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Introduction





Every one of us experiences a film differently but, for what it’s worth, here’s my Memento. One thing I guarantee is that it won’t be yours. I’ve seen the film five times now; each time, it has caused a different emotional reaction. My first two viewings were in a small basement screening room in Wells St, London W1, in August and September 2000. The first time I saw it, appropriately enough I was with friend and former editor Jeremy Theobald, both the lead and co-producer of Christopher Nolan’s debut, Following. I emerged bewildered and almost hollow inside, an empathetic emptiness for this man caught in a perpetual cycle of revenge. I was also confident I had a grasp on the mechanics of Nolan’s intricate plot. My second screening left me dissatisfied: fully believing that, on going into the movie, I knew what was going to happen, I left the room frustrated, a feeling echoed by my companion that evening, who had seen the film for the first time. Bogged down with further questions about Leonard’s back-story, a feeling of uncertainty crept over me; answers dangled tantalizingly, fading as dreams do, as my memory of the film diminished. Unlike the flourish of expositional information in the finale to Following, Nolan’s second feature was beginning to prove much more elusive, a quality rarely achieved in contemporary cinema. Months later, with the knowledge that this book was in the offing, I watched the film on VHS for a third time. The feeling? Relief. The benefit of the ‘pause’ button allowed me to stop the film and think about what was unwinding before me, allowing me to re-assert my authority over the narrative. Twice more I watched it, either side of completing all the interviews for this book. The first of these caused me amusement more than anything, as my housemate guffawed her way through the movie, laughing at Leonard’s wry comments about his condition. As you might expect, my most recent viewing, stimulated by hours of discussions with the film’s key collaborators, evoked feelings of both enlightenment and obsession. But just in case you think I’ve found all the answers, I haven’t. Memento is a film that rests and revels in ambiguity, the answers all there but necessarily obscured. I have settled, finally, for theories rather than answers. Like one of my favourite films over the past few years, David Lynch’s Lost Highway, it concludes with a narrative loop – or in this case hairpin – that dares to return us, in some senses, to the beginning, exploding questions outwards like shards of flying glass. While I hope to answer some in the course of this book, I trust by the end you will still have some left.




 





James Mottram, September 2001
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Above and opposite: Lenny (Guy Pearce) shoots Teddy (Joe Pantoliano), with gun and Polaroid camera.
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Lenny: ‘What have I done?’
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Written on the body; Lenny inscribes himself.
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Lenny’s murdered wife, Catherine Shelby (Jorja Fox).
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Lenny meets Natalie (Carrie-Ann Moss) at the café – again.
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Natalie tests Lenny’s memory with a drink.














[image: ]

Lenny reads himself, under Natalie’s watchful eye.
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For Lenny and ‘John G’, the story comes full circle: the end is the beginning.
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Christopher Nolan and Guy Pearce.
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SYNOPSIS


Memento is an inverted noir, a detective story told backwards in order to thrust the audience into the head of a protagonist who can’t define himself in the present, but is forced to trust the conclusions of his former self. The subjective storytelling is intended to make us question familiar notions of revenge and identity. 
 Venice Film Festival catalogue, September 2000
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Chapter 1







‘It’s beer o’clock. And I’m buying.’


The Critical Response







FADE IN:


INT. DERELICT HOUSE – DAY [COLOUR SEQUENCE] 


A Polaroid photograph, clasped between finger and thumb, showing a crude, crime-scene flash picture of a man’s body lying on a decaying wooden floor, a bloody mess where his head should be.


The image in the photo starts to fade as we superimpose titles. The hand holding the photo suddenly fans it in a rapid flapping motion, then holds it still. The image fades more, and again the picture is fanned.


As the titles end, the image fades to nothing. The hand holding the photo flaps it again, then places it at the front of a Polaroid camera.


The camera sucks the blank picture up, then the flash goes off.





As the Polaroid fades to white, so we begin with a blank slate …


It’s the story of Leonard Shelby (Guy Pearce), a man who proves as emotionally empty as his surname suggests. Unable to make new memories since a blow to the head during a raid on his apartment, he remains hell-bent on avenging the death of his wife from that same assault. Hampered by his affliction, Leonard trawls the motels and bars of Southern California in an effort to gather evidence against the killer he believes is named John G. Tattooing scraps of information on his body, Leonard’s faulty memory is abused by two others: bartender Natalie (Carrie-Anne Moss) and undercover cop Teddy (Joe Pantoliano), both involved in a lucrative drug deal.


It’s also the story of how writer-director Christopher Nolan avoided the ‘sophomore slump with flying colours’, as Variety delicately termed it. No second-album syndrome here, for in Memento Nolan manages to significantly deepen the issues of identity and narrative pursued in his black-and-white 70-minute debut Following. The story of a would-be writer who becomes entangled in a murderous web of his own making after he meets a charismatic burglar who shows him the voyeuristic delights of his profession, its fractured time-line indicated just how willing Nolan was to challenge his audience. Raised in both the US and England, Nolan’s mother is American, his father English, leading one critic to aptly call him ‘a double-crosser himself’. He had been making Super 8 shorts (Action Man toys in science-fiction epics) with his father’s camera since he was seven, collaborating with his brother and childhood friends Roko and Adrian Belic (who themselves would go on to make the award-winning documentary Ghengis Blues). All good prep in terms of fine-tuning his powers of resourcefulness, much needed on Following. Shot on weekends with friends from University College, London, where he studied English literature, it received a cursory UK release, after receiving finishing funds from Next Wave Films. With his third film – a re-make of Erik Skjoldbjærg’s thriller Insomnia starring Al Pacino, Hilary Swank and Robin Williams – in the can, Nolan stands on the brink of widespread critical and commercial acclaim as he turns 30.


It’s also a story of the resuscitation of film narrative. While twist-ending movies with unreliable narrators have been flourishing at the box office in recent times (The Usual Suspects, Twelve Monkeys, The Sixth Sense being the most memorable), Memento manages to outmanoeuvre them all. A modern noir about time, memory and identity, it delivers a sucker punch unlike any other. While The Usual Suspects closes as a mere shaggy-dog story and The Sixth Sense does no more than play paranormal games, Memento’s unique reverse structure lures us into a false sense of security; by the end, at the point we think we know absolute truth, Nolan whips the rug from right under our feet. What follows is an attempt to survey the reaction to Memento and introduce the reader to some of the theories and themes that surround the film.


The critics




I hope it’s no shame to admit I couldn’t understand Memento. Maybe I should have gone back and seen it a second time. Frankly, I couldn’t face the exam it would set me … The feat of keeping so many bits of disparate and seemingly disordered information in one’s mind was too much for me. Mensa champs might have accomplished it; I grew fatally confused, then resentful that such a brilliant idea should be so unnecessarily entangled in style. Alexander Walker, London Evening Standard, 19 October 2000





One of the most honest reviews I have read for Memento, Walker’s critique also lamented the fact that Nolan was not rewarded by his newspaper at their annual film awards for Most Promising Newcomer for Following – a film that led Walker to call Nolan ‘an ingenious new talent who looks back to Stanley Kubrick’s own polymorphous beginnings’ – high praise indeed from a critic with strong personal links to the late Kubrick.


Likewise, Jonathan Romney began his review in the New Statesman:




I tend to take a lot of notes during press screenings; the more intriguing the film, the more notes. Sometimes I write so much that I miss entire chunks of the film. Then, when it comes to writing a review, I can’t always read my own writing or remember exactly what a note means. So reviewing ends up being largely a process of deciphering my own notes and reconstructing in my mind the film that they supposedly refer to (but which I may already have half-forgotten). This probably means that my reviews are inaccurate and unreliable; but, if so, they are no more unreliable than anybody else’s, or than memory itself.*





As you might imagine, Romney went on to draw comparisons with Memento, a film in which ‘the hero is similarly confounded by his own note-taking’. Just as many of the more interesting critiques of the film showed, Walker and Romney found themselves unwittingly in Leonard’s shoes; their task akin to his, they, unlike Leonard, were less prepared, their ‘system’ not as in tune as his. Unable to disconnect themselves from this world, they got a taste of what it was like to be Leonard Shelby.


Undoubtedly the best-reviewed film since LA Confidential three years before, it was clear from the outset that Memento would garner strong praise, surrounded as it was by a lacklustre selection of major-league films at the time (Space Cowboys, What Lies Beneath and the thematically related Invisible Man re-working, The Hollow Man, spring to mind). Screen International’s Lee Marshall, reporting from the Venice Film Festival, where the film received its first international screening, immediately spotted the film’s potential: ‘That the ending leaves too many questions unanswered will, if anything, only boost the film’s word-of-mouth appeal; Memento is the sort of film that gives rise to long post-screening discussions.’ Variety’s Lisa Nesselson, reporting from Deauville, where the film next played, called it ‘a bravura tribute to the spirit of Point Blank and the importance of memory [that] deconstructs time with Einstein-caliber dexterity in the service of a delectably disturbing tale of revenge’.


The UK-based long-lead reviewers that followed were equally impressed. Sight and Sound’s Chris Darke, for example, called it ‘a remarkable psychological puzzle film, a crime conundrum that explores the narrative possibilities of noir’. Empire, meanwhile, called the film ‘exciting, intriguing and exhausting … the promise Nolan showed with his no-budget noir debut Following has been borne out with an assured and original thriller’.


As can so often happen, sensational advance word can rankle some critics further down the line (American Beauty, for example, received a whipping from some national reviewers in the UK, fed up of being told it was the film of the year). ‘Chris and I were real concerned that any minute there would be a backlash,’ says Memento’s Executive Producer, Aaron Ryder. ‘The reviews were so good, it felt like somebody would take a shot at us. But it’s just kept going. I saw a statistic that said we had 94 per cent good reviews.’


Indeed, the majority of the UK national critics, who saw the film before their US counterparts, were positive. Philip French, in the Observer, called it ‘one of the year’s most exciting pictures’; Anne Billson of the Sunday Telegraph noted it was ‘a thriller that engages the brain from beginning to end … an intellectual roller-coaster’; Peter Bradshaw, in the Guardian, said that ‘bobbing and weaving for 112 minutes, it is a film which somehow manages to keep you off balance and on your toes’. There were detractors, of course. Adam Mars-Jones in The Times said: ‘Perhaps he’s [Nolan] been influenced by Roeg’s love of fracture, but the editing here isn’t in the same class; memories of the assault are cut into the narrative with an aggressiveness that sometimes seems callow’; meanwhile, Nigel Andrews in the Financial Times added that Nolan ‘weaves promising labyrinths for an hour. Unfortunately the film lasts two hours, by the close of which we are screaming for either enlightenment or release.’


By the time the US critics saw the film, Memento was already a cult classic. Elvis Mitchell, who would later conduct an enlightening interview with Nolan for the DVD, called the film an ‘intense, through-the-looking-glass noir’. His colleague, A. Scott, noted that the film pulled off ‘a dazzling feat of narrative sleight of hand’. Peter Travers, of Rolling Stone, called it a ‘mesmerizing mind-bender … a mind-fuck as well as a new classic among thrillers’; Kenneth Turan, the LA Times’ film critic, called it ‘exceptional … a haunting, nervy thriller’; Joe Morgenstern, from the Wall Street Journal, said: ‘I can’t remember when a movie has seemed so clever, strangely affecting and slyly funny at the very same time.’ Roger Ebert, in his Chicago Sun Tribune column, even batted away suggestions of plot holes (such as, How does the protagonist remember that he has short-term memory loss?) by saying: ‘Leonard suffers from a condition brought on by a screenplay that finds it necessary, and it’s unkind of us to inquire too deeply.’


The public


After the reviews, though, come the public. Glowing critical praise or not, Memento could still have suffered at the hands of the hardest audience to please – those who pay. Strong word-of-mouth was obviously vital. By December 2000, two months after the film had been released in France and the UK, it still had to make its US debut. The Internet buzz, by this point, was at fever pitch. ‘Do yourself a favor, though, buy a ticket for the second show following so that your own short term memory doesn’t forget the details,’ said one web-head. The reaction on film-preview site Corona (www.corona.bc.ca) was typical, as reviews were being sent over from Europe. ‘OK, now we really want to see this film and see if it’s as good as all our UK readers say it is … Everything tells us so far that this is one of those films that flies in under the radar and surprises everyone.’ That the film then flourished, as we shall see, in an unforgiving marketplace is testament to the fact that Memento is a movie that prompts coffee-shop debate. Chris Nolan’s brother, Jonathan (known as Jonah), whose short story Memento Mori inspired the film, has a perspective typical of most:




I got a phone call from a buddy of mine, who’s a film studies student at Tisch Film School in New York. He called me up from a movie theatre, the Angelika in the Village in New York, having tried to get into a screening. This was the third weekend, and he had some difficulty getting into the midnight screening. Then he watched two people get into a physical fight with each other, arguing about what the film was about. I can’t remember hearing that about any other film. To be perfectly honest, I take a sick sense of pride being connected to something that has a power to do that. I don’t expect people to sit around for the rest of their lives talking about it; it’s just a piece of entertainment. I snuck out in New York and watched it with a group of people. I had read from chat-groups people saying, ‘This is the first time I’ve ever seen total strangers stick around after the screening and talk about it with each other.’ Sure enough, that’s exactly what happened – and I’m tremendously proud of that.





As Jonah notes, chat-groups were put to good use where Memento was concerned. Too many to cover here, but the one I studied (www.cinephiles.net) contained what one would expect: healthy argument about the meaning of Memento. By way of introducing the myriad theories surrounding the film, here are some of the topics up for discussion. As I have already suggested in the Introduction, many of the film’s plot points can only be speculated upon and Nolan himself is not about to put his cards on the table and reveal all. Here’s what he has to say:




I believe the answers are all there in the film, but the terms of the storytelling deliberately prevent people from finding them. If you watch the film, and abandon your conventional desire for absolute truth – and the confirmation of absolute truth that most films provide you with – then you can find all the answers you’re looking for. As far as I’m concerned, my view is very much in the film – the answers are all there for the attentive viewer, but the terms of the storytelling prevent me from being able to give the audience absolute confirmation. And that’s the point.







The Insurance Scam. My personal favourite, one fan suggested that Leonard’s wife faked her own death for insurance money. ‘If not, why would she let Lenny continue to hunt for her killer?’ Based on the confusing clip of Leonard in bed with his loved one, with the ‘I’ve done it’ tattoo on his chest, this person suggested it was a flash-forward to a time when they were re-united, with the wife masterminding the whole scam, even manipulating her husband.


The mental hospital. As reported by the film’s website (www.otnemem.com) and the short story Memento Mori, Leonard has spent time in a mental institution. One particularly pedantic reader, after pointing out that Leonard would have crashed his car had he driven it, as he does, with his eyes closed for a few seconds in the film’s close, added: ‘I say he’s still in the mental hospital and this is all in his mind.’


Remember Sammy Jankis. A popular one, given the fact that Teddy winds up by telling Leonard that Sammy was a con man, is that some think Leonard is Sammy (as evidenced by the three-tenths of a second shot of Leonard in the nursing home, in the scene where Sammy is committed). Or at least, he has distanced himself from his own past, and merged it with Sammy’s story. With the brief clip of Leonard’s wife, post the rape, under the plastic sheet but with an eye still open, it is suggested she may have lived. This could mean his wife had diabetes, despite Leonard claiming otherwise (it was possibly brought on after the attack, hence Leonard being unable to recall it). That Leonard is unable to make new memories would cover the fact that he accidentally killed her in the end by overdosing her with insulin – possibly goaded by his wife, in the way he remembers Sammy’s spouse desperately trying to shake her husband from his memory loss. With the various shots of Leonard pinching his wife’s thigh, along with the brief insert of a needle being flicked as Leonard notices his ‘Remember Sammy Jankis’ tattoo, Nolan does imply that this is possible. Returning to the ‘I’ve done it’ tattoo, it ties in to Teddy’s suggestion that Leonard has already killed the real John G. As Joe Pantoliano theorizes: ‘Leonard’s wife is the one that tells him to start tattooing himself, in the hope that he remembers. That’s why he’s got that tattoo over his heart that says “I’ve done it”.’ But then why is there no sign of the tattoo now, or a scar where it once was? As some have suggested, Leonard’s flashback to him lying in bed with his wife may just have been a figment of his imagination – an idealized fantasy of being reunited with his wife, and a convergence of memories – after the conversation he had with Natalie where he points out that the space round his heart is ‘for when I’ve found him’. Leonard may well have been admitted into care after overdosing his wife, and then incited himself to escape and find his wife’s ‘killer’ via his tattoos, having hooked up with Officer John ‘Teddy’ Gammell along the way. But as costume designer Cindy Evans points out: ‘There is no solution. You’ll never know how long he’s been doing what he’s doing, or how long he’s been with Teddy being manipulated. You’ll never know whether his wife is living or dead. You just have to let go of it.’


Suicide. As an alternative to this, while the wife may have survived the initial assault, she may have committed suicide (again, something Leonard would not remember), unable to take life without her Lenny. One web-user suggested that the police and the doctors have planted the idea in Leonard’s head that he killed her, in an attempt to reveal the truth, by telling him ‘(with leading questions) that he killed her by giving her too many shots’.





The drug deal. This segment of the plot is more certain, as it happens across much of the film’s two hours, but we are still left with questions. What is clear is that Natalie, who uses the bar where she works to set up drug deals for boyfriend Jimmy, sets Leonard up to deal with Dodd. Jimmy has disappeared (killed, of course, by Leonard, who then starts wearing his clothes and driving his Jag) with $200,000 in cash, owned by associates of Dodd’s and Jimmy’s, and Natalie senses she must protect herself by using Leonard. The deal itself was to be with bent cop Teddy. Beyond this, Jimmy and Natalie’s connection to Teddy (and Dodd) is obscure: both refer to Leonard as ‘the Memory Guy’, indicating that Leonard has been mentioned by Teddy to them in the past. Jimmy, as he dies, also says under his breath: ‘Remember Sammy’, a fact that shocks Leonard into realizing he is being set up. As Teddy tells him, ‘You tell everyone about Sammy’ (undoubtedly true). Jimmy’s last-gasp advice – along with his earlier disbelief after Leonard doubts that Jimmy may remember him – goes some way to indicate the depth of Shelby’s involvement with him. However, why Jimmy requests Leonard to remember Sammy is obscure: perhaps in an effort to shake him from the murderous cycle he finds himself in.


One web-fan believes all are in cahoots with each other, but when Natalie meets Leonard (by accident); she uses him to her full advantage. Aware that Jimmy is dead (by Leonard’s vehicle, his apparel and the coaster he has with her handwriting on it), she then sets him up to remove Dodd and then Teddy (even pointing Leonard towards the same derelict building he killed Jimmy in, showing she was well informed about the initial drug deal). The reader even theorizes that Teddy and Natalie may have initially been in on the deal together, hence the lack of surprise on Teddy’s face when he finds a bound-and-gagged Dodd in the wardrobe. This is unlikely, given that Teddy tells Leonard not to trust Natalie, though by this point he may be scrambling to save his life, aware that she may be using Leonard to turn on him. What is not clear in the film is what happened to Natalie; the last we see of her is in the restaurant, handing over the photocopy of Teddy’s licence-plate, knowing full well Teddy will soon be dead. As she says, she and Leonard are ‘survivors’, so one thing can be sure: she’s still alive at the end (or rather the beginning) of the film.


As Carrie-Anne Moss told Cinefantastique:




Natalie’s trying to save her own life. Her reactions to what is happening are motivated by her need to survive. In one scene, Natalie is throwing out the garbage behind her bar when she thinks she sees her boyfriend Jimmy pull up in his car. She takes a look in the car and sees that it is not her boyfriend but Leonard. She reacts with a mild ‘Oops, sorry. Wrong person.’ Now, another woman, one who wasn’t as streetwise as Natalie might have reacted with suspicion or fear or anger. Natalie lives in her own world, a world of I’ll stab you, you stab me – anyone can be fucking you over at any time. And so when she sees that the man in the car is not Jimmy, she doesn’t know what’s going on, so she’s piecing it all together, like: ‘What’s happening here? Who is this person?’ A million things are going through her mind at that point, and then she goes away, and she’s trying to figure everything out. I think Natalie is used to being in situations like this, but I’m sure she’s been involved in worse things, where she’s had to pretend everything’s okay, then had to find her way through it, to make sure she gets out all right. I always think, like in my own life, with somebody bad you maybe act nonchalant, so you can get out of it.†





As for Teddy, the question hangs over his head: Has he been using Leonard as a patsy, a terminator with no moral conscience? Fighting for his life (an important point, given what he says), Teddy tells Leonard: ‘You don’t know who you are … let me take you down to the basement and show you what you’ve become.’ Is there a basement full of rotting victims, or is Teddy just buying some time? In relation to the theory that Leonard and Sammy’s histories overlap, as one viewer noted, ‘in Leonard’s case the doctor was Teddy and the electrified objects were the murders that Teddy was tricking Leonard into repeating over and over’. How long have they been together? If we are to believe Teddy, at least a year, as he shows us the picture of Leonard pointing to himself, after having reputedly despatched the real John G. Why then does Leonard not, by the end of the film, need to take a Polaroid of Teddy? Surely he should already be in possession of one. My guess is that it was Teddy who only recently gave him the camera as a way of helping his ‘system’ of remembering things. We know that Teddy snapped a picture of Leonard a year before, and it remains in keeping with the idea that Teddy, while crooked, genuinely likes Leonard. Joe Pantoliano is sympathetic towards his character. ‘I think that it wasn’t Teddy’s intention to get Jimmy killed. As he says to Leonard, “What the fuck did you do?” Everything changes in this instance. He takes his identity, puts on his clothes, is driving his car. This is not the way it was meant to be.’


That said, who then is on the phone in the black-and-white segments talking to Leonard, pointing him towards the latest John G.? We assume Teddy, and certainly it must be at the beginning of the black-and-white scene that leads Leonard to the derelict hallway to encounter Jimmy. Mark Boone, Jr, who plays motel clerk Burt, would disagree, though.


‘You can’t assume it’s Teddy. It doesn’t really make sense, in what Leonard is saying, for Teddy to be having this conversation. I found that part of the movie only to be expositional. This is why I haven’t spent much time thinking about it, because I don’t see that it logically, validly pieces together.’


Perhaps Teddy was not expecting Leonard to succeed. More likely, he was not aware that Leonard would snag the man’s clothes and car. Teddy does spend much of the film attempting to get Leonard out of town, partly to save his own life, and partly because he knows people will start asking questions if they see Leonard kitted out as Jimmy, potentially leading the trail back to Teddy. At one point, just after Leonard has killed Jimmy, Teddy intercepts him at the tattoo parlour, where he clocks the fact that his own licence-plate number is being burnt into Leonard’s leg. Banking on Leonard having no recollection of the recent murder of Jimmy, Teddy – who, depending on the situation, has a habit of disguising his true identity from Leonard – claims to be a snitch, who is in contact with a cop looking for Jimmy. The cop, he says, has been calling him, slipping letters under his door, feeding him ‘a line of crap about John G. being some local drug dealer’. This is exactly what we assume Teddy to have just been doing; but things have changed. Teddy needs Leonard out of town – though, in keeping with a constant motive of his, he first needs Leonard’s car. As evidenced by the goggle-eyed expression on his face when Leonard opens the trunk of the Jaguar, Teddy wants the $200,000 stashed inside.


As Joe Pantoliano says: ‘The big through-line for Teddy is to get that money out of the car. Chris explained that to me. I asked him, “Well, why don’t I just steal the fucking car? The guy goes to bed doesn’t he? I’m a cop! Why don’t I just steal the car?” He said it’s because Teddy likes Leonard.’ Certainly Teddy, from the outset, has been trying to trick Leonard into handing him over the keys to the Jag, without drawing attention to his crime.




 *





His ‘condition’. This is where a number of people split. How does Leonard, if his attack is the last thing he recalls, remember he has a memory problem? One theory, as mentioned by Joe Pantoliano, is that Lenny’s wife organized the early tattoos – with the ‘Remember Sammy Jankis’ statement there to remind Leonard of Jankis’s story, and hence his own memory loss. Through conditioning, he now knows that he has this problem. What is clear is that Leonard knows the pros and cons of his predicament; he knows he can deceive himself into killing Teddy, and have no memory of it afterwards. He also knows how to circumvent the limitations of his affliction, as shown by the way he hires the blonde escort to plant his wife’s things around him. As Nolan himself has said:




That was a scene I was always prepared to defend, because I always assumed that someone would try to make me cut it out, because … it doesn’t necessarily relate that much to the story. To me, it’s the first moment in the film that we’re given a strong indication that Leonard understands how to manipulate himself. Essentially, it provides a small model of what the entire film comes to represent, which is that on some level he is aware of the fact that he can … ‘communicate with his future self’, because he doesn’t have the connection of memory between the two selves.‡





Some have been unable to accept that Leonard would be able to repeatedly incite himself to avenge his wife. One viewer points out that if Leonard’s condition is really just like waking up every ten minutes or so, then surely he must be constantly in a state of grief, and yet he is able to ‘recite with total certainty what the medical diagnosis is in his case and what the police attitude to his statement and handling of his investigation would be’. Another noted:




He must indeed be spending all his awake hours reading through the Cliff Notes of the case (and losing all the information every fifteen minutes) to even have the faintest clue what he is doing. The habit and conditioning story wouldn’t work to explain his uncanny ability to know what’s in his own notebook, and case-map, because learning a host of different causal/semantic relationships (this clue indicates this, this piece of evidence goes there) is a far cry from learning not to pick up cylindrical blocks by aversive conditioning.





In Nolan’s defence, Leonard does say, at one point: ‘I’ve got a copy of the police report. It has lots of information, but with my condition, it’s tough. I can’t really keep it all in mind at once.’ Beyond this, all I do is grant Nolan some dramatic licence, in allowing his character’s mind to function in the way it does. Of course, the fact that Leonard’s ‘condition’ does not fully play out as it should do, opens up a further avenue: Is Leonard faking?


One fan points out that every time there is a knock at the door, Leonard quickly decides to cover his tattoos up. ‘This implies that he is aware of them and wants to hide them, which implies that he has more memory than he lets on.’ As another example, the chase with Dodd starts with Leonard trying to calculate where he is, and who is chasing whom. ‘He can’t remember fleeing his own car as Dodd shoots out the window, yet he does have the mental recall to go straight to the Jaguar without consulting his pictures.’ It could be argued that both of these actions come from conditioning, but equally maybe Leonard’s memory has partially returned; perhaps he did kill his own wife and can recall this but, for safety’s sake, has projected his actions onto that of Sammy, and wants to absolve himself by catching the man involved in her initial rape. Certainly, Leonard’s unflappable facade – given the fact that he spends much of his existence disorientated – would suggest he, like Sammy Jankis, knows how to fake everyone out. Even himself.



Memento and the presence of time


Undoubtedly one of the most intricately structured films ever devised, Memento’s talking point – a film that runs backwards – is highly deceptive. The obvious comparisons are to Harold Pinter’s play Betrayal and Martin Amis’s novel Time’s Arrow. In the former, a story of adultery between friends, the narrative works its way back from the break-up of a relationship through disenchantment, complications, happiness and finally to innocence. Pinter’s work turned on the irony that the characters grew happier as the play progressed, while the audience was all too aware of how the story would pan out. In Amis’s story, a first-person account from death back to the birth of a Nazi, the reader is fed a bewildered commentary by the protagonist as he reviews his life as if in reverse. Leading to the point in the concentration camps when he witnesses dogs ‘mending’ prisoners’ faces, the atrocities of the Holocaust are given a frighteningly naive slant. Nolan had read Time’s Arrow years before, but wasn’t even aware of the Pinter play. Either way, his motives for using a backwards-stepping narrative were entirely different. Unlike Amis, Nolan is not interested in social commentary, or re-viewing history through fresh eyes. Pinter, meanwhile, plays on granting the audience knowledge over his characters, with the break-up of the relationship that opens the play remaining the most important ‘event’ in our minds. All the action that follows (and leads up to the divorce) is presented to comment upon that opening scene. Nolan, though, leaves us (almost) as confused as Leonard. The death of Teddy, as we move backwards, ceases to become as important as Leonard’s own journey.


In many ways, comparison between these three works – written for very different mediums (although Pinter’s play was turned into a film in 1983) – is spurious, given that Memento does not truly carry a backwards structure. Nolan thinks it’s helpful for people to think of it in this way, to understand the film, but he prefers a different structural model. ‘If you draw out the time-line, it is indeed a hairpin. If you order the material chronologically, the black-and-white material moves forwards, and in the last scene switches around and goes backwards to the colour scene. So there is this hairpin turn.’


Breaking this idea down, this is how the film concludes. The final backwards-moving colour segment of the film begins with Leonard’s screech to a halt outside the tattoo parlour (where he will significantly request Teddy’s licence-plate number to be inscribed on his leg, setting him on a journey that will ultimately lead to Teddy’s death – as seen at the film’s outset). When the scene closes, Nolan takes us back to the black-and-white sequence where Leonard leaves the motel, meets Teddy, and heads to the derelict hallway, chronologically just before the tattoo parlour scene. As Leonard later takes a Polaroid of the dead Jimmy Grantz, the film fades into colour, as the Polaroid develops, at one of the film’s most elegant but understated moments. Leonard, unsettled by Teddy’s revelations in the derelict hallway, decides to choose him as the next John G., copying his licence plate down, knowing he will soon forget his murderous intent. The next step? The tattoo parlour, of course, and the skid to a halt.


Time is no longer a universal constant, running in two different directions and, after a small jink, meeting in the middle. As one critic noted, ‘Think of a watch whose minute hand revolves clockwise and whose hour hand revolves counterclockwise.’ ‘You can never find out where you are in the time-line, because there is no time-line,’ says Jonah Nolan. ‘If it was a straight-backwards film, you could just take that two-dimensional time-line and flip it over, but you can’t do that with this film. Later on down the line, you realize that this film doesn’t run back; it’s a Möbius strip.’


The geometric shape that half-twists back on itself, looping around to finish where it started, is most fitting for a plot that one critic called ‘effectively one continuous twist from start to finish’. Such a structure has been most successfully deployed in David Lynch’s 1997 film Lost Highway. A film even more complex than Memento, it was one Chris Nolan enjoyed immensely. ‘To me, it worked on the level of a dream. I enjoyed it much more afterwards than I did watching it. But I do feel it’s an impenetrable film in narrative terms. In terms of telling the story of that film – and there is a story – I could not personally get it; I could not get those specifics. With Memento those specifics are there, they’re just incredibly hard to put together and incredibly hard to find.’


Unlike Bill Pullman’s Fred Madison in Lynch’s film – who arrives outside his own front door to whisper a message he himself heard at the beginning of the film – Nolan plays no such tricks with Leonard Shelby. ‘Leonard is not in a backwards world. He doesn’t see his story as backwards. He’s just in the moment,’ he says. For Leonard himself, time is moving forward, rather than looping back on itself. Nolan points out the film’s narrative structure, rather than a true Möbius strip (though he confesses his brother’s analogy is apt) is a cycle in an ever-widening gyre – in other words, a spiral of chaos that Leonard is perpetually sliding down.


In many ways, you could also think of the film’s two time-lines as being pulled together, folding in on each other and imploding. Props and physical characteristics are Nolan’s favoured devices to pull the two segments together, ‘clues to the objective chronology’, as Nolan puts it. For example, the paper bag in the black-and-white sequences that has ‘Shave Thigh’ on it is discovered by Leonard after Burt (in a colour scene) takes him, accidentally, to his former room; Leonard’s scratches are also absent in these black-and-white scenes, suggesting again that these moments occur before the colour sequences.


Nolan also uses a number of verbal and visual devices right from the beginning to ensure we can tune in to the chronology of events. Aside, obviously, from the credit-sequence murder of Teddy, whereby the scene literally winds backwards, Nolan deliberately makes the first reverse-shifts memorable. Our first clue is the Polaroid of Teddy with ‘Kill Him’ written on it, which Leonard consults just before he kills him. Two colour scenes later, where Leonard is preparing to leave his motel to find Teddy, we see him writing this very startling command on the photo. In the same scene, Nolan stages a discussion between Leonard and motel clerk Burt that crystallizes the experience the audience are about to undergo. Leonard describes his condition as ‘like you always just woke up’; as we shall see, at the beginning of each colour segment – roughly the length of Leonard’s short-term memory span – Leonard begins disorientated, and so will we. As Burt replies, ‘That must suck. All … backwards. Well, like … you gotta pretty good idea of what you’re gonna do next, but no idea what you just did.’ It’s a beautifully understated expression of the structure. ‘I wanted to have a bit early on where they basically did explain what the audience was going to go through,’ says Nolan. ‘I think there’s a limitation as to how much the audience can take on of the specifics of that, but it does suggest this disorientation.’ At the very end of this scene we are treated to the second sight of Teddy, with his grating cry of ‘Lenny!’ By this point, this line already memorably delivered at the beginning of the previous scene, it’s becoming clear that we are moving backwards. As if to emphasize the point, Nolan pans the camera right to left as Teddy enters the door. Later on, Nolan enjoys a joke as he gets Leonard to say to his wife in a flashback: ‘the pleasure of a book is in wanting to know what happens next’. He knows very well this ‘pleasure’ has been substituted for us by the urge to find out what went before.


Across the time-line of the film, though, time is compressed with elliptical shifts. As production designer Patti Podesta points out: ‘There are slow-downs in the time, as we move backwards. It’s not just that everything moves at the same amount of time, and we’re marching backwards.’ For example, Nolan uses jump cuts in the sequence where Leonard has just tied up Dodd, as he sits down on the bed. The segment where Dodd is run out of town also crosses from day to night. Within the scenes there are also cycles of time; while relaxing at Natalie’s house, we see Leonard flip through his Polaroids before the film cuts to later in the day, where, still on the couch watching TV, he sees his Sammy Jankis tattoo and automatically begins to flip through his photos once again. A crafty moment, it highlights the perpetual process of loss and recollection he goes through.


Nolan also uses repetitions a great deal, partly – as he says – to ‘show how the same situation can be viewed very differently, depending on what information you already know up to that point’. As an example, think of where he’s searching for a pen (hidden by Natalie, of course). Natalie comes in with a bruised face, and Leonard is sympathetic to her plight; later, we see what led up to this. Natalie berating Leonard, then merely going outside while he forgets her barrage of insults about his wife. The ‘Remember Sammy Jankis’ tattoo also plays very differently, from the first (in the motel) to the last (in the car, just before the skid-to-a-halt) time we see it. By the end, we begin to suspect Leonard is not thinking of Sammy to recall the fundamental differences between their tales. ‘Great story,’ says Teddy. ‘Gets better every time you tell it. So you lie to yourself to be happy. Nothing wrong with that – we all do. Who cares if there’s a few little things you’d rather not remember?’ Leonard also repeats that he never said Sammy was lying; the first time he says it, his tone is full of guilt for what happened. When he later implores, ‘I never said he was faking! I never said that,’ his voice is more defensive, as he tries to rebuff Teddy’s revelations. The early reference to the Gideon Bible being one of the few items to be found in an empty motel room is also later repeated by Leonard, when he opens a drawer in Dodd’s apartment. As he spies the gun on top of the Bible, he stops mid-sentence, hinting at how much deeper he is now involved than when he last uttered those words.


Ask Nolan about how he sees these repetitions fitting in, and the response is frank: ‘Well, that’s where it gets complicated. It’s true of the action, and also of the story elements. There are direct repetitions and then there are echoes, if you like, or indirect repetitions. It’s an outward spiral, a widening gyre. That’s true of the back-story: where do you think this piece of the story we’re showing you over two hours fits? But it’s also true of scenes within that two-hour cycle – wheels within wheels.’


Nolan also dislocates the narrative to such a degree that even certain lines of dialogue are reacted to long before the feed-line has been delivered. Burt, for example, announcing to Leonard: ‘You said you like to look people in the eye when you talk to them.’ Much later, in a black-and-white segment, Leonard explains this to Burt down the phone. As Nolan says of novelist Graham Swift and Waterland – his fractured Fens-set story of three generations and another structural influence on Chris – ‘He has an incredible structural approach to time-lines, clueing you into what’s going on so much that by the end of the book he’s leaving sentences half-finished and you know where they’re going.’ It’s an affect Nolan achieves with the script to Memento.


The futility of revenge and the film noir tradition


‘Thirty-three years ago, after making his cinematic debut with a small-scale black-and-white movie in Britain, John Boorman went to the States and became a world figure overnight, directing Lee Marvin in Point Blank, a very European treatment of an archetypal American subject. The 29-year-old Christopher Nolan has done something similar.’§


Christopher Nolan had never, so he says, seen John Boorman’s Point Blank before or during the making of Memento. Given the uncanny parallels – a revenge noir set in California that, as French says, ‘repays with interest its debts to Alain Resnais’ – it’s a rather surprising fact. ‘I can certainly understand the parallels,’ admits Nolan. ‘It’s very similar in the way it starts, throwing you into this chronological turmoil. Also, the revenge motif, it’s taken to such an extreme. I’m never surprised to see other films people have made that have done the same kind of things as me; we’re all working in the same realm, and we’re all drawing from everyday life, and books and experiences.’


Boorman’s 1967 film opens with Marvin’s Walker – double-crossed by his pal and girlfriend – wounded, close to death, as he lies in an empty cell of the deserted Alcatraz prison. As the recollections of a dying man flood back, the words ‘a dream, a dream’ fill the screen. The titles roll (looking uncannily like a film’s closing credits), as we see ghostly, frozen stills of the protagonist scaling the wire fence of Alcatraz, while the voice of a tour guide explains that escape from the prison is virtually impossible. That we then see a smart, healthy Walker begin his quest for revenge and the pursuit of the $93,000, which by rights is his, we assume this man achieved what few ever have, his flight from the island driven on by sheer will. As his vengeful journey takes him through various tiers of the crime organization he attempts to penetrate, his progress goes strangely unhindered. Trawling through a near-hallucinogenic landscape, Walker’s search is what becomes important; as David Thomson has said, Walker is ‘a man for whom the game has suddenly become more valuable than any prize’.¶ Concluding with an enigmatic riddle that leaves us wondering whether what has preceded is merely a delirious revenge fantasy, the last-gasp triumph of a man on his way out, Point Blank, as Thomson suggested, ‘may be still the richest merging of an American genre with European art-house aspirations’.


It would be fair to say that Memento, whether influenced or not by Point Blank, is very much in the same tradition, Nolan unwittingly taking the baton from Boorman. Think of Leonard’s quiet, unassuming memories of his wife around the house, devoid of sound. Likewise, Walker’s rose-tinted rain-washed recollections of his stroll along the San Francisco waterfront with his loved one are soundless, only Johnny Mandel’s swooning theme to be heard. Kindred artistic spirits, Nolan and Boorman understand too the futility of revenge.


As Natalie tells Leonard: ‘Even if you get your revenge, you won’t remember it. You won’t even know it’s happened.’ Leonard’s snappy reply is a desperate moment of self-defence. ‘The world doesn’t disappear when you close your eyes, does it? My actions still have meaning, even if I can’t remember them. My wife deserves vengeance, and it doesn’t make a difference whether I know about it.’ As he later (or earlier) explains to Teddy, in an echo of this conversation, he’s living just for revenge: ‘That’s what keeps me going. It’s all I have.’


In a time when Hollywood seems content to foist nasty-minded efforts like Payback and 8mm onto us, films that have no regard for the consequences of revenge, Nolan is one film-maker attempting to redress the balance. ‘It seems to me that too often, in films, things that should be disturbing aren’t, but are used for short-term, superficial narrative advantage. I was interested in reclaiming the concept of revenge, and hopefully making the audience look at it in a different way from other movies, where the revenge element is simply an excuse to view the main character going off and killing someone.’


An emotion strong enough to sustain Walker’s wild fantasies (whether imagined or not), revenge becomes Leonard’s life-blood, the idea of retribution more central to his life than the act of vengeance itself. Unable, as Natalie points out and Teddy later proves, to remember his acts of vengeance, Leonard becomes locked into this ever-widening gyre, as Nolan would say. A cycle of destruction that has yet to satiate his desire for revenge, it’s a cruel trick of his condition that keeps him there. ‘I want time to pass,’ he says. ‘How can I heal if I can’t feel time?’ As Nolan says, ‘That moment [the rape] is totally separate from present day. Leonard can’t get a handle on the difference between those two time periods. He doesn’t know if it’s six months or two years.’ Leonard’s transformation from avenging angel to surrogate psychopath is a timeless one, his moral conscience subdued – and manipulated – by the loss of his short-term memory. Revenge becomes a concept more than an act; unable to remember it, Leonard’s dilemma prompts the question of whether the act can exist, in any real sense, outside of one’s own head. Does it have any value beyond personal satisfaction? – a point that Point Blank surely also raises. Yet Leonard sustains his anger throughout, through the very fact that he has been rendered, in a manner of speaking, impotent. ‘He took away the woman I love and he took away my memory. He destroyed everything; my life and my ability to live.’ In a curiously asexual film noir where even a call-girl leaves the scene untouched, Leonard’s potency has been replaced by a longing for a (seemingly) dead woman. As Jonah Nolan says:




It’s what Teddy says at the end of the film; he’s the hero of his own romantic quest. I wanted Chris to have Teddy say at the end – which Chris ultimately rejected and in hindsight was right to do so – ‘You loved your wife, but how much more did you love your dead wife? How much easier is it to love your dead wife?’ Having her taken away is much easier; now she’s preserved in aspic, as it says in the short story. Locked away in a filing cabinet, she becomes a memory, not a person.





Memento is very much a distillation of film noir, stripping down the parameters of the genre to their purest possible form, using its trappings to subvert. The film’s narrative recalls a familiar generic pattern: the chief protagonist, a lone figure on the periphery. Certainly, the motels, Ferdy’s bar, the derelict house are typical settings we associate with film noir. The characters – undercover cops, dealers, prostitutes and so on – are also familiar, as is the theme of betrayal and revenge; every character – from Burt (the first person we realize is using Leonard) to Sammy (‘a con man’, says Teddy), and including Leonard – is lying to another or himself. Paranoia – the feeling of not knowing whom one can trust – also comes into play. Yet examining these customary tropes via the prism of Leonard’s extreme situation causes a refraction. Like the film’s colour scheme – blue rather than black, cream rather than white – everything has been painted afresh. As Nolan has said:




I felt that we had a situation here that would allow us to freshen up and re-awaken some of the neuroses behind the familiar elements. You know, the betrayal, the double-cross, the femme fatale – all these things function very powerfully in the way they were intended in the old film noir by exaggerating our fears and insecurities. I felt that by taking this particular approach and filtering it through this concept, we would be able to re-awaken some of the confusion and uncertainty and ambiguity that those types of character reversals used to have, but lost because we’ve come to expect those kinds of surprises.||





Take Natalie, Memento’s so-called femme fatale. Despite her cool ice-blue eyes, Moss is no Lauren Bacall, and rather than sizzle with sexual energy, her line readings are deliberately without any hint of a come-on. Natalie, more blue-collar worker than rich bitch-on-heat, uses her cunning – rather than her sex – as her weapon. Despite the indication that she and Leonard may have had sex when the scene opens in her bedroom, the film is chaste enough not to show any intercourse (closing with Leonard slipping into bed, the previous colour sequence began with the pair waking up, coyly avoiding any such revelations). While we are unable to tell if Natalie is genuinely aggrieved to have lost Jimmy, or is just manipulating her emotions to fool Leonard into saving her neck, the photograph she shows him goes some way to indicate the love she had for her boyfriend. Leonard, of course, becomes the image-double of Jimmy, dressed in his clothes and a surrogate ‘lover’ for a woman who ‘has lost someone’. Like Teddy, Natalie, while using Leonard, has feelings for him. As Carrie-Anne Moss says:




I feel even that with the times she is manipulating Leonard, she does really care about him, and the fact that a woman cares about a man and he doesn’t remember because he has this [memory] condition, it’s sort of a major rejection … She lets Leonard walk by, and then she grabs him, and is like, Okay, he’s just not going to remember me. She says to him in the scene before – which is the scene after that in the movie – she kisses him and says, ‘Don’t you remember me?’ He says, ‘No’ and she says, ‘I think you will.’ And then he hadn’t. So she thinks, ‘Ah, this one’s not going to work.’**





More emotionally ambiguous than what we might expect from a film noir, what does this make Memento? As J. Hoberman noted in his review: ‘The video stores are filled with examples of retro-noir and neo-noir, but Christopher Nolan’s audacious timebender is something else. Call it meta-noir.’ A postmodern fable filmed in the information age, Memento’s hero is a renegade gumshoe, an amateur private eye strangely (yet aptly) dependent on handwritten notes and fading Polaroids – the latter flashed like a detective’s badge; both a symbol of his quest and an assured definition of self. The distinct lack of electronic paraphernalia – bugs, camcorders, tape-players, computers, cell-phones – indicates just how out of step Leonard is. Just as the tattoo reads ‘Never Answer The Phone’, so Leonard is marooned from modern technology. Unable to learn how any piece of equipment fresh to him would work, he is left with a bulky (and incomplete) file that he must, as he puts it, ‘summarize’ to understand. As Teddy says: ‘You don’t know who you are, who you’ve become since the incident. You’re wandering around, playing detective … and you don’t even know how long ago it was.’ With his ‘freaky tattoos’ and his incomplete file of information, Leonard is a walking text, his life and his mission literally carried at all times on his person.


To complete the circle, Memento also has much in common with the superlative Double Indemnity, Billy Wilder and Raymond Chandler’s archetypal adaptation of James M. Cain’s novel. Like Memento and Point Blank, Double Indemnity begins at the end as Walter Neff (Fred McMurray) staggers, seemingly shot, into the office of a colleague to flick on a tape recorder and tell his tale, the story of how he, an insurance agent, connives with the glamorous wife (Barbara Stanwyck) of a client to kill her husband. Like Leonard, Barton Keyes (Edward G. Robinson) is an insurance claims investigator, who shares many of Shelby’s analytic skills. A film that influenced a generation of noirs with its retrospective narration, we always know what Neff’s fate will be, whatever he says or does. Memento, of course, leaves us less certain, but Nolan’s deliberate nod to the world of Wilder’s film goes some way to show how he wishes to revitalize the ‘nostalgic image of guys in raincoats and fedoras coming down alleyways’, as he puts it.


Unlike Double Indemnity, Memento’s voice-over begins, and predominantly remains, in the second-person – immediately dislocating Leonard from himself. ‘So, where are you? You’re in a motel room,’ he says. During these black-and-white ‘confessional’ sequences, Leonard exists in the sanctity of the one space where he can achieve some form of stability. Outside, for Leonard, all is chaos – but inside the room, he is master of all the facts. Such a ‘confessional’ state recalls Wilder’s film – the Neff flashbacks are structured to achieve a retrospective examination of his current moral/criminal state. Yet Memento also employs another form of ‘investigative’ flashback. A common currency in film noir, it sets out to re-examine past events to solve a recent crime. Memento, of course, turns it on its head – beginning with the resolution to the murder, and retracing its path, undermining us every step of the way. In Memento a very modern noir, even betrayal and revenge are acts stripped of their certainties.


Memory and the question of identity




How is it that we know who we are? We might wake up in the night, disorientated, and wonder where we are. We may have forgotten where the window or the door is, or the bathroom, or who’s sleeping beside us. We may think, perhaps, that we have lived through what we just dreamed of, or we may wonder if we are now still dreaming. But we never wonder who we are. However confused we might be about every other particular of our existence, we always know is this: That we are now who we have always been. We never wake up and think, ‘Who am I?’ because our knowledge of who we are is mediated by what the doctors of the mind call our self-schemata, the richest, most stable and most complex memory structures we have. They are the structures that connect us to our past, and allow us to connect to our futures. To lose those connections would be a sign of pathology, a pathology called ‘amnesia’.





The above quotation could quite easily be mistaken for a description of Memento. With reference to the uncertainty of waking up, it feels like the nightmarish existence that is Leonard’s life. As it states, our sense of self ensures we never question who we are – unless we suffer from amnesia. In fact, this is the opening monologue to David Siegel and Scott McGehee’s audacious but overlooked 1993 meta-noir, Suture. Meaning either medical stitching or a term of Lacanian theory concerning the relationship of the individual subject to its place within language, the word ‘suture’ makes for an intriguing title, as the film deals with both definitions.


The tale of two half-brothers, Vincent Towers (Michael Harris) and Clay Arlington (Dennis Haysbert), the story begins after the latter is nearly killed by a car-bomb, planted by his relation. Under suspicion for murder of his father, Vincent had already hidden his own ID on Clay, before lending him the vehicle. Hoping to evade the murder rap by faking his own death, his plans go awry when Clay survives, albeit needing extensive surgery to his face. When he comes to, Clay is now mistaken for Vincent – and, now suffering from amnesia, is unable to argue otherwise. While Clay replaces Vincent as chief suspect, what remains fascinating in the film is that Dennis Haysbert himself is black. His skin colour is not acknowledged by anyone; shot in black-and-white Scope, Haysbert is the only black actor to be seen in the film. It’s as if we’ve landed in a world literally drained of colour.


Co-directors McGehee and Siegel have stated they wanted to construct a story around the issue of identity, rather than make a film commenting on the black experience in America. As they told Jonathan Romney: ‘We’ve attempted to keep the film more in the parameters of sociology than of race, the way the homogeneity of society affects the construction of personal identity.’†† With Leonard’s identity as anonymous as the culture around him, one could argue that Nolan makes a similar point. Also like Memento (see Chapter 6), the film makes great use of mirrors to prompt the question – as the above monologue notes – ‘How it is that we know who we are?’. The fact that a mirror is used to outwardly confirm to ourselves that we are who we think we are is suggested by Siegel and McGehee marvellously – most notably, as Clay removes his bandages and first checks his face. The camera catches a reflection of Dr Renée Descartes (Mel Harris), the female surgeon responsible for re-constructing Clay’s face, suggesting he has been created in an image that came from her. Set in the symmetrical city of Phoenix (its main-street axis echoed by the Rorschach blot on the office wall), it’s a film of reflections – and like Memento, what is shown in the glass does not always tell the whole story.


As if to emphasize the kinship between the films, they also set about visually deconstructing film noir. While Nolan shades his film in inky blues, so Siegel and McGehee deliver a white-and-black noir, partly suggesting the clinical feel that runs through the film. Nolan calls Suture ‘a cool film’, adding that he met both film-makers at the Sundance festival, where their second feature, The Deep End, played alongside Nolan’s sophomore effort. ‘They came to see Memento,’ he says. ‘Afterwards, I was talking to David Siegel, and he said, “Yeah, it was quite in the realm of Suture.” You can definitely see the connections.’


Amnesia in films is not a new subject. Most famously, Alfred Hitchcock’s Dalí-influenced 1945 film Spellbound (a direct influence on Suture, with its murder plot) told the story of a paranoid amnesiac (Gregory Peck) posing as the new head of Green Manors mental asylum. Memento, though, bears little comparison to Hitchcock’s work – given that Leonard knows who he was, not who he now is. A more fruitful contrast is with the aforementioned Lost Highway. At the halfway point in Lynch’s story, co-written with Barry Gifford, sax player Fred Madison is arrested and imprisoned for murdering his wife; after a hellish interlude, Madison transmogrifies, it would seem, into garage mechanic Pete Dayton (Balthazar Getty). Described (not, initially, by Lynch, but by the film unit’s publicist Debra Wuliger) as ‘a psychogenic fugue’, it’s the perfect metaphorical description for both Madison’s journey and the film itself. A form of amnesia, which is a flight from reality, the word ‘fugue’ itself is a musical term that describes a theme that starts, which then is taken up by a second theme, with the first continually supplying a counter-theme. Indeed, as Dayton’s story plays out, the spectre of Madison haunts the plot, until he returns in the final reel. Absolved, it would seem, of his inner demons – via the telling of Dayton’s story – Madison is able to recover his soul and return from the fugue. Interestingly, both Memento and Lost Highway position their protagonists as potential wife-killers – hinting that this most extreme form of self-deception (amnesia) is a physical manifestation of the guilt they feel.
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