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	In Memory of George Craig

	
	
	In her dream Mrs Devonshire saw two men approach.

	As they drew near one of them leant towards her 

	and said in a low voice: ‘You think we haven’t 

	forgotten you, but we have.’ Then she woke up.

	
	
PREFACE



	It wasn’t till I started writing this preface that I realised how much my thoughts had turned to questions of memory and its secret sharer, forgetting, in the past twenty-five years. In 1993 I wrote a play for radio called The Museum of Forgetfulness. It was when museums were springing up everywhere on the South Bank, and I was intrigued by the paradox of a museum, a building dedicated to storing a nation’s treasures so that they can be looked at by all and so kept in the national memory, being devoted to the opposite, forgetting; and by the problem of how to represent forgetting, since by representing it one denies it. Then in 1998 I was invited to give a talk at a conference on the Holocaust and Memory, organised by the German-Jewish Centre at the University of Sussex. The result was a piece which I entitled ‘Memory: Too Little/Too Much’ and where I explored the notion that the slogan ‘We must never forget!’ is as dangerous as it is vital – vital because the terrible things that happened to Europe in the years 1933–45 must indeed not be allowed to disappear from memory – but dangerous because that phrase can so easily be used by demagogues to stir up hatred. For as Tom Sharpe puts it in one of his South African novels, ‘Heroes Day provided everyone with an opportunity to forget the present and revive old hatreds.’ The problem of forgetting is more than a conceptual paradox.

	      Over the next two decades, like so many of my generation, I found myself comforting friends whose spouses or parents had succumbed to Alzheimer’s or dementia, and watching the effects of this disease on families and individuals. Then, in 2015, as I was finishing a book on Hamlet, I realised to my astonishment that it touched on many of the issues I had been turning over in my mind in connection with both the public and the private aspects of memory and forgetting: how to lay the past to rest; what constitutes a person; whether it’s possible to know what one feels, and so on. And it seemed to be no accident that Hamlet was written and performed around 1600, just when in Europe the transition from medieval to modern was accelerating. Any discussion of memory and forgetting, I sensed, should be, must be, conducted with an awareness of changing cultural landscapes.

	      At the same time, I felt very strongly that all attemptsat a historical or cultural exploration of memory and forgetting had to acknowledge the fact that each person’s mode of remembering and forgetting is subject to personal, generic, cultural and historical imperatives. Thus I decidedto introduce interludes into the text at key junctures to jolt the reader into contemplating specific cases of the anguished interconnectedness of the need to forget and the fear of forgetting.

	

	I would like to thank all those who have contributed to this book. First my mother for helping me to understand the importance of both remembering and forgetting in life, and for providing the anecdote I have used as epigraph and the one which opens section eight. Sadly, she did not liveto read either the lecture on the Holocaust and memory or the Hamlet book, on both of which I would have welcomed her views. Rosalind Belben, Steve Mitchelmore, Giglia Sprigge, Bernard Sharratt and Tamar Miller all read drafts of the book and made detailed and perceptive comments on it, some of which saved me from error or made me think again about how best to put my argument and some of which I chose to ignore, perhaps to the detriment of the finished work. To all, and especially to Tamar, who has been a supportive presence for as long as the book has been in gestation, I am profoundly grateful.

	

	Lewes 

	April 2019

	
	I

	THE FEAR OF FORGETTING

	Today, we are terrified of forgetting.

	      Suddenly, it seems, Alzheimer’s is all around us. Few of us do not have relatives or friends who have been struck down by the disease, living proof of its deadly power. And everyone over sixty finds him or herself constantly checking for evidence that it has not (yet) got hold of him or her.

	      The disease was only recognised in the early years of the last century, barely a hundred years ago. Previously it had been elided with senility: when you got old you lost, among other things, your memory, and in some cases this was more pronounced than in others. Then in 1901 Dr Alois Alzheimer, a senior physician at the Frankfurt Hospital for the Epileptic and the Mentally Ill, was alerted to the case of a fifty-one-year-old woman, Auguste B., who had been admitted to the hospital by her husband, who had found himself unable to cope any longer with her inexplicable outbursts of rage and increasingly alarming memory lapses. By 1904, three years after her admission to the hospital, Frau Auguste was bedridden, permanently curled up in a foetal position, her knees drawn up to her chest, muttering, unable to speak, and needing assistance to eat. She died in April 1906.

	      Though he had by then moved to Munich to work with the renowned psychiatrist, Emil Kraepelin, as soon as Dr Alzheimer learned of Frau Auguste’s death he put in a request to be allowed to examine her corpse. Because of recent advances in medical technology he was able to do what had not been possible before, to examine the brain of the victim of a terrible and mysterious illness. What he and his assistants found in the cerebral cortex was what a recent writer on the subject has described thus:

	The cortex was speckled with crusty brown clumps – plaques – too many to count. They varied in size, shape and texture, and seemed to be a hodge-podge of granules and short, crooked threads, as if they were sticky magnets for microscopic trash.1


	At the same time, in the second and third layers of the cortex nearly a third of the neurons had been obliterated, overrun with what Alzheimer called ‘a tangled bundle of fibrils’. These are the ordinary components of every neuron, but in Frau Auguste’s brain they had grown out of all proportion, destroying everything within their reach.

	      That was in 1906. A century later and despite huge advances in medicine and neuro-science we still know far too little about the disease, even though it now seems to be all around us.2 Yet it was only in the 1970s that countries in the West began to realise that unless some sort of cure was found the strain on medical and social resources would become almost impossible for society to bear. This is because, though Alzheimer’s is now understood as qualitatively different from the forgetfulness and absent-mindedness that naturally overtakes the elderly,it is nevertheless a disease whose likelihood increases with age, and, as advances in medicine since the war have led to a population that lives ever longer, the incidence of Alzheimer’s has increased dramatically. Unfortunately, though hardly a month goes by without a newspaper headline proclaiming that a cure has been found, there is no sign yet of any solution to the problem of how to stop or reverse it.

	      Scientific description of the condition tells us nothing of what it feels like to inhabit it. And it is obvious that if you suffer from it you are unlikely to be able to describe it. Writers over the past half century have tried to imagine it, with more or less plausibility. One of the finest such attempts, to my mind, is by the French writer Jean Echenoz in his extraordinary little novel, Ravel. The musician probably suffered from the condition towards the end of his life (it has even been suggested that the compulsive repetitive nature of Bolero is proof of this), and Echenoz brings home to the reader how part of the horror, for him, was his awareness of what was happening:

	If he no longer recognises most people, he is aware of everything. He sees clearly that his movements no longer achieve their purpose, that he grabs a knife by its blade, that he brings to his lips the lighted end of his cigarette only to quickly correct himself – no, he murmurs to himself, not like that. He knows that one doesn’t cut one’s nails like this, that one doesn’t put on one’s glasses that way, and, if he nevertheless dons them to read Le Populaire, the muscles of his eyes no longer allow him to follow the lines. He sees all this clearly, the subject of his fall as well as its attentive spectator, buried alive in a body that no longer responds to his intellect, watching a stranger live within him.3


Emerson, the great nineteenth-century American essayist who also probably suffered from Alzheimer’s in later life, summed up the common view of the role of memory in our lives in his essay on the subject. Without memory, he said, ‘all life and thought were an unrelated succession. Memory holds together past and present… and gives continuity and dignity to human life. It holds us to our family, to our friends. Hereby a home is possible, hereby a new fact has value.’ The peculiar horror for the family and friends of the victim of Alzheimer’s stems from the fact that our loved ones are still there, looking as they have always looked, moving, for the most part, as they have always moved, occasionally even talking as they have always talked, But because they are starting to forget – forget what has just happened or been said to them, as well as large chunks of their past – we feel that they are only intermittently ‘with’ us. In many cases there are violent outbursts and even aggressive behaviour, as though the person has not just forgotten who they are but even what it means to be a human being. A line has been crossed and even the victim knows that it can never be crossed back again.

	*

	It was probably not the sudden increase in the observed cases of Alzheimer’s in the seventies that first alerted the general public in Britain and America to the fact that we had in our midst men and women like ourselves in every way except that they had lost the ability to remember, but rather the publication of a book that was not about Alzheimer’s disease at all. This was Oliver Sacks’s Awakenings.

	      Sacks was a young British neurologist working in a New York hospital when the book came out in 1973. Its subject matter was extraordinary and it was written with a passion and a command of language unusual in a scientific book. Indeed, it was the literary rather than the medical establishment which first recognised its merits. It had been rather frostily received by the medical establishment on its first appearance, leading Sacks, in the second edition published by Penguin three years later, to develop, often in footnotes, where exactly he felt at odds with received medical wisdom. The copious quotations from writers in this edition, especially the two seventeenth-century writers, John Donne and Thomas Browne, who both wrote about illness, show him growing in confidence in the articulation of the larger picture. He argues that medicine, since the time of Donne and Browne, had made great strides by focussing on the body as a machine, but had in the process forgotten that the body is first and foremost an organism, a whole, and should be treated as such. Donne and Browne, religious men in a religious age, had a strong sense of the interconnection of the physical and the spiritual and thought it quite natural to invoke notions such as soul and repentance in connection with illness, and this struck Sacks as truer to his observations as a neurologist than the obsession of the medical profession only with observable phenomena. This obsession, he suggests, infects the very language with which we speak of disease and healing, thus subtly falsifying what we are attempting to understand. Seemingly neutral terms like ‘silver bullets’ and ‘side-effects’ suggest that something is central and something is peripheral, whereas the body is one and change, for better or worse, happens to the whole person.

	      So persuasive was Sacks’s writing and so striking the subjects he was dealing with that in the intervening years, despite doubts being expressed over this or that detail of his method, those doctors who have been influenced by him and who have tried to carry on his work have become the mainstream of the profession. But back in the 60s Sacks was a young, unknown neurologist, working in Mount Carmel Hospital in the Bronx in New York, when he came across a group of patients the authorities had given up on. They were the victims of the great influenza epidemic (encephalitis lethargica) which had hit Europe and the United States in the years immediately after World War I and had left its victims (probably more numerous than the entirety of those who had died in the war) unable to cope with the demands of society. Many of them had ceased to be able to move or even speak. They haunted the homes of loving relatives who could afford to look after them and, for those with no such support or whose symptoms could not be coped with by their families, they haunted the hospitals and psychiatric institutions of the West. Sacks came across those who had ended up at Mount Carmel Hospital at exactly the same time as advances in medicine and technology made some sort of treatment conceivable. This was the development of the drug L-DOPA (L-3,4 – dihydroxyphenylalaline), described by him as ‘a remarkable “awakening” drug’. He decided to administer it to his patients and see if he could bring these people, some of whom had been ‘sleeping’ for thirty years or more, back to life. His book describes what happened when he did so, first telling the story in general terms and then detailing the case histories of over a dozen patients.

	      Encephalitis lethargica is a form of Parkinson’s disease. The patient appears to be locked into his or her body and movement ceases to be natural but becomes an ordeal, leading either to mad rushing or sudden stasis. As one patient tells him: ‘I run out of space.’4This leads in time to a gradual withdrawal from the world and then a gradual forgetting of who or what one is. When Sacks first administered L-DOPA the effects were immediate and extraordinary. Euphoria, as the patients suddenly ‘came alive’, but also over excitement and wildly unrealistic expectations. In every case the initial dosage had to be altered, depending on each patient’s reaction, and then constantly monitored and adjusted until some sort of balance could be found between hyperactivity and relapse.

	      But this was not simply a case of physical adjustment. Far more important was the mental and emotional adjustments the patients were having to make to cope with this sudden brave new world. For one of the things they would have to confront was that they had in effect been asleep for, and therefore lost for ever, the greater part of their lives. The case studies describe how different patients deal with this – having a loving family taking an interest in them, for example, was a huge help, while being quite alone in the world made things that much harder.

	      Perhaps the most extreme case was that of Rose R., born in 1905 in New York City into a wealthy and talented family. High-spirited and fun-loving, she lived her youthful years in a social whirl, partying, flying aeroplanes (the new craze among the very rich), and developing her considerable gifts for drawing. Then, at the age of twenty-one, she was struck down by a violent form of encephalitis lethargica, one of its last victims before the epidemic vanished in 1926 as mysteriously as it had arrived. She lost the ability to speak, had difficulty with balance and developed other signs of Parkinsonism. In 1935 her ageing parents reluctantly committed her to Mount Carmel Hospital. There her state hardly changed for thirty years, and when Sacks first saw her in 1966, he writes, ‘my findings coincided with the original notes from her admission’. As a staff-nurse said to him: ‘It’s uncanny, that woman hasn’t aged a day in the thirty years I’ve known her. The rest of us get older – but Rosie’s the same.’ At sixty-one she looked thirty, with raven-black hair and a completely unlined face: her illness had preserved her intact.

	      L-DOPA, which Sacks began to administer in the summer of 1969, had an almost immediate effect on her. She began to walk unaided, to take part in normal conversations and even to show signs of cheerfulness. Sacks increased the dose and she continued to improve: ‘It’s fabulous! It’s gorgeous!’ she would call out to him in the idiom of a long-gone epoch. But then suddenly she was down, and in the succeeding days her moods fluctuated wildly, one moment telling jokes and even singing ‘songs of an astonishing lewdness’, as Sacks noted, the next growing gloomy and suspicious. ‘Something awful is coming,’ she told Sacks in one of those moods, and come it did. Not much more than a month after starting the course of L-DOPA her physical condition began to deteriorate, ‘ticcing, jammed and blocked’ in Sacks’s startling formulation. Her involuntary brushing of her face with her hand became a compulsive and violent action, causing abrasure of the skin and bleeding. Soon she could neither move nor speak, ‘During the last days of August,’ he writes, ‘Miss R seemed to be totally blocked in all spheres of activity: everything about her showed an extremity of tension, which was entirely prevented from finding an outlet. Her face at this time was continual clenched in a horrified, tortured and anguished expression. Her prediction of a month earlier was completely fulfilled: something awful had come, and it was as bad as they come.’5

	      Sacks kept her under observation, noting how visits from her family would ‘re-awaken’ her and lead to momentary vivacity, making one realise what an intelligent and charming person she had once been. She was even able to talk to Sacks about that summer of 1969 and the transformation the initial use of L-DOPA had wrought in her. She knew perfectly well it was 1969, she said, and that she was sixty-eight, but she felt it was 1926 and she was twenty-five. As Sacks sums up her tragic case:

	It seems,in retrospect,as if the L-DOPA must have deblocked her for a short while and revealed to her a time-gap beyond comprehension or bearing, and that she has subsequently been forced to ‘reblock’ herself and the possibility of any similar reaction to L-DOPA ever happening again. She continues to look much younger than her years, indeed, in a fundamental sense, she is much younger than her age. But she is a Sleeping Beauty, whose ‘awakening’ was unbearable to her, and who will never be woken again. (114–5)6


	The fear of forgetting, then, and the fear of remembering are two sides of the same coin. After a certain age all of us in the West are terrified of forgetting who we are, forgetting the past that has made us who we are. But Rosie R. could not bear to remember because most of her life would then be revealed to be a blank, and she preferred to revert to this blankness for the remainder of her life.

	*

	A brief look at one of the earliest narratives known to us, Homer’s Odyssey, will help to round out the picture. When the Odyssey opens the first thing we are told after a brief overture is that all those warriors who fought at Troy and survived have returned home, all apart from Odysseus:

	Odysseus alone, filled with longing for his return and for his wife (nostou kechrêmenon êde gunaikos), did the queenly nymph Calypso, that bright goddess, keep back in her hollow caves, yearning that he should be her husband. (i.13–14)7


	The immortal nymph Calypso, whose name suggests she is the one who covers or hides (we are familiar with its opposite, apocalypse, that which will be revealed), has hidden him away in her caves and despite his protestations, keeps him imprisoned on her island out of love for him. And when we first encounter him, five books later, it is in the classic posture of longing, ‘sitting on the shore, and his eyes were never dry of tears, and his sweet life was ebbing away, as he longed mournfully for his return (noston oduromenô).’ (v.152–3) Thus Calypso finds him as, having been told by Hermes that the gods have decreed that she should release her unwilling captive, she goes in search of him on the island. Having told him he is now free to go she takes him back to her cave, where Hermes is waiting, and tries to persuade him to stay for one last time:

	If in thy heart thou knewest all the measure of woe it is thy fate to fulfil before thou comest to thy native land thou wouldest abide here and keep house with me, and wouldest be immortal, for all thy desire to see thy wife for whom thou longest day by day. Surely not inferior to her do I declare myself to be either in form or stature, for in no wise is it seemly that mortal women should vie with immortals in form or comeliness. (206–13)


	Odysseus, answering her, explains to her and to us the reasons for his unhappiness:

	Mighty goddess, be not wroth with me for this. I know full well of myself that wise Penelope is meaner to look upon than thou in comeliness and in stature, for she is a mortal, while thou art immortal and ageless. But even so I wish and long day by day to reach my home, and to see the day of my return (oikade t’elthemenai, kai nostimon êmar idesthai). (215–20)
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