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MEMORY LANE
Our memories play an instrumental role in preserving our personal and  

family narratives. While older generations fostered these stories by  

developing photographs, writing letters and composing ballads, we’re 

more likely to do so using digital photo-sharing platforms. Perhaps it’s 

time to consider how we’re building our family archives for the future.

were suddenly given an instantly gratifying 
physical form. Thanks to these affordable 
cameras, photographs overtook rambling 
verbal odysseys and inherited ephemera 
to become the predominant way of docu-
menting special moments in our lives. They 
gave us the ability to pause time and allow 
our future selves to look back on a life well 
lived among the people we love. 

Families would unearth these albums 
after anniversary dinners or holiday parties 
and use the images as a launching point 
to recount stories about everything from 
summers spent at Lake George to that one 
time you accidentally singed off your little 
sister’s eyebrows with a curling iron. Gath-
ering around this tangible object filled with 
meaning gave families the opportunity to 
look back at their collective past through 
a collection of key moments amassed over 
the years. These photographs brought them 
together to share communal stories, equip-
ping their children with a ready supply of 
(often embarrassing) narratives to begin 
constructing their own sense of self. 

Photography continues to be one of 
the primary ways we create family nar-
ratives today, but changes in technology 
have drastically altered both how we go 
about capturing these moments and the 
way we interact with them after the shutter 
has clicked. The widespread availability of 
smartphones and digital cameras has great-
ly increased the number of photographs we 
can take and the ease with which we can 
take them, and we’re less likely to spend 
evenings huddled around a leather-bound 
book revisiting our own images than we are 
double tapping others’ on our lunch breaks. 
The family album has been demoted to the 
dusty attic, instead replaced by Instagram 
feeds and status updates.

How has this changed the way we con-
struct our personal histories, and what does 
it mean for the concept of family going 
forward? While convenience certainly has 
its upside, our changing relationship with 
technology has had a fundamental impact 
on how we visually record our experienc-
es, share them with others and go about 
weaving these photographs into the central  
fabric of our personal narratives.

Family stories are crucial to building 
our sense of belonging within immediate 
circles while also informing our individu-
al identities. We put immense stock in the 
stories we’re told from childhood, and we 
use these tales to construct a narrative that 
helps shape our understanding of who we 
are and the history of the family we come 
from. These familial fables also work to 
help us understand our context in the 
greater world and position ourselves within 
our communities. 

“Family stories have all sorts of func-
tions, but one of them is that they provide 
a set of instructions for interacting with 
the world,” says Dr. Elizabeth Stone, a 
writer and English professor at Fordham 
University, who has written extensively 
about how family stories play an instru-
mental role in shaping identity. Aside from 
making us feel connected to our heritage,  
perhaps the most important aspect of these  
narratives is how they provide the context 
and foundation to help us define ourselves 
as individuals. “Family stories seem to per-
sist in importance even when people think 
of themselves individually, without regard 
to their familial roles,” she writes in her 
book, Black Sheep and Kissing Cousins: 
How Our Family Stories Shape Us. “The par-
ticular human chain we’re part of is central 
to our individual identity. Even if we loathe 

—
Despite the volume of pictures we’re taking,  
our ability to reminisce and strengthen the stories 
they tell is negated if we don’t carve out the time 
to actually look at them.

Memories are one of the most important 
components of establishing our identities. 
Throughout our lives, we engage in a con-
stant cycle of building, shaping and culti-
vating our personal histories through these 
snippets of moments passed, adding and 
subtracting stories that preserve the narra-
tives we hold most dear. These memories 
remind us of who we are and where we’ve 
been—they’re living, breathing entities 
stored in our brains that we intimately in-
teract with on a daily basis.

In the past, narratives were often passed 
down through generations and reinforced 
in the form of oral histories, ballads, songs, 
folklore, diaries and handwritten letters. 

The amount of time and careful attention 
spent crafting these relics and partaking in 
these rituals gave them a sense of meaning, 
significance and sacredness. 

Although photography has been a 
prominent documentation tool since the 
1920s, the rapid growth in popularity of 
disposable cameras in the 1980s positioned 
photography as the dominant way we  
record our personal and family histories. 
Relatively inexpensive and easy to carry 
around, these handy contraptions allowed 
users to develop their snapshots into ob-
jects that could be easily slotted into a  
family album. These memories—once only 
an intangible series of firing synapses—
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our families, in order to know ourselves, we 
seem to need to know about them, just as 
prologue.”

That’s because we’re not bound by the 
stories of our past, and we always have the 
chance to forge a new future off the foun-
dation that we inherit. As we grow older, 
move away from our original kin and begin 
to form our own, our family histories con-
tinue to matter, but sometimes in new ways. 
“At moments of major life transitions, we 
may claim certain of our stories, take them 
over, shape them, reshape them and put our 
own stamp on them,” Stone says. “We make 
them part of us instead of making ourselves 
part of them.” 

We use photography as a tool to doc-
ument these important episodes in our 
lives—by clicking a button, we create note-
worthy moments that we’ll keep revisiting 
for years. Dr. Linda Henkel is a professor 
of psychology at Fairfield University who 
has conducted numerous studies on the 
relationship between photography and 
memory. She likens selecting what we want 
to capture to choosing which moments  
we want to preserve in our memories, 
thereby deciding the course of our personal 
narratives. “When we look at photos—like 
those of our childhood, for example— 
we’re selectively shaping what’s accessible,”  
Henkel says. “The stories we tell and the 
photos we choose to look at absolutely shape 
our memories.” As Winston Churchill once 
said, “History is written by the victors.”

Deciding to only photograph certain 
slivers of our experiences inevitably leaves 
out the millions more that don’t make it 
into our mental collections. The stories that 
have been omitted matter just as much to 
the construction of our histories as those 

that were captured as the photographs we 
take and choose to look back on determine 
the memories that become blurry and those 
we constantly sharpen. By being more con-
scientious of the snapshots we take on a 
daily basis, we can influence the way we 
reflect on and remember our experiences—
influencing our personal histories and the 
narratives our families will continue to tell 
years down the road. 

Photography’s technological advances 
have changed the way we use the medium 
as a mechanism for both documentation 
and memory retrieval. While storytelling, 
letter writing and journal writing are still 
used to record the experiences we want 
to remember, the accessibility and conve-
nience of both photo-taking devices and 
photo-sharing platforms have made pho-
tography the dominant medium we use to 
document our lives. We’ve been quick to 
adopt and adapt to these new devices, en-
joying the ease with which we can create, 
preserve and share our family experiences 
by simply pulling a smartphone out of our 
back pockets and swiping at a screen. 

Until recently, the cost of film and the 
extra step of needing to develop our pho-
tographs limited the number of pictures 
we took. Our Victorian-era ancestors, 
who stood on the cusp of photography’s 
late-19th-century boom, reserved taking 
pictures for official family portraits and im-
portant ceremonies. The price and time in-
vestment of this venture ensured that they 
only recorded salient experiences that were 
truly important to them—moments that 
they wanted preserved for years to come. 
“Celluloid images were relatively limited 
and expensive, so they’d have to make con-
scious decisions about what they chose to 

capture and what they thought that mo-
ment meant at the point of capture,” says 
Dr. David White, head of technology- 
enhanced learning at the University of the 
Arts London. After spending much of his 
time investigating the dynamics of digital 
distribution, he stresses that the ease with 
which we snap pictures these days has  
dramatically changed our approach to pho-
tography and its effect on memory.

“[The time and effort it once took to 
take a photograph] would help to cement 
the moment in our memories and actually 
amplify our recall of the moment,” he says. 
“Now we can capture an unlimited number 
of images and don’t curate in the moment. 
The result is we have hundreds of images 
of an event, but we’re less emotionally at-
tached to them. They contain less meaning, 
because we didn’t have to think about what 
they represented when we took them.” 

The widespread availability of image- 
recording gadgets has led to a shift in the 
function of instant photography. Instead  
of using a camera to document personal 
histories for our family members to reflect 
on in the future, we’re now able to harness 
it as a public communication device to con-
nect us with online communities instantly. 
“People aren’t necessarily taking photos 
anymore for the purpose of documenting 
their experiences and being able to have a 
memory cue to use later on,” Henkel says. 
“So many people now take photographs 
because they want to communicate in the 
moment—they want to show other people 
what they’re doing, where they are and how 
they’re feeling.” 

Photographs are no longer just me-
mentos to use as memory cues that prompt  
future discussions about our most treasured 
tales. Instead, we’re more likely to use our 
cameras to broadcast our in-the-moment 
experiences for immediate gratification. 

This has given an entirely new mean-
ing to the family album. In addition to 
thinking less about the future significance 
of the photographs we’re taking, we’re 
also increasingly using public social- 
media platforms to project our family sto-
ries. In the past, our photographs rarely 

made it outside our homes, but now we 
readily share intimate and often embarrass-
ing images with near-strangers, from naked 
baby snapshots to evidence of our morti-
fying journeys through puberty. Facebook 
and Instagram have taken the place of the 
traditional family album by transporting 
our images out of the living room and onto 
the internet. Instead of keeping the most  
precious moments of our lives private—for 
our families and loved ones alone—we’re 
sharing these items of immense value with 
our online communities. And that has its 
consequences. 

“I think of the public or semipublic 
digital sphere as the ‘front parlor’ of our 
lives—the place where we ‘perform’ the 
best version of ourselves,” White says. “We 
curate what we imagine will reflect the  
aspects of our lives with the highest social 
capital. The private family album contained 
elements of this, but it was less performa-
tive. It was a more humble recording of the 
passage of time and significant events.”  

Courtney Adamo, cofounder of the 
Babyccino Kids website and a mother of 
four, often grapples with this notion. She 
has more than 100,000 followers on Ins-
tagram and posts a variety of snapshots of 
her family online, ranging from road trips 
and days at the beach to candid portraits of 
her kids at home. “I’m sure that knowing 
my photographs are public has shaped the 
way I document my family life, as it’s like 
opening up a photo album or scrapbook 
to hundreds and thousands of strangers,” 
Adamo says. “But I don’t usually document 
the overly personal or intimate details 
on Instagram. I reserve these images for a  
private blog that only my close family sees 
and reads.”

Depending on the way we approach 
sharing our personal photographs online, 
there are both benefits and drawbacks of 
using these platforms as both storytell-
ing devices and virtual storage systems for 
our memories. “Our online networks tend 
toward homophily [the tendency of indi-
viduals to associate and bond with people 
who are similar to them]. What we share is 
a narrow-minded performance of what we 

66 67

—
We’re now less likely to spend evenings  
huddled around a leather-bound photo album 
revisiting our own images than we are double 
tapping others’ on our lunch breaks.
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feel others in our group will be impressed 
with,” White says. “We can be tempted to 
curate a very particular version of our lives, 
and that can be tiring to maintain or may 
leave us feeling hollow and without mean-
ingful human connection.” But White also 
insists that it’s not all doom and gloom, as 
our virtual networks can also expose us to 
a plethora of different lifestyles that give 
us new insight into our own. “On the plus 
side, the wider web can make the rich vari-
ation of the many different ways of living 
visible, highlighting that there’s more than 
one way to be successful or happy,” he adds. 

Hideaki Hamada is a Japanese photog-
rapher who publishes an ongoing series of 
photographs of his two young sons, Haru 
and Mina, on various online platforms as 
well as in galleries and books. “Shooting 
them gives me this strange feeling that 
I’m watching myself reliving my own life,” 
Hamada says. “It’s given me a chance to  
reflect on my own identity and to view the 
world from a different perspective. I’ve 
found parts of myself that I’d never known 
before, which has had a huge impact on 
shaping my sense of self today.” 

Hamada’s project gives him an oppor-
tunity to spend lots of quality time with 
his sons, but he also hopes it will encourage 
his viewers to spend more time with their 
own families and share their own stories. 
“While I definitely compile albums that are 
just for my family, I wanted this series to be 
something that’s both social and public in 
nature,” he says. “When people look at my 
images, it would be nice if they began to  
recall their own past.”  

Unfortunately though, it seems that 
we’re starting to rely on our smartphones 
and digital cameras instead of commit-
ting our experiences to memory. In one 
of Henkel’s experiments, she instructed 
her subjects to walk around the Bellarm-
ine Museum of Art in Connecticut. Half 
of them were told to take photographs of 
certain objects while the others actively  
observed their surroundings. “What I 
found was that, when they came back a day 
or two later and I asked them to remember 
what had been part of the tour, the students 

taking photographs remembered fewer of 
the objects and fewer details about them 
than those who had simply observed in the 
moment,” Henkel says. “Taking the photo 
actually harmed memory.”

Henkel believes that the individuals 
who took photographs of the objects were 
outsourcing their memories to their cam-
eras and counted on these devices to re-
member the experience for them. Instead 
of using their full cognitive function to pay 
attention and generate a memory of their 
surroundings, the camera presented an  
opportunity for them to refrain from  
expending that energy. 

However, Henkel is quick to stress that 
depending on cameras and other devices to 
capture our memories may not necessar-
ily be a bad thing: What really affects the 
quality of the memories we’re creating is 
our interaction with the photographs once 
they’ve been taken. “It’s not a bad strate-
gy, right? If the camera captures it for us, 
then we can use our cognitive resources to 
be engaged with other kinds of things,” she 
says. “Except the problem is that we take so 
many photos that we don’t have the time to 
look through them.” The switch to digital 
photography has allowed us to accumulate 
more pictures of our families and loved 
ones than ever before. But despite the vol-
ume and variety of pictures we’re taking, 
our ability to reminisce and strengthen the 
stories they tell is negated if we don’t carve 
out time to actually look at them.

Gathering around printed images—
such as those we keep in a family photo 
album—has a significant impact on how 
we and our families recall memories and 
craft stories around them. When we take 
the time to pause and look back on the 
photographs we’ve taken, especially in the 
presence of others, we give ourselves an 
opportunity to engage in communal dia-
logue about our experiences. If we don’t set 
aside time for these interactions, we limit 
our recall to solo fleeting visual encoun-
ters that mostly happen when organizing 
our online photo libraries or clearing out 
our memory cards. “Images are simply a 
proxy for memory, not the memory itself,”  

White says. Henkel agrees with this senti-
ment: “A photo isn’t going to be useful as 
a memory cue if you don’t take the time to 
look at it,” she adds. 

Although many of us possess impres-
sive collections of digital family snapshots, 
they’re basically useless for reinforcing our 
identities if we don’t revisit them and use 
them to spark thoughtful conversations 
about the past. When combined with 
face-to-face banter, these images provoke a  
genuine community connection that’s 
greater than the sum of the pixels’ parts. 
“It’s that sort of reminiscing that really 
brings the photos to life and helps preserve 
the memories,” Henkel says.

Another method for connecting more 
with both the present moment and the fu-
ture memories we’re inevitably creating is 
to approach the act of taking photographs 
with a more discerning and thoughtful eye. 
One of the obstacles to revisiting our image 
libraries is the sheer overwhelming num-
ber of digital snapshots we need to wade 
through to get to the ones that truly matter. 
“I love photographs and think that they’re 
absolutely useful as memory cues,” Henkel 
says, “but we could be more selective about 
the photos we’re taking.” Although being 
discriminating about what images to cap-
ture may require more thought and energy 
at the time of creation, it allows us to curate 
the family albums of the future by being 
more selective about what we’re snapping 
in the moment.

And while some may balk at the addi-
tional steps required to print out digital 
snapshots and store them properly, the expe-
rience of holding a tangible photo album in 
our hands and flipping through it with our 
favorite people dramatically changes our  

interaction with the both our family and 
the images themselves. The mere act of 
turning the pages encourages us to slow 
down, spend a few more minutes dwelling 
on the memories that each image evokes 
and trading anecdotes rather than hastily 
scrolling through someone’s digital album 
or social-media feed. Henkel herself is an 
advocate for this method of preservation. 

“I’m a little bit old-school,” she says. 
“My grandson, Evan, is 10 months old now. 
I’ve printed out two albums of him with 
about 500 photos in them. I’m not going 
to sit down and go through the thousands 
of photos I’ve taken of him on the com-
puter, but when I print them out and bring 
the book to my father to show him his 
great-grandson, I find that very satisfying,” 
she says. “Nowadays people pass around 
a phone, and the way you swipe through 
them feels less meaningful. Looking at 
physical photo albums sort of has more 
weight to it.”

The evolving nature of photography 
provides us with an invaluable medium to 
document our experiences, effectively pre-
senting us with new ways of framing and 
creating our family stories. But while the 
immense popularity of public photo-shar-
ing platforms shows no signs of stopping 
any time soon, bringing a more thought-
ful approach to our relationship with the 
photographs we take can enrich both our 
family narratives and our connections with 
our loved ones as a whole. By fully immers-
ing ourselves in our present experiences and 
taking the time to revisit our photographs 
and remember the past, we’re creating  
family histories that we can grow old with 
for years to come and be proud to pass on 
to future generations.
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Although being discriminating about what 
images to capture may require more thought 
and energy at the time, it allows us to curate 
the family albums of the future.


