    
In Italy we reflected upon collective memories and childhood memories related to history, nation and culture based on interviews made in the partner countries. The interviewees were asked one and the same questions in all countries. Again, some of the memories were more or less identical, especially as regards Bulgaria, Poland and Lithuania, which has its historical reasons and explanations. What was striking was related to Finnish sauna and the memories related to visual senses. The story told by one of the interviewees mentioned the idea of nudity as told by a small child. It was presented in the most natural way by the Finns without any shyness and uneasiness and in the same way by the woman who was retelling it. In our culture it is still somehow a taboo to talk openly about such topics. In another interview the cuckoo as a symbol of death was mentioned, which is the same in Bulgarian culture.
The so called collective memories are undoubtedly related to ideology, ethnicity, gender and history, to mention but a few of the issues. M. Halbwachs has stated that the process of creating collective memories is of crucial importance; the reconstruction of the real past events and moments is of secondary importance according to him. According to him collective memories are ‘the shared versions of the past’. And also that “each memory is a viewpoint on the collective memory”. Collective memories are based on and are the result of personal memories. As a whole, collective memories are social constructs. What matters is the use of these collective memories to suit current needs [see Halbwachs 1980; 1992:46-51]. According to B. Schwartz [1982:395-396] the creation of collective memories is rather stable; we cannot choose the past but we can select the facts from the past that will suit our narratives thus making some facts more important than others [see also Braun, Ellis, Loftus 2002:1-23; Meyers 2009:733-734; Todorova 2012:125].
Back to the project, it deals with memories connected with the past as it really was not with the past as a human construct as each one of the participants conducts interviews with people who have actually experienced what they are saying. It is a first-hand experience, or, if we use Jan Assmann’s term to define this kind of memory, it is ‘communicative memory’ deriving from everyday communications [see Assmann 2008].
While collective memory is connected with the past as a temporal horizon, cultural memory is viewed against the background of an actual and contemporary frame of reference in reconstructing the past [see Assmann; http://www.history.ucsb.edu/faculty/marcuse/classes/ 201/articles/95AssmannCollMemNGC.pdf]. The past is definitely closely connected with the respective culture. If certain signifiers are isolated from the time and culture they once appeared in and we try to analyze them within the contexts and confines either of the present situation or irrespective of any specific cultural environment then these signifiers will be detached from their signifieds and reattached to other signifieds in some cases without any logic. Or, in other words, if we try to define past memories without any relation to the moment they originated from, it will be a complete failure and there will be lack of proper understanding.
To sum up, no matter what kind of memories and reminiscences we deconstruct, they have to be approached against the background of problematization of the respective cultural imperialism. Although there are a lot of familiar situations if they are viewed in unfamiliar settings they can evoke the strangest of interpretations. The effect of the narrative of the memory will be greater if whoever is decoding them can recognize the situation. In some cases, there might be a clash between invented and constructed reality for the sake of achieving vividness of the memory or reminiscence thus distorting in a way national culture specific aspects. 
We can also add that in principle childhood memories are normally quite emotional across cultures as they are usually very individually specific and self-centred, and although we, as a culture are more socially bound and socially oriented, we tend to recollect events from our childhood period for the rest of our life. These experiences are closely related to family values. As for collective memories they are supposed to be stronger in more collectively oriented societies than in more individualistic societies. And yet, historical information can definitely be enriched due to the different types of memories and reminiscences in the respective cultures. Perceptions of the world can change due to the way we encode and retrieve information from our memories and can even influence other people’s views of their cultures and specific environments by making them be more sensitive and aware of a number of issues they have not even paid any attention to or might have disregarded up to now.
In principle, collective memories outlive changes in society as is the case of the situation in Bulgaria after the Democratic Changes in 1989, especially for older generation people who cherish good memories about socialist times before 1989.
We will end up with a question partly posed by Schwartz [1991] that each one of us will answer differently in connection with collective memory: Is the past that shapes our understanding of the present or is the present that somehow fabricates the past to suit our purposes? Which is true, however, has some reference to the fact that we rely on collective memories of the past to keep our sense of continuity, maintained by these memories. Each time memories and reminiscences are retold and deconstructed some new elements are inevitably added giving them more flavour and vividness but, on the whole, presenting the gist of the information.    
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