Photographic memories
By Robin van Emden
“Nobody remembers everything. We often remember by knowing who else might know what we
don’t. In this way, we all become part of a transactive memory system.”
DANIEL M. WEGNER, NEW YORK TIMES, AUG. 4, 2012
OTANI NIEUWENHUIZE, the latest project of Japanese photographer Shinji Otani and Dutch photographer Johan Nieuwenhuize, proves impressively able to convey the complex nature of transactive
memory theory pioneered by the social psychologist Daniel M. Wegner. With this theory, Wegner
argued that people can, under certain circumstances, develop a shared memory space, where each
person is responsible for memorizing part of the total information available.
By investigating how their collaboration impacts the formation of memories and the photographs
that may come to represent them, Otani and Nieuwenhuize delve into the intricacies of transactive
memory formation in close relationships. Photographing at the same time and place, they evoke the
tension of a maturing relationship over time: both partners seek to maintain their autonomy, while
exploring how and where to complement the other. Sensing which memories to share, which to outsource, which to forget.
Building on this interpersonal level, Otani and Nieuwenhuize’s different upbringings and artistic perspectives enable them to explore how their cultural backgrounds have served as transactive scaffolds, molding the minds and memories of each artist – an apt reflection on how transactive memory
systems are part and parcel of the cultural latticework of links and pointers that orchestrate who is
expected to remember what, when, how or where. Here, befittingly, the more abstract perspective
of Nieuwenhuize seems to epitomize a Western cultural focus on objects, where Otani’s documentary perspective may equally exemplify a Japanese cultural attention to social context.
In successfully interweaving these various interpersonal and intercultural perspectives, Otani and
Nieuwenhuize open up a rich shared memory space: a kaleidoscopic tribute to artistic reciprocity,
transactive memory theory, and cross-cultural cooperation.
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