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SELMA: CENTRE FOR THE STUDY OF STORYTELLING, EXPERIENTIALITY AND 

MEMORY 

The research centre SELMA explores the interrelations between storytelling, experientiality and 

memory. The Centre is based at the School of History, Culture and Arts Studies at the University of 

Turku, Finland. It promotes interdisciplinary research and organises seminars, symposia and other 

events on both theoretical and topical social issues. SELMA aims at crossing the borders between 

research and artistic creativity by creating dialogue, promoting social engagement and fostering 

international collaboration between scholars, artists and other people outside academia. 
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EDITORIAL 
 

SELMA: Centre for the Study of Storytelling, Experientiality and Memory was successfully launched 

in June 2015, in connection to the international conference “Ethics of Storytelling: Historical Imagi-

nation in Contemporary Literature, Media and Visual Arts”. SELMA’s opening workshop was held 

in September 2015, and there were 30 presentations from various disciplines discussing on cultural 

memory, narratives, biographical research, autobiographical research, ethics, and such concepts as 

trauma and experience. After that, we have had highly promising and inspiring one and a half years 

in the history of SELMA. 

     The idea of launching this kind of research centre emerged from the need to provide an institutional 

framework for further developing the ongoing dialogue, within the School of History, Culture and 

Arts Studies, on the interrelations between narrative, experience and cultural memory in order to 

establish a new kind of lively context for developing ideas around topics such as life-writing, autobio-

graphy and creativity. The times in the academia haven’t been easy and welcoming to new initiatives 

in the humanities aiming to get funding, but with the support of our School and Faculty we could 

move on with our plans. 

     So far, we have had many successful events and collaborations, where we have fostered SELMA’s 

interest in crossing the borders between research and artistic creativity, as well as engaged with the 

ongoing debates concerning, for example, the difficult situation in Europe and its close surroundings, 

war and migration policy. In our symposia, seminars and other events we have experienced speeches 

and performances from scholars, musicians, writers, asylum seekers and theatre groups.  

     We have also visited fellow institutes in London, the Centre for Life-Writing Studies at King’s 

college and Centre for Narrative Research at the University of East London. We are exploring possi-

bilities to launch various research and other activities with these centres in the future. Future colla-

borations are also supported by the funding that the Nordic Council of Ministers has awarded for the 

new international research network “Narrative and Memory: Ethics, Aesthetics, Politics” (2017–

2019), which we co-coordinate. We are also pleased that the core theme of SELMA, “cultural memory 

and social change”, is one of the thematic research foci of the University of Turku. 
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     At the moment, SELMA looks eagerly to the future and has started to plan the next academic year. 

You are most welcome to join us, enjoy the range of activities we have to offer and continue building 

our centre with us. Meanwhile, we hope that you enjoy looking back at the events of 2015 and 2016 

in the pages of our Annual Report. 

 

      

Hanna Meretoja, Director    Maarit Leskelä-Kärki, Vice Director 

Professor of Comparative Literature   Senior Lecturer, Adjunct Professor  

       of Cultural History 
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MONTHLY SELMA SEMINARS 

 

Biography, Gender and History: Nordic 

Perspectives. Book launch seminar, Friday 

9 December 

 

Department of Cultural 

History and SELMA or-

ganized a one-day se-

minar to celebrate the 

publishing of the Nor-

dic anthology Bio-

graphy, gender and his-

tory: Nordic perspectives. It is 14th in the se-

ries of cultural history published by the pub-

lisher k&h. The seminar consisted of speeches 

by the writers of the book and an invited guest 

speaker, Professor Maria Sjöberg from the 

University of Gothenburg, who told us about 

an ongoing Swedish digital on-line project 

Swedish Women On-line (SWO). 

     This book, with contributions by scholars 

from various Nordic countries, reflects the bio-

graphical turn that has influenced Nordic his-

torical research during the past few decades. It 

is a contribution to the growing international 

interest in, and theorisation of, biography and 

biographical research as a method of doing his-

tory. The individual chapters focus on chal-

lenges of gender, context, and relationality in 

biographical research, and develop the metho-

dologies of biographical research further.  

 

 

Theatre Kolmas Tila – searching for the di-

alogue between science and art. Seminar to-

gether with the theatre group Kolmas Tila, 

Friday 11 November 

 

In November, we heard a presentation by 

dramaturge Seppo Parkkinen, who is one of the 

founders of theatre group Kolmas Tila. Park-

kinen introduced us to the concept of Kolmas 

Tila and discussed encounters between scho-

lars, artists and the public. 

     Kolmas Tila is a multi-artistic group whose 

central mission is to have a dialogue between 

art and science and to use research in artistic 

work. They are bringing up topics which are 

philosophically and socially important. Cur-

rently they are interested in topics and themes 

such as the history and development of the hu-

man species, the value of the human, post-hu-

manism and the relations between human and 

non-human. Their current work is executed as 

process working, in many different phases.  

     After Parkkinen’s presentation we had an 

interesting conversation about the possibilities 

between art and science, and for example about 

the role of a dialogue between art and science 

within SELMA’s work.  
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Child migrants and transnational families 

in the European imagination. Lecture and 

discussion on refugee narratives, guest 

speaker Professor Ann Phoenix, Friday 7 

October  

 

Child migrants have long been common 

around the world, usually migrating with their 

parents, but sometimes alone. Indeed, some 

countries have histories of having sent children 

living in poverty abroad, sometimes without 

their parents’ knowledge. Yet, despite this his-

tory, child migrants are frequently not recog-

nised and are invisible. At the same time, when 

the plight of children asylum seekers is picked 

up in the media, they become the symbols of 

pain, suffering, innocence, injustice and dif- 

ference. Despite, high profile, heartrending 

tragedies, however, official policy towards 

them does not necessarily change, largely be-

cause reducing migration and securitization 

have become deeply divisive issues in many 

European countries. As a result, child migrants 

are difficult to imagine, except as abstract sym-

bols and some governments, such as the UK, 

have failed to admit unaccompanied child mi-

grants who have family members in the UK 

and hence the right under UN Conventions to 

be admitted.  

     Professor Ann Phoenix started her talk in 

our monthly seminar in October by situating 

her work within the context of interdisciplinary 

narrative studies and by reflecting on what we 

currently know about one group of child mi-

grants: unaccompanied child migrants. She si-

tuated that knowledge within the context of 

transnational families and the many ways in 

which children are separated from parents in 

the process of migration. After that she drew 

on the findings of a narrative study of adults 

who, as child serial migrants, migrated alone, 

but to join parents who migrated before them. 

Phoenix ended her lecture by considering the 

implications for our understanding of contem-

porary unaccompanied child migrants and why 

they continually fall out of the European ima-

gination. She argued that social justice requires 

a shift in the ways in which we imagine child 

migrants and transnational families. 

     Ann Phoenix is professor of psychosocial 

studies at Thomas Coram Research Unit, De-

partment of Social Sciences, UCL Institute of 

Education and the Principal Investigator of the 

research network NOVELLA (Narratives of 

Varied Everyday Lives and Linked Analyses). 

Her publications include work on narratives, 

theoretical and empirical aspects of social 

identities, gender, masculinity, youth, intersec-

tionality, racialization, ethnicisation, migration 

and transnational families. From 2016-7 she is 

the Erkko Professor at the Helsinki University 

Collegium for Advanced Studies. 
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The Concept of memory, Friday 13 May  

 

In May, the literary scholar and literary thera-

pist Päivi Kosonen gave a thorough presenta-

tion on the concept of autobiographical 

memory based on the thoughts of Antonio 

Damasio, Celia Hunt, Kirsti Määttänen and 

Jens Brockmeier. On the same occasion, doc-

toral students Heta Kaisto and Katja Lauta-

matti from the School of Arts, Design and Ar-

chitecture at Aalto University presented their 

multidisciplinary research project “Hysteeriset 

oireet” (Hysterical symptoms) that aims at dis-

cussing the cultural memory of the 1918 civil 

war in Finland.   

Päivi Kosonen lecturing on the autobiographical 

memory. 

 

Perspectives of Nursing Science to Narra-

tive Research, Friday 15 April 

 

In April, the active participants of SELMA 

from the Department of Nursing Science pre-

sented some of their research, and we dis-

cussed the differences in the methodologies 

and practices of the humanities and medical 

sciences, and planned future possible collabo-

ration. 

 

 

Therapeutic photography, Friday 19 Febru-

ary  

 

In February we joined together with our guest, 

psychotherapist Tarja Koffert, to discuss the 

uses of photography therapy and the possibili-

ties of using visuality in our research as well. 

In her work, Koffert has used for several years 

photography as one device to tell and narrate 

difficult things. It is a good and useful tool for 

contemplating and observing oneself. In thera-

peutic relationship photographs are docu-

ments, which record information about our 

feelings and our ways of reacting, and give  

perspective into our role in difficult situations. 

Through photographs we gain new information 

which helps us to understand and interpret our-

selves in more wide-ranging and more sympa-

thetic ways. In her presentation, Koffert told us 

in which ways visual working methods could 

bring new perspectives into narration and 

change the interpretation of the self.  
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Creative Writing, Landscape Studies, and 

the concept of experience, Friday 15 Janu-

ary  

 

In the first part of our monthly seminar in Ja-

nuary we discussed projects in Creative Wri-

ting and Landscape Studies concerning the ac-

tivities with refugees and narratives of refugee 

crisis. 

     In the second part Professor of Finnish Li-

terature Lea Rojola presented her thoughts on 

the concept of experience based on her re-

search on Marja-Liisa Vartio, a Finnish mo-

dernist writer from the 1950’s and 1960’s. 
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SYMPOSIA 

 

Remembering Leonard Cohen. Seminar on 

songs, memory and remembrance. Together 

with IIPC (International Institute for Popu-

lar Culture), Friday 16 December  

 

In December, we wanted to remember Leonard 

Cohen. We organized an event, where we 

heard speeches, memories and thoughts about 

Cohen, his work and his relations.  

     Presenters of this event were Maarit Les-

kelä-Kärki, Senior Lecturer, Adjunct Professor 

of Cultural History and vice director of 

SELMA, Silja Laine, PhD, journalist Seppo  

Pietikäinen as well as Kimi Kärki, PhD and  

coordinator of IIPC. Kärki also performed 

acoustic songs by Cohen.  

 

Maarit Leskelä-Kärki remembering Leonard Co-

hen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Seppo Pietikäinen shared his memories and told 

about those moments when he met Cohen. 

 

 

Telling Embodied Stories: Girlhood, 

Memory, and Art. Symposium followed by 

a live gig by Swedish-Finnish artist & singer 

Anna Järvinen (with Tapio Viitasaari), Fri-

day 11 December 2015 

 

In December 2015, we organized a symposium 

together with IIPC (The International Institute 

for Popular Culture), FlickForsk! Nordic Net-

work of Girlhood Studies, Tyttötutkimus-

verkosto (The Finnish Network for Girls’ 

Studies) and the Department of Cultural His-

tory to foster SELMA’s interest in crossing the 

borders between research and artistic creati-

vity.  
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     In Telling embodied Stories we experi-

enced speeches and performances from musi-

cians, writers and scholars dealing with the 

questions of girlhood, remembering, art and 

embodiment. The aim of the symposium was 

to create dialogue between art and research and 

discuss how girls, girlhood, storytelling and re-

membering are imagined and explored in dif-

ferent art forms, such as music, lyrics, litera-

ture and dance. 

 

Bodil Formark, Maarit Leskelä-Kärki and Heta 

Mulari opening the symposium. 

 

     We were thrilled to have as our quest the 

Swedish-Finnish artist and musician Anna Jär-

vinen, who presented us a prose poem “Det var 

inget” that captured memories of being a girl, 

and experiencing girlhood in relation to other 

people around you. Anna Järvinen also gave a 

gig later in the evening with Tapio Viitasaari at 

Dynamo, and musician and cultural historian 

Kimi Kärki from Turku performed his own 

acoustic folk material together with PhD stu-

dent from musicology Anna-Elena Pääkkölä. 

Anna Järvinen and Tapio Viitasaari at Dynamo. 

 

     Other presenters of our symposium in-

cluded Linda Forsell (artistic director, artcol-

lective PotatoPotato, Malmö), Anna Biström 

(Scandinavian Literature, University of Hel-

sinki), Bodil Formark (Flickforsk!, Umeå Uni-

versity), Maarit Leskelä-Kärki (Cultural His-

tory, University of Turku), Heta Mulari (Fin-

nish Youth Research Society), and Myry 

Voipio (Comparative Literature, University of 

Jyväskylä). 

     During this event the open and free spirit of 

SELMA started to show its possibilities as we 

all were excited about the new possibilities that 

creativity, artistic contributions and scholarly 

discussions could contribute together.  
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WORKSHOPS  

 

Narrating the migrant crisis, “Brexit” and 

the future of the European project, Wednes-

day 31 August  

 

In August, we organized an international work-

shop on narrating the migrant crisis, “Brexit” 

and the future of the European project. We 

opened the workshop by launching SELMA’s 

logo. First presentation was held by Anna 

Reading, who is a 

writer and Professor of 

Culture and Creative 

Industries at Kings 

College, London. The 

presentation explored 

the uses of memory and 

imaginaries of the ’mi-

grant crisis’ within mainstream news discourse 

in debates on “Brexit” leading up to the UK 

Referendum.   

     After Reading, we heard a presentation by 

Mika Suonpää, PhD, who works as Senior Lec-

turer in Contemporary European History at the 

Department 

of Philoso-

phy, Contem-

porary His-

tory and Po-

litical Science 

at the University of Turku.  

Suonpää spoke about British historical, politi-

cal and media discourses of Europe in debates 

in the run-up to the referendum on EU mem-

bership in June 2016.  

     After a coffee break Hanna Meretoja, Pro-

fessor of Comparative Literature and director 

of SELMA, was in turn. Her presentation ex-

plored how constructing, shaping and trans-

forming the “narrative in-betweens” that hold 

communities together involves ethically and 

politically charged processes of narrating the 

“we” and the “others”.   
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     The workshop ended with a roundtable on 

the topic “Travelling Stories in the Shadow of 

Forced Migration” which took place after the 

presentations. In this roundtable we heard story 

fragments and poems, from those who have 

been forced to leave their homes and are see-

king asylum in Europe, and from Finland. In 

the multidisciplinary roundtable we asked: 

What happens to life-stories when people are 

part of catastrophic upheavals? How do their 

life-stories become narrated in a new context, 

is it even possible? What forms of remembe-

ring do traumatic events produce? We also ex-

plored how creative practices could be used as 

a tool to enhance encounters and to deal with 

trauma. Participants of this roundtable were 

Akhlad Al-Mudhafar, Kaisa Kaakinen, Maarit 

Leskelä-Kärki, Bahaulddin Rawi and Laura 

Sillanpää. After the roundtable we also listened 

to music when musician and cultural historian 

Kimi Kärki from Turku performed his own 

acoustic folk material. 

Kimi Kärki performed after the roundtable. 

 

 

Travelling stories in the shadow of forced 

migration. Workshop at Aboagora in 

Turku, Sibelius Museum, Friday 17 June  

 

SELMA’s workshop “Travelling stories in the 

shadow of forced migration” at Aboagora in 

Turku at Sibelius Museum on June the 17th, 

2016, was an affective combination of light, 

shadow, music, story fragments, monologues, 

poetry, and artistic-scholarly discussions. This 

year Aboagora had as its theme Fate, and it 

drew SELMA immediately to think of fate in 

the context of the present situation in Europe 

and at its borders.  

     The programme of Aboagora asked about 

the Norn of fate: What possibilities do we hu-

mans have in our lives and how are we bound 

by the past? As we knew that the students at 

the Department of Creative Writing had orga-

nized a project aiming at getting to know asy-

lum seekers and listening to their stories, we 

constructed the session around these stories. 
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In this session we heard stories, from those 

who have been forced to leave their homes and 

are seeking asylum from Finland and else-

where in Europe. We heard individual stories, 

which open up the question of fate in this par-

ticular context of forced migration. What hap-

pens to life-stories when people are part of ca-

tastrophic upheavals? How do their life-stories 

become narrated in a new context, is it even 

possible? What forms of remembering do trau-

matic events produce? 

     Our session began with a performance com-

bining literary, musical and visual elements. 

Students of creative writing, puppeteer (DMA) 

Laura Sillanpää and social instructor (specia-

lized in musical theatre and musical therapy)  

Bahaulddin Rawi’s literary presentation. 

Akhlad Al-Mudhafar performing at Aboagora. 

 

Sonja Valtonen joined in a dialogue concer-

ning their creative writing project “Toiset ta-

rinat” (Other stories). This was followed by li-

terary presentations by Akhlad Al-Mudhafar 

and an Iraqi writer, journalist, theatre teacher 

and an asylum seeker Bahaulddin Rawi, who 

came to Turku in autumn 2015.  

     After the performance, Sillanpää, Rawi and 

Al-Mudhafar joined in a panel discussion. 

Other discussants were Sanna Salanterä, Pro-

fessor of Clinical Nursing Science (Depart-

ment of Nursing Science University of Turku), 

who is interested in health issues from the pers-

pectives of both individual asylum seekers and 

of the Finnish healthcare system; Kaisa Kaaki-

nen, Postdoctoral Researcher in Comparative 

Literature (University of Turku), who has done 

research on contemporary and twentieth-cen-

tury literature and the analytical challenges 

posed by transnational circulation of narratives 

on traumatic historical events; Erkki Sutinen, 
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professor of information technology (Univer-

sity of Turku), who is specialized in digital sto-

rytelling and has travelled and worked many 

years for example in Africa; Maarit Leskelä-

Kärki, adjunct professor and senior lecturer at 

the Department of Cultural History and vice di-

rector of SELMA (University of Turku), who 

is specialized in the practices and methodolo-

gies of biographical and autobiographical wri-

ting.  

To conclude, we listened to a song by Kimi 

Kärki, who is a musician and University Lec-

turer at the Department of Cultural History 

(University of Turku). 

     This was a culmination for the project 

“Other stories” and our joint discussions that 

have been going on through the spring months. 

It has been a challenging, thrilling and exciting 

experience that really seems to combine all 

those elements that we regard important in 

SELMA’s aims: multidisciplinary research, 

joint discussion and happenings with scholars, 

artists and other people outside academia, af-

fective encounters, and new openings. 

Workshop on the concept of experience to-

gether with a Doctoral Programme Juno, 

Thursday 26 November 2015  

 

 

Experience has a central position in humanistic 

research. In this workshop we considered pos-

sibilities and challenges of experience as a tar-

get, concept or method of research. Our guest 

speaker was Tuija Saresma, who is a re-

searcher of Contemporary Culture at the Uni-

versity of Jyväskylä. Saresma has explored for 

example experiences of art, forms of autobio-

graphy, performativity and feminist methodo-

logy. In addition we heard also presentations 

about the concept and research of experience 

from our department’s PhD students.  
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Opening workshop, Friday 11 September 

2015  

 

The first SELMA workshop on Friday the 11 

of September 2015 was full of interesting and 

inspiring talks from historians, literary scho-

lars, ethnologists, folklorists, music scholars, 

media scholars and philologists. During the 

day we found many connecting topics; perhaps 

the most debated ones were related to the study 

of memory and trauma, to different ways of ap-

proaching autobiographicality and to transcul-

tural and postcolonial perspectives. We dis-

cussed, for example, French fiction, Finnish 

children’s movies, contemporary classical mu-

sic scene in Finland, travel writing, self-hea-

ling processes in autobiographical writing, 

19th-century letter writing in Finnish archipe-

lago, Jewish girls’ diaries and Nordic docu-

mentary movies, just to mention a few of the 

topics.   

     The day showed that there are many over-

lapping areas of interest within SELMA’s re-

search field, and maybe the most intensive dis-

cussions concerned the ethics of research, mul-

tidisciplinary approaches to similar kinds of 

sources, and SELMA’s situatedness in-bet-

ween the academic and more general discus-

sion in society and culture. SELMA wants to 

participate actively in the ongoing debates con-

cerning, for example, the difficult situation in 

Europe and its close surroundings, war and mi-

gration policy.  
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MOBILITY  

 

In May 2016, Maarit Leskelä-Kärki and 

Hanna Meretoja participated the world cong-

ress of the International AutoBiography Asso-

ciation at the Unviersity of Cyprus, Excavating 

Lives (26–29 May 2016). Maarit Leskelä-

Kärki gave a paper entitled "Biographical stra-

tegies in Tales of Us by Goldfrapp" and Hanna 

Meretoja gave a paper with the title “Ethics of 

Remembering and Forgetting: Günter Grass’s 

Autobiographical Writing”. In the business 

meeting of the organization, we presented 

SELMA and talked about the possibility of or-

ganizing the IABA world congress in Turku in 

the future.  

 

In December 2015, Maarit Leskelä-Kärki and 

Hanna Meretoja made a research visit to the 

Centre for Narrative Research (CNR)  

 

 

 

(University of East London). On the 14th of 

December, a research seminar, “Intersections 

of Storytelling, Experientiality and Cultural 

Memory”, was organized around our visit. 

Hanna Meretoja started by giving a paper en-

titled “Narrative Hermeneutics: Storytelling, 

Experience and Memory”, then Maarit Les-

kelä-Kärki gave her paper, “Biography, Gen-

der and History: Nordic Perspectives”, and we 

concluded by a presentation on SELMA and a 

discussion on future collaboration between 

CNR and SELMA.  

 

In July 2015, Maarit Leskelä-Kärki partici-

pated the EU POP conference in Berling orga-

nized by IIPC and the EPCA (European Popu-

lar Culture Association) and presented 

SELMA.

 

Maarit Leskelä-Kärki and Hanna Meretoja presenting SELMA. 
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SELECTED PUBLICATIONS BY MEMBERS 

 

The list of publications is based on members’ activity in reporting their publications in the field of 

storytelling, experientiality and memory. The list is not complete. 

 

Barnwell, Ashley: Identity Hoaxes and the Complicity of Social Authorship. Life and Narrative: The 

Risks and Responsibilities of Storying Experience. Eds. Brian Schiff, Elizabeth McKim & Sylvie Pat-

ron. Oxford University Press, Oxford (forthcoming). 

 

Finch, Jason & Talivee, Elle-Mari: Eduard Vilde and Tallinn’s Dynamic Peripheries, 1858-1903. 

Literature and the Peripheral City. Eds. Lieven Ameel, Jason Finch & Markku Salmela. Palgrave 

Macmillan, Basingstoke 2015, 164–83. 

 

Finch, Jason: Beckett’s Manywheres. Literary Geographies 1.1/2015, 7–23. 

 

Finch, Jason: Grotland Explored: The Fleeting Urban Imaginaries of Post-War Inner West London. 

Journal of Urban Cultural Studies 2.3/2015, 279–95. 

 

Halldórsdóttir, Erla Hulda; Kinnunen, Tiina; Leskelä-Kärki, Maarit & Possing, Birgitte (eds.): Bio-

graphy, Gender and History: Nordic Perspectives. k&h, Turku 2016.  

 

Heimo, Anne: Introduction. Oral History Journal: Oral History on the Move: Multiple Sites and 

Sources of Memory. Ed. Anne Heimo, Anna-Kaisa Kuusisto-Arponen & Ulla Savolainen, (forthco-

ming). 

 

Heimo, Anne: Nordic-Baltic oral history on the move. Oral history 44:2 2016, 37–46. 

 

Heimo, Anne: Socialist Endeavors, Fist Presses and Pen Wars: Literacy practices of early Finnish 

migrants in Australia. Reading and Writing from Below: Exploring the Margins of Modernity. Eds. 

Ann-Catrine Edlund, Anna Kuismin & Timothy Ashplant. Vardagligt skriftbruk. Umeå University & 

Royal Skyttean Society, Umeå 2016, 97–113. 

 

Latvala, Pauliina: The Use of Narrative Genres inside Oral History Texts. Past Representations of 

the Finnish Civil War (1918) – Genre -Text -Interpretation. Eds. Frog, Ulla Savolainen & Kaarina 

Koski. Studia Fennica Folkloristica, SKS, Helsinki 2016. 

 

Leskelä-Kärki, Maarit: Remembering mother: Relations and memory in the biographical project of 

Minna Krohn (1841–1917). Biography, Gender and History: Nordic Perspectives. Eds. Halldórsdót-

tir, Erla Hulda; Kinnunen, Tiina; Leskelä-Kärki, Maarit & Possing, Birgitte k&h, Turku 2016. 

 

Leskelä-Kärki, Maarit; Kärki, Kimi; Koivisto, Hanne: Johdanto: Sodan sirpaleita. Ilmestyskirja. Viet-

namin sodan kulttuurihistoria. Toim. Hanne Koivisto, Kimi Kärki ja Maarit Leskelä-Kärki. Työväen 
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