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Ebbinghaus’s Memory: What Did He Learn and Remember?

Endel Tulving
University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Ebbinghaus held a unitary view of learning and memory. Yet it is possible to
discern rudimentary evidence for different kinds of learning and memory even in
Ebbinghaus’s original research. The different kinds include memory underlying
recollective experience (episodic memory) that has been declared to be epiphe-
nomenal by Slamecka (1985). I argue that all the different kinds could have been
studied by Ebbinghaus, and can be studied now, using the same general methods
that Ebbinghaus adopted for his own epoch-making work a hundred years ago.

The sharp focus of Ebbinghaus’s experi-
mental work belies the breadth of his vision
of memory. In his epoch-making monograph
(Ebbinghaus, 1885/1964) and especially in
his masterful textbook of psychology (Eb-
binghaus, 1902), he treats memory in its
broadest sense, doing so in an enlightened
manner befitting a great thinker. The analysis
of the concept of association is interwoven
with "anecdotes and examples of memory
phenomena in everyday life; the discussion
of the role of similarity relations in metaphors
is juxtaposed with ponderings about memory
in animals; and references to what we would
now refer to as source amnesia and the
important role that organization plays in
memory are made in passing as if they were
facts beyond any dispute.

True to his own time, Ebbinghaus regarded
memory as a mental phenomenon. The two
terms he used most frequently to refer to the
general category of manifestations of memory
were “Vorstellungen” and “Seelische Ge-
bilde”, usually translated into English as
*“ideas” and “mental states.” Both these con-
cepts lose slightly in translation, inasmuch as
the German terms connote the involvement
of imagery and consciousness in the mental
structures they designate in a way that their
English equivalents do not quite do. This was
important to Ebbinghaus in that he was
greatly concerned with the relation between

Preparation of this article was supported by Natural
Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada
Grant A8632.

Requests for reprints should be sent to Endel Tulving,
Department of Psychology, University of Toronto, Toronto,
Ontario M5S 1Al, Canada.

memory and consciousness. He dealt with
the relation on the very first two pages of his
1885 monograph, equating “remembering”
with the return to consciousness of earlier
mental states.

Consciousness and Recollective Experience

In Elements of Episodic Memory (Tulving,
1983), I suggested that, with respect to con-
sciousness, Ebbinghaus’s thinking was ahead
of succeeding generations of toilers in the
field that he created, who, until most recently,
have seldom raised questions concerning the
role of consciousness in memory (cf. Klatzky,
1984; Tulving, 1985b; Underwood, 1979).
Now Slamecka, in his wide-ranging review of
Ebbinghaus, his work, and his influence on
the field (Slamecka, 1985) remonstrates that
I unjustly blamed Ebbinghaus for the short-
comings of his successors. [ had said that,
“Had Ebbinghaus . . . clearly articulated the
difference between remembering past episodes
and knowledge of their symbolic contents,
the history of verbal learning and memory
might have been quite different” (Tulving,
1983, p. 129). Slamecka maintains that “Eb-
binghaus did clearly articulate the difference,
and even went on to report the first data
ever collected on its behalf ” (Slamecka, 1985,
p. 430).

Ebbinghaus, in one of his experiments,
had observed an apparent discrepancy be-
tween what he remembered about learning
the series of nonsense syllables and what his
saving measure indicated about the retention
of the learned series. (I will describe the
situation somewhat more fully later). Al-
though Ebbinghaus himself chose not to draw
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