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O known Unknown! from whom my being sips Such darling essence…

—JOHN KEATS, Endymion

Art has something to do with an arrest of attention in the midst of distraction.

—SAUL BELLOW

The one thing people never forget is the unsolved. Nothing lasts like a mystery.

—JOHN FOWLES, The Enigma








INTRODUCTION THE MYSTERY OF MYSTERY



The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science. He to whom the emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes are closed.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN



The Case of the Missing Writer

On the night of December 3, 1926, Agatha Christie put her young daughter to bed, grabbed her fur coat and suitcase, and left the house in a gray Morris Cowley. She told the maid she was going out for a drive.

The next morning, Agatha’s car was found near a chalk pit. It had been driven down a rutted dirt road, before careening off the track onto a grassy slope. The lights were left on; the brakes had never been applied.1 According to the New York Times, the Morris Cowley had been found with its “front wheels actually overhanging the edge. The car evidently had run away, and only a thick hedge-growth prevented it from plunging into the pit.”2

Agatha was gone.

At the time, she was a little-known mystery writer. That spring, she’d published The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, her third novel featuring the detective Hercule Poirot. The book was ingeniously constructed—the narrator turned out to be the killer—but only sold a few thousand copies.I Agatha was disappointed, as she needed money to finance her fancy lifestyle.3 (She depended on three household servants.) To add insult to economic injury, her husband, Archie Christie, had fallen in love with a younger woman. He kept asking for a divorce.

The police initially suspected suicide. Agatha had visited her chemist a few days before; they had a morbid conversation about the best drafts for a painless death.4 Near her crashed car, the police found an open bottle of “poison lead and opium.” It seemed like a simple tragedy: a spurned wife had taken her own life.

But if Agatha had killed herself, where was the body? The police hired divers and drained a nearby pond. They scoured the Surrey Downs with bloodhounds. After the authorities put out a call for volunteers, thousands of amateur detectives showed up to look for the missing woman. But the crowds found nothing, not even footprints. It was as if Agatha had vanished into thin air.

The police officer in charge of the investigation, Deputy Chief Constable Kenward, began to suspect that Agatha had been murdered. Kenward was the kind of detective that Agatha Christie liked to invent in her novels—a man of deduction, he’d been awarded the King’s Police Medal for closing several difficult murder cases. Kenward had a trim mustache, a bulging belly, and a fondness for fedoras.

When it came to Agatha’s disappearance, Kenward fixated on the fur coat she’d left behind in the back seat.5 As Kenward noted, the temperature at midnight was thirty-six degrees. A damp wind was blowing in from the northeast. Why, then, hadn’t Agatha taken her coat? Even suicidal people want to stay warm.

Kenward was also suspicious of the crash. The car had been driven down a hill, but there were no skid marks on the dirt. Why hadn’t the driver tried to brake? The canvas roof was still attached, and the paint remained unscratched. It was as if, Kenward thought, someone had carefully driven the car to the edge of the cliff.6

And then there was the Archie problem. Kenward knew Archie wanted a divorce. The servants said he’d had a bitter fight with Agatha the day before. When Kenward asked Archie where he’d been the night of her disappearance, he admitted that he was with his mistress at a friend’s house. Worst of all, he’d burned the letter Agatha had left for him, telling the police that it was a private matter. Kenward found the husband “vague and defensive.”7

Yet, Archie had a solid alibi—his friend swore Archie had been with him all evening.8 (The car was in the garage, and he would have heard the dog bark.) And even if Archie had snuck out, Kenward couldn’t figure out how he’d have returned before morning. It was too long a walk and there was no sign of a second car. And why would the killer have left the poison behind?

Days passed. A reward of £100 was posted, but that only led to errant sightings. Agatha was dressed as a man on a London bus. She was wandering around Battersea. She was on a train to Portsmouth. The more Kenward learned about the case, the more mysterious it became. Every lead was a dead end.

As the press swarmed, Archie panicked. In an interview given to the Daily Mail, six days after Agatha went missing, he speculated that Agatha had staged her own disappearance. It was a literary exercise, not a crime. “Some time ago she told her sister, ‘I could disappear if I wished and set about it properly,’ ” he remembered.9 “They were discussing what appeared in the papers, I think. That shows that the possibility of engineering a disappearance had been running through her mind, probably for the purpose of her work.”10

The public didn’t buy it, but Archie was right: Agatha hadn’t been kidnapped or murdered. She had vanished herself. As the biographer Laura Thompson observes, Agatha’s disappearance was, in many respects, her finest mystery story. She had turned her own life into an irresistible whodunit, artfully placing clues that captivated the public. It was, the Times declared, “one of the most sensational disappearances that ever enlivened the columns of the English newspapers.”11

Before she vanished, the public didn’t know who she was. They only cared because she couldn’t be found.

On December 14, eleven days after Agatha Christie was first reported missing, a banjo player at the Swan Hydropathic Hotel in Harrogate noticed that a woman on the dance floor closely resembled the missing writer. The musician told the police, who passed on the tip to Archie.

When Archie arrived at the Swan, he was told by the police to wait in the lobby. The hotel manager said that Agatha would soon descend for dinner; she’d already made a reservation. After a few minutes, Archie spotted her on the staircase, dressed for another night of dancing in a pink georgette evening dress. Agatha calmly returned his gaze, then took a seat by the fireplace in the lounge. After a few minutes of awkward silence, the couple headed into the hotel restaurant for dinner.12

Although Archie wished to remain silent, the hordes of reporters demanded answers. Agatha’s disappearance remained front-page news. To appease the papers, Archie gave a statement to the Yorkshire Post: “There is no question about her identity. She is my wife. She is suffering from complete loss of memory and identity. She does not know who she is. She does not know me.… I hope that rest and quiet will put her right.”

Archie assumed his explanation would end the spectacle, that he could soon return to his golf game and mistress. However, as Laura Thompson notes, this only proves that “Archie did not have a clue about what he was doing, what he had become mixed up in.”13 Perhaps if he’d read Agatha’s fiction, he would have appreciated the appeal of a good detective story.

Agatha, of course, knew exactly what she was doing. As a crime writer, Agatha understood the allure of the unknown: the best stories give us tantalizing clues but withhold the answer for as long as possible. “The detective story was the story of the chase,” Agatha would later declare.14 Not the catch. The chase. And she had just engineered the perfect chase.II

Although Archie blamed amnesia for her disappearance, Agatha was writing again within days. Before she crashed the car, she’d been struggling to finish her next detective novel. There were days she didn’t think she’d ever figure it out. (Her mother-in-law told the Daily Mail that Agatha walked around the house muttering, “These rotten plots! Oh! These rotten plots.”)16 It was so hard making the details line up, telling the story without giving away the surprise.

But something shifted after her return from Harrogate. “That was the moment when I changed from an amateur to a professional,” Agatha wrote in her memoir.17 She was now committed to her craft, determined to apply the lessons of her disappearance to her fiction. There was a strange power in the mystery story: we were hooked by those tales we couldn’t solve, drawn to those crimes and plots that kept us guessing.

But the mystery story did not always exist.

It had to be invented.

The Rue Morgue

In the spring of 1841, at the age of thirty-two, Edgar Allan Poe decided to write a new kind of short story. At the time, Poe was best known for a magazine column on cryptography in which he dared readers to send him a code he couldn’t crack. He received nearly a hundred secret messages from all over the country. Poe solved them all, except for one. And that coded message he proved to be “an imposition,” a jumble of “random characters having no meaning whatever.”18

Unfortunately for Poe, his column only paid a few dollars a page. As his editor observed, “The character of Poe’s mind was of such an order, as not to be very widely in demand.” Poe’s desperate need for money led him to try writing fiction, as he searched for a tale that could pay his rent and bar tab. He gave his first story a salacious title—“The Murders in the Rue Morgue”—and an intriguing protagonist, Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin, a young bachelor living in Paris who is also able to crack the most inscrutable codes.

The story takes places during a recent summer, when the evening papers arrive with news of an extraordinary double murder. The mother’s body was found in the garden, “her throat so entirely cut that, upon an attempt to raise her, the head fell off and rolled to some distance.” The daughter, meanwhile, had been rammed up the chimney, killed by brute force. While the police initially assumed the motive to be theft, no valuables were missing. After a lengthy and fruitless investigation, the police concluded that “a murder so mysterious, and so perplexing in all its particulars, was never before committed in Paris.”

Dupin is drawn to the mystery. He tells the narrator that they should visit the crime scene for themselves; perhaps they will stumble upon an overlooked clue. If nothing else, Dupin says, “an inquiry will afford us amusement.”

After a lengthy examination of the bloodied apartment, and interviews with the neighbors, the narrator is more confused than ever. He concludes the murders are “insoluble.” Dupin lets out an exasperated sigh, then systematically lays out his solution to the unusual case.

Dupin begins by summarizing the most perplexing facts of the crime: the needless decapitation, the girl stuffed up the fireplace, the absence of apparent motive. While the cops are searching for a madman, Dupin concludes that the murderer isn’t a man at all—he’s an orangutan. Furthermore, Dupin has already placed an advertisement in the newspaper for an escaped primate. A few pages later, a sailor shows up, looking for his guilty pet.

Poe’s story was an instant success. The ghastly crime and brilliant detective mesmerized readers. Poe even got paid: the owner of the magazine gave him $56 for the tale. But Poe shrugged off the achievement, writing to a friend that “people think them [his detective stories] more ingenious than they are… In the ‘Murders in the Rue Morgue,’ for instance, where is the ingenuity in unraveling a web which you yourself… have woven for the express purpose of unraveling?”19 If Poe was proud of these popular tales, he wrote, it was because he had finally come up with “something in a new key.”20

What Poe had come up with was the detective story.III His formula went this way: First, there is the impossible crime, followed by the baffled cops. The case appears to be hopeless. But then our brilliant detective appears. He ponders some neglected clues, connects the far-fetched dots, and comes up with an inspired solution. Moral order is restored in the last act, when the guilty soul is found and punished.

This formula has since led to one of the most successful genres of modern culture. From Agatha Christie to Raymond Chandler, Michael Connelly to Law & Order, these narratives still obey the tropes and traditions invented by the young Edgar Allan Poe. As Arthur Conan Doyle would later admit, Monsieur Dupin was the first Sherlock. Poe deserved credit for “the monstrous progeny of writers on the detection of crime.”

In 1948, nearly a century after Poe’s untimely death, the poet W. H. Auden wrote an essay in Harper’s that tried to explain the enduring popularity of the detective story.22 For Auden, the subject had personal stakes: “For me, as for many others, the reading of detective stories is an addiction like tobacco or alcohol. The symptoms of this are: Firstly, the intensity of the craving—if I have any work to do, I must be careful not to get hold of a detective story for, once I begin one, I cannot work or sleep till I have finished it.” And while Auden dismissed most of these crime novels as pulpy fictions, he also believed that a close study of the detective story might “throw light… on the function of art.”

Auden’s argument began with a short history of tragedy: “In Greek tragedy, the audience knows the truth.” The plot is spoiled at the start. Oedipus Rex, for instance, is the story of a man searching for the murderer of the king. It’s framed as a cryptic crime story, but everyone already knows how the story ends: Oedipus is the killer he’s trying to find.

The genius of Poe was inverting this ancient formula, creating a tale designed to keep the reader in the dark. (The root of mystery is the ancient Greek muo, which means “to shut the eyes,” or “to hide.”) While fiction had traditionally relied on predictable beats, Poe’s stories were built around the element of surprise. He took the delightful search for clues that had defined narratives since Oedipus but added in an unpredictable ending. (As Auden noted, the entire point of the detective story was that “the audience does not know the truth at all.”) And so the reader becomes another sleuth, searching for clues just like the characters on the page.

Poe’s insight was that the audience didn’t care about the murder. That was just the setup, the inciting incident. What they really cared about was the mystery.

The Hook

When Edgar Allan Poe invented the detective story, he discovered a new way to hook the human mind. The enduring appeal of Poe’s formula raises a larger question: Why is it so compelling? Why do we get obsessed with missing writers and impossible crimes? Why does mystery create a mental itch that must be scratched?

The explanation begins with a strange feature of the dopamine system, an ancient part of the animal brain. While dopamine is often associated with hedonism—it’s supposed to be the chemical of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll—one of the most important functions of dopamine is the way it controls our attention. In essence, dopamine acts as a neural currency, allowing us to appraise the world and locate the most interesting parts. The feeling of delight is just the brain’s way of telling itself to look over there, notice this, focus on that.

So what triggers the biggest spikes in dopamine? It’s not predictable pleasures. Rather, it’s pleasures that arrive with a sense of mystery, or what neuroscientists refer to as “prediction errors.”23 In the lab, scientists trigger these prediction errors by establishing a rewarding pattern—hit a lever, get some sugar—and then introducing a surprise, such as a sweet treat that arrives without warning. (You can also elicit a large dopamine spike with less pleasing shocks, such as loud sounds and flashing lights.) These brain cells are sensitive to surprises because it’s an incredibly efficient way to learn, which is why the same quirk of programming exists in fruit flies, mice, and primates.24

This mental software has been around for millions and millions of years. The human brain, however, found a way to put this old code to new use. The crucial turn is the ability to find pleasure not just in calories and sex but in ideas and narratives. It doesn’t matter if it’s a newspaper story about an inexplicable disappearance or an Edgar Allan Poe whodunit: these works still excite the dopaminergic system, which is why we pay attention even when they contain no primal rewards.IV As the anthropologist Clifford Geertz famously observed, “Man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun.”25

But remember, this dopamine system comes with a peculiar feature. Although the human brain is a pattern-making machine, always attempting to solve for x and predict what’s next, it’s not the accurate predictions that grab our attention—it’s those prediction errors, the rewards and revelations we can’t anticipate. Good art turns this impulse into engagement, establishing a premise and then subtly violating our expectations, postponing the answer for as long as possible. Because it’s the questions that keep us interested. Not the expected turn, but the twist we never saw coming. As Stephen Sondheim observed, in a summary of his aesthetic approach, “Art needs surprise, otherwise it doesn’t hold an audience’s attention.”26

Prediction errors are just the start of this neural process. If the tale is well told, that initial surprise gives way to a feeling entirely unique to human beings. We stop trying to solve the problem and start surfing the mystery instead, immersing ourselves in what we’ll never understand. This feeling goes by many names—wonder, awe, astonishment—but it is rooted in the pleasure of the mysterious. Most animals fear the dark. We find our greatest meaning in it.

In this book, we’ll deconstruct the most alluring mysteries. We’ll look at how artists, magicians, musicians, teachers, and storytellers use the unknown and uncertain to capture our attention. We have all had the experience of lusting after a mystery, whether it’s binge-watching Law & Order or being moved by a poem we can’t explain. This book aims to provide a theory for why those experiences matter.

We’ll begin with the simplest form of mystery, which is the mystery box. In essence, it’s the generation of interest by hiding some crucial information from the audience, such as the identity of the murderer or the outcome of the slot machine. The technique helps explain the rules of baseball and the appeal of L.O.L. dolls. It’s been used to great effect by Steve Jobs and George Lucas. These boxes arrest us because we want to know what’s inside.

But mystery boxes aren’t the only way to hook the audience. The second strategy we’ll look at is the magic trick. This approach creates questions about the creative process. We see the object vanish, or the woman sawed in half—the mystery is how it happened. It’s a technique used by magicians, of course, but also by painters, directors, and architects. They like to make art whose making we can’t explain.

We’ll turn next to desirable difficulty, the strategy of creating mystery by subverting our expectations. Our culture is overstuffed with content that aims to please. But the stuff that lasts is more difficult, challenging us to make sense of forms we’ve never before seen. It doesn’t matter if it’s an Emily Dickinson poem or Goodnight Moon or an iconic car advertisement: the work remains interesting because it’s a struggle to understand.

And then there’s the mystery of a complicated character. From Hamlet to Tony Soprano, the Mona Lisa to Walter White—we are fascinated by those characters full of subtleties and contradictions. They are interesting because we can’t figure them out. What’s more, there’s compelling evidence that these imaginary characters teach us how to deal with the mysteries of real people.

The last technique we’ll explore is deliberate ambiguity. We’ll look at Beatles lyrics and medieval coded manuscripts, romantic sonnets and J. D. Salinger short stories. What these works have in common is the way they suggest multiple interpretations, captivating us with their exquisite uncertainty.

These strategies represent the different hooks of mystery. Although they can take on countless different forms, they share the same goal: hooking the audience with the unknown and unknowable, turning our prediction errors into immersive entertainment.

However, the best cultural mysteries combine these techniques, using multiple hooks to generate a lasting sense of wonder. They might start with a mystery box, but also rely on opaque characters and ambiguity. Or maybe they feature a magic trick and deliberate difficulty. Once this happens, the mystery stops being something we solve and becomes an infinite game, a work we can return to again and again. The mystery persists.

This ability to grapple with mystery is an essential human skill, a cognitive talent that sets the best thinkers apart. In this book, we’ll learn how such passionate curiosity can be taught. We’ll visit an inner-city school in Chicago that has dramatically improved its test scores by cultivating a sense of mystery in its students. We’ll meet a car mechanic who can solve every mechanical failure because he never stops asking questions. We’ll discover why difficult literature makes us more empathetic and playing with infinite games can make us more creative. In the twenty-first century, it’s not about what you know. It’s about knowing what you don’t.

John Keats, the Romantic poet, famously described Shakespeare’s greatest gift as “Negative Capability,” which he defined as the ability to live with “uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”27 In Keats’s reading, Shakespeare had no interest in simple truths; he wasn’t concerned when his plots became confusing or his characters acted in unpredictable ways. Rather, he wanted to hook his audience with the hardest questions, creating whodunits that never reveal who did it. Shakespeare was one of those writers who, as Keats put it, embraced “the burden of the mystery” in his writing, which is why his plays still haunt us.

The success of such art is a kind of mirror: by giving us what we want, it shows us who we are. In this whole universe, we might be the only ones who like to create things we don’t understand.

I. When Agatha was first reported missing, the papers described her as “a woman novelist” and mistakenly described her most recent book as Who Killed Ackroyd?

II. The crime writer Dorothy L. Sayers, after reviewing the clues of the case, concluded that it was likely a “voluntary disappearance.…[It] may be so cleverly staged as to be exceedingly puzzling—especially, as here, we are concerned with a skillful writer of detective stories.”15 Sayers could recognize a good setup when she saw one. And this was a very good setup. Too good, perhaps.

III. Otto Penzler, the coauthor of Encyclopedia of Mystery and Detection, says that Poe was “the first writer to invent the detective story in its pure form.… Although there are clearly elements of the detective story in other stories, such as ‘The Rifle’ by William Leggett, Poe was the first to condense it all and put it all together.”21

IV. Such are the ironies of natural selection: no matter how lofty our ideas get, you don’t have to look too far before it all comes back to sugar and orgasms.






CHAPTER 1 THE MYSTERY BOX



Nothing whets the intelligence more than a passionate suspicion, nothing develops all the faculties of an immature mind more than a trail running away into the dark.

—STEFAN ZWEIG1



Ryan was three years old when he began starring in videos about his toys. The clips are exactly what you’d expect: In his first video, Ryan picks out a LEGO Duplo train at the toy store. He opens the box and clicks the plastic pieces together. He pushes the toy back and forth on the carpet. Then he knocks it over. The video ends, about four minutes later, as Ryan’s boredom sets in.

The early archive of Ryan ToysReview is a testament to the fickle preferences of toddlers. There are some Thomas the Tank Engine scenes, messy Play-Doh moments, and assorted Pixar characters in the bath. The videos are shaky, barely edited, and have no narrative beyond the tragic arc of every new toy, which children love most before it’s opened.

If Ryan had stopped here, he’d be just another obscure toddler unboxing toys for strangers. (There are tens of thousands of “toy review” channels on YouTube.) But everything changed with Ryan’s thirty-third video, created four months after his parents started filming his playtime. For this clip, Ryan’s mother decided to do something a little different. The video begins with Ryan sleeping in his bed. His mom wakes him up to reveal a gigantic papier-mâché egg plastered with Disney stickers. Ryan tears open the egg and begins pulling out a random assortment of toys. There’s a Fisher-Price garage, dozens of die-cast cars, and a big yellow dump truck. Once the egg is emptied—this takes most of the seven minutes—Ryan briefly plays with the cars on his bedroom floor. It’s hyperconsumerism at its most inane.

But this short video is insanely popular. Since it was posted on July 1, 2015, the clip has attracted more than a billion views. I’ve watched it countless times with my young son, who eventually memorized the entire sequence of toys pulled from the egg. (“Next up is Mack the Truck!”) Ryan’s parents credit the surprise-egg video with launching Ryan ToysReview, one of the most viewed YouTube channels in the United States with nearly 27 million subscribers and more than 42.2 billion views. In 2017, Ryan ToysReview generated an estimated $26 million in income.2 Target and Walmart now sell Ryan’s World–branded surprise eggs.I

Success breeds imitation. The surprise-toy egg has become a leading category on YouTube Kids. (Because the app allows young children to choose their own videos, it can help us understand what kids want to watch.) There’s the “Giant Princess Surprise Egg by Disney Toys Review” (297 million views), the “Truck Car Toy Surprise Eggs” by ToyPudding (90 million views), and the “GIANT MY LITTLE PONY Surprise Eggs Compilation Play Doh” (121 million views). Each video might feature a different assortment of the latest playthings, but they all rely on the same crude narrative hook: presents are hidden inside an egg. Nobody knows what toy will be pulled out next.

Why are egg videos so compulsively entertaining, at least for young children? The explanation is rooted in the appeal of mystery. The surprise egg, after all, is just a means of producing prediction errors. Will Ryan pull out Lightning McQueen next? Why is there a plane amid the mess of Hot Wheels?

In Hollywood, this is known as the mystery box technique. As defined by the writer and director J. J. Abrams—he’s best known for creating Lost and rebooting Star Trek and Star Wars—a mystery box is any contained secret that drives the story forward. It’s the meaning of Rosebud and the location of the groom in The Hangover; the look of the great white shark in Jaws—we don’t fully see the beast until eighty minutes into the movieII—and the identity of Keyser Söze in The Usual Suspects. And then there’s Star Wars: A New Hope, Abrams’s favorite example. “The droids meet the mysterious woman. Who’s that? We don’t know. Mystery box! Then you meet Luke Skywalker. He gets the droid, you see the holographic image. You learn, oh! It’s a message. She wants to find Obi-Wan Kenobi. He’s her only hope. But who the hell’s Obi-Wan Kenobi? Mystery box!”3 Abrams’s point is that Star Wars, like most suspenseful movies, lurches from one unknown to another, creating narrative moments in which information is intentionally withheld. The story is compelling because of what it hides.

Abrams first discovered the power of mystery boxes as a child, when his grandfather gave him Tannen’s Magic Mystery Box. “The premise behind the Mystery Magic Box was the following: fifteen dollars buys you fifty dollars’ worth of magic,” Abrams remembers in his TED Talk on the subject. “Which is a savings.” But Abrams has never opened the Magic Mystery Box. It still sits, in the original packaging, on a shelf in his Santa Monica office.

Why hasn’t Abrams opened the container of magic tricks? Because he grasps the hook of the mystery box. It’s like a surprise egg for grown-ups. “The thing [about the unopened box] is that it represents infinite possibility,” Abrams says. “It represents hope. It represents potential. And what I love about this box, and what I realize I sort of do in whatever it is that I do, is I find myself drawn to infinite possibility.”

Steve Jobs would understand. He used that same sense of possibility as a sales tool. In 2007, when he introduced the iPhone, Jobs could have begun his keynote with a glamour shot of the new product. Instead, he opened with a Jobsian riddle, announcing that he was introducing three new devices: a wide-screen iPod, a mobile phone, and a breakthrough internet interface. The catch was that the three features were all bundled in the same gadget. “Today, Apple is going to reinvent the phone, and here it is,” Jobs said.4

But the new phone wasn’t there—Jobs still wasn’t ready to open the mystery box. (“Actually here it is,” Jobs said, coyly flashing a shiny phone to the crowd before hiding it in his pocket. “But we’re gonna leave it there for now.”) Jobs then launched into a detailed discussion of the competition. It was a classic stall tactic, building the anticipation by concealing what everyone wanted to see. Several minutes later, when Jobs finally displayed a picture of the iPhone, the crowd erupted, their faces filled with the same joyous anticipation as a toddler tearing open a surprise egg full of toys.

The deep appeal of mystery boxes is written into our basic software. When you show two-month-old babies a selection of items, they are far more interested in the unfamiliar ones; they keep staring at what they’ve never before seen. This pursuit of novelty quickly blossoms into a general interest in everything that seems mysterious. In one study, the psychologist Frank Lorimer followed around a four-year-old boy for several days.5 Lorimer kept track of every “why” question asked by the child. Lorimer ended up with pages of queries, almost all of which were delightfully random. Why, the boy asked, does the little chicken grow in the shell? Why does the watering pot have two handles? Why doesn’t his mother have a beard?III

The chronic curiosity of children can get wearisome. (In the long transcripts of those why questions, one can almost hear the tired sighs of the parents.) But it’s also an important reminder of our intellectual beginnings, those early instincts that define us as human beings. When children look out at the world, they don’t focus on what they know. They stare at what they don’t. And so they keep asking us Why? Why? Why?, their developing minds leaping from one mystery box to the next.

This turns out to be a crucial skill: those children most drawn to mystery also do much better in school. That’s the conclusion of a longitudinal study by researchers at the University of Michigan that analyzed data from sixty-two young students.7 They assessed the young subjects and interviewed their parents multiple times, beginning at nine months of age. They found that interest in the unknown strongly predicted academic performance, even after the researchers controlled for other psychological variables, such as the ability to focus in class. What’s more, the correlation was particularly strong among children from poorer families. While these students generally performed worse in school than their peers from wealthier families, this difference disappeared among low-income students with high levels of curiosity.

What explains this finding? One theory is that the enjoyment of mystery is a crucial advantage provided by higher socioeconomic status. If your parents have money, they can afford to encourage your curiosity, investing in piano lessons and museum memberships. They can get you all the mystery boxes you want. Over time, this cultivation of curiosity pays academic dividends—you learn how to learn—which is one of the reasons family wealth predicts classroom performance. However, if poor children can close the curiosity gap, the stubborn achievement gap also vanishes. Teaching children how to enjoy mystery, then, isn’t just a nice luxury—it’s an essential part of education.

You can see this process unfold in the brain. In a recent study, scientists at UC Davis looked at how states of curiosity change the way we learn.8 Researchers placed subjects inside an fMRI machine and asked dozens of trivia questions on topics ranging from history (“Who was president of the US when Uncle Sam got a beard?”) to language (“What does the term dinosaur actually mean?”). After rating their level of curiosity, subjects were flashed a picture of an unrelated face. Then, they received the answer to the trivia question (Franklin Pierce, terrible lizard). When the scanning session was over, the subjects took a test to measure their memory both for the trivia questions and the faces. Did they remember the answers? Could they recognize the faces?

The trend was clear: subjects were much better at remembering those questions that triggered their curiosity. That’s not particularly surprising. What was more unexpected, however, was that people were also much better at remembering the unrelated faces they saw during states of elevated curiosity. The fMRI data helped explain why. When subjects were more curious about the trivia, their brains displayed increased activity in the dopamine-rich circuits of the midbrain. These are the same areas that process rewards and respond to prediction errors; they’re turned on by all sorts of mystery boxes. But here’s the most interesting part: the dopamine surge of curiosity also led to a spike in activity in the hippocampus, a part of the brain that’s crucial for learning and memory.9 William James argued that curiosity began when a person experienced an “inconsistency or a gap in… knowledge, just as the musical brain responds to a discord in what it hears.”10 The lesson of this new research is that such a gap turns on our learning machinery. We aren’t just paying attention to the new information; we’re saving it in our hard drive. The toys we remember are the ones hidden inside the egg.

In many respects, mystery boxes are the simplest way to create mystery. They take some crucial information and hide it. Sometimes, this information is hidden inside a giant egg, or by a plot twist involving a princess and her droid. But these different methods share the same goal: to create some epistemic tension, depriving us of the secrets we seek.

However, not all mystery boxes are created equal. If you understand what the mind really wants, and if you’re ruthless about the consequences, it’s possible to design a mystery box so mesmerizing it can become addictive. People will give you all of their money to keep them in the dark.

The Case of the One-Armed Bandit

In 1982, an obscure Norwegian mathematician named Inge Telnaes filed a patent that would transform the gambling industry.11 That wasn’t his aim, though. Telnaes was trying to solve a marketing problem for casinos: their slot machines could only feature relatively small jackpots. The problem was rooted in the mechanical design of the machine, which usually featured three reels and twelve distinct symbols (sevens, cherries, etc.). As Telnaes pointed out in his patent application, the payout of a given machine was directly constrained by the number of symbols, so that a gambling device with twenty different symbols, three reels, and a $1 price to play couldn’t offer a jackpot bigger than $8,000 or the house would lose money.12IV Unfortunately, these smaller jackpots weren’t very alluring to gamblers. Why play slots when the roulette table offers much richer prizes?

To skirt this constraint, casinos experimented with larger slot machines offering extra symbols. Instead of the usual fruit and sevens, they might also include horseshoes, diamonds, and dollar signs. However, gamblers rightly sensed that these extra symbols diluted their odds. More pictures meant fewer chances to win.

Telnaes’s ingenious solution was to make the process virtual. While traditional slot machines relied on a tripping arm that locked into a groove on the slot gears—the ticking sound was genuine—Telnaes imagined a mystery box running on a random-number generator. There would still be reels and pictures of cherries—they would just be an abstract representation of the results spit out by a microchip. (The clicks were now an ersatz soundtrack.) As gaming expert John Robison notes, this innovation introduced an “intermediate step” between the pull of the slot arm and the outcome of the game, since the payout was no longer dictated by those whirring gears. “You can do all sorts of wonderful things in that intermediate step,” he wrote.13

The first wonderful thing you can do, at least from the perspective of a greedy casino, is advertise slots with huge jackpots. Rather than be limited by the number of mechanical reels, casinos could program the random generator to pick from a number set of any size. Slots could now feature millions of possible outcomes, with each of these outcomes mapped onto a specific set of symbols. Let’s imagine, for instance, a dollar slot offering a $1 million payout. That large payout would be linked to a single reel—say, three sevens across—but that reel would only appear if one winning number was generated. The other millions of outcomes would be mapped onto some combination of losing reels, thus allowing the house to advertise a huge payout while still ensuring a healthy profit margin.V

This new bit of programming made slots far more appealing. Although the chance of winning the jackpot on a slot machine with hundreds of virtual reels might be as low as 1 in 137,000,000, the gaming device felt far easier to beat. (One early analysis of virtual-reel slots found that, if the machines paid out according to the perceived frequency of their symbols, players would actually come out way ahead.) So players kept inserting coins and credits into the mystery box, chasing a reward they’d never receive.

It didn’t take long before gambling companies realized how much money they could make with these virtual reels. According to the anthropologist Natasha Dow Schüll, who chronicles the history of the slot machine in Addiction by Design, more than 80 percent of spinning slots used virtual reels by the mid-1990s.15

However, casinos soon discovered an even more effective use of virtual reels. The key was to manipulate the way players perceived their losses, not just their potential gains. The machines did this through the frequent use of “near misses,” a gambling illusion in which people think they almost won because the reel stops next to a winning symbol. Look, for instance, at the evil genius of slot machine manufacturer Universal, which developed a two-stage process after each spin. The first stage determined whether the player won. If he lost—and the vast majority of spins are losers—the second stage initiated the near-miss effect, setting up the player to believe he had come exceedingly close to a real payout. (There might be two sevens on the main pay line, and then a third seven just below.) Although near misses cost the casinos nothing, they keep gamblers motivated, persuading people to stick with a game that’s stacked against them.

It’s now possible to understand why near misses are so compelling. In a recent Neuron paper, scientists at Cambridge University showed that near misses on a slot machine task activated the same reward circuitry as an actual win, triggering blood flow to dopamine-rich areas of the brain.16

Why are we wired this way? One hypothesis is that enjoying near misses helps us persist when learning a difficult new skill. Let’s say we’re practicing a three-point shot in basketball. At first, our shots are going to be all over the place, a seemingly random distribution of bricks and airballs. Yet, as we slowly get better, those shots will get closer to the rim. A few might even go in, which can be pretty thrilling. Near misses, then, keep us motivated as we slowly improve our form. If we only got excited by makes, we’d give up. The brain needs a mechanism to enjoy incremental progress.

Unfortunately, this practical software is cruelly misled by those gambling machines. There is no skill with these mystery boxes; pulling a lever doesn’t take talent. Nevertheless, those dopamine neurons activated by near misses—the peppy cheerleaders of the brain—urge us onward anyway, insisting that we keep playing because we keep almost winning. Alas, the only thing we’re getting better at is losing money.

The larger lesson of slot machines is that culture never stays still—it is constantly evolving to better fit the grooves of the human mind. Over time, slots have become mystery boxes of astonishing power.

The slot machines do this by carefully manipulating randomness to create a tantalizing state of mystery. While pure randomness quickly gets tedious, virtual reels allow the slots to disguise their inner chaos, tricking the brain into seeing subtle patterns. If we keep gambling, we’ll get those triple sevens; all those near misses must mean we’re getting closer. It’s that illusory sense of progress—the promise of a mystery box we might one day open—that makes slots so tragically compelling.

To explain the power of the slot machine is not to excuse it: the casino delivers squirts of chemical pleasure stripped of all context and meaning. Yet, one can see how the appeal of these gambling gadgets also relies on the same basic psychological mechanisms as the toy egg and Star Wars. (As the critic Dave Hickey wrote, in an astute observation about Las Vegas and America, “What is hidden elsewhere exists here [in Vegas] in quotidian visibility.”)17 We want surprise and suspense, but we also crave order and closure. The artistry of the mystery box is in the balance: give away too much and we’re bored, give away too little and we’re lost.

This is known as the inverted-U curve theory of curiosity. It was first identified by the psychologist Daniel Berlyne, in a series of classic studies done in the late 1960s.18 Berlyne began the experiments by showing people a collection of simple visual patterns, such as four identical squares, or the outline of a sun. Berlyne then introduced complications, such as asymmetry and irregularity. He added in smudges of randomness and extraneous detail.

As subjects looked at these images, Berlyne asked them to rate each for “pleasingness,” “interestingness,” and on a scale from ugly to beautiful, which he referred to as “hedonic value.” He also measured how long the people looked at the patterns.

The results looked like an upside-down U, hence the name of the phenomenon:

[image: Image]

Berlyne found that simple and familiar shapes bored people; nobody wanted to keep staring at a few straight lines. But people also dismissed shapes that were too random and incongruous. Our attention had a hedonic sweet spot, clearly preferring patterns that were unknown but not unknowable. (In Berlyne’s formulation, they were either simple and novel or complex and familiar.)19 We wanted a mystery—a new visual form—but one we could still decipher.VI And as we’ll soon see, the ability to locate the ideal amount of mystery, and to hide it within the right box, helps explain the most popular form of entertainment in the world.

The Rule Change of 1893

If an anthropologist from Mars studied our culture, our obsession with sports would mystify her. According to one recent measure, ninety-three of the top one hundred American television programs watched live across a single year have been sports related.21 More people watched the Super Bowl than the Oscars, Emmys, Grammys, Golden Globes, and Tonys combined.

Yet, as the Martian would surely notice, these contests have no stakes, at least in the real world; it doesn’t matter which team wins. Nevertheless, we lavish vast amounts of attention on these freakishly shaped athletes playing with bouncy balls. We spend a fortune on gigantic stadiums and tickets to those stadiums. The games make us cheer and scream and cry.

To explain this peculiar human behavior, the alien anthropologist might begin with a search of the scientific literature. She would come across a wide range of potential explanations. These include the tribal theory—teams are like tribes, hijacking our Neolithic social instincts—and the mirror neuron speculation, which holds that we enjoy watching athletes because our brain imitates their perfect physical movements.22 We live vicariously through their grace.

These theories are nice. They have a logical sheen. But they fail to explain why some sports are so much more popular than others. After all, not every game makes us care. It’s the rare competition that turns us into passionate fans or gets a prime-time spot on national television. So what is it about our most successful sports that makes them successful?

If the Martian tried to answer these questions, she might eventually run across a largely forgotten paper by Nicholas Christenfeld, a psychologist who spent his career at the University of California, San Diego.23 A wiry man, with a chiseled face, twitchy hands, and sardonic sense of humor, Christenfeld is that rare modern scientist who refuses to narrow his interests. He has studied the psychology of ums and uhs24—art historians use more of them than chemistsVII—and the biases that determine our choice of bathroom stalls.25 (People are much more likely to choose a middle stall, due to our deep-seated aversion to edges.) Christenfeld has looked at whether dogs resemble their owners (they do),26 if it’s possible to be tickled by a robot (it is),27 and the impact of a given name on mortality (men with “negative” initials, such as PIG or DIE, live 2.8 years less on average than matched controls).28 “If you had to categorize my research, it’s about the social psychology of everyday life,” he says. “But mostly I’m just interested in the same idiosyncratic questions that everyone is interested in. I mean, who hasn’t wondered if dogs look like their owners?”

Christenfeld’s interest in sports began in an unlikely place, with a question about the novelist Joseph Heller, the author of Catch-22. Simply put, Christenfeld wanted to understand why Heller wrote only one great novel. “Heller wrote other books, sure, but no one thinks they’re better than Catch-22,” Christenfeld says. “Maybe the truth is that Heller only had one great book in him.” But how is that possible? If Heller was capable of one masterpiece, shouldn’t he be able to write a second?

These questions led Christenfeld to think more generally about the reliability of human achievement. Perhaps Heller never wrote another great novel because creativity is tangled up with luck and contingency. (Even Shakespeare wrote mediocre plays.) “Maybe it wasn’t Heller’s fault,” Christenfeld says. “Perhaps he had the talent, but just didn’t get lucky twice.”

To explore the role of randomness in the creative process, Christenfeld began looking at one-hit wonders in other fields. Such artists exist in music, of course—Right Said Fred and Vanilla Ice, QED—but Christenfeld also found plenty of scientists whose entire careers depended on a single breakthrough. (They were the empirical version of “Ice Ice Baby.”) This doesn’t mean these researchers weren’t smart. Rather, they just never got lucky enough to hit the achievement jackpot again.

The problem with this research approach is that success in the arts and sciences is full of confounding variables. Picasso created many second-rate sketches, but they’re still “Picassos” and thus hang in museums. (His reputation distorts our critical judgment.) As Christenfeld puts it, “If you have one hit, it’s often much easier to get that second hit. There’s a non-independence problem.”

To get around this issue, Christenfeld decided to look at athletic competitions, since the measures of success are far more objective. He began with sprinters. “Take a guy like Usain Bolt,” Christenfeld says, citing the world record holder in the 100 and 200 meters. “He’s the fastest man alive, but what is the standard deviation of his performances? I mean, if you see Bolt is in a race, are you fairly certain that he’s going to win?”

The answer is an emphatic yes; running speed is far more predictable than success in the music industry, science, or literature. During his ten-year peak, Bolt had a winning percentage at major track events of 84 percent. That’s a success rate Right Said Fred never dreamed of.

Christenfeld’s curiosity is chronic; every answer only leads to more questions. “The predictability of sprinting got me thinking,” Christenfeld says, in between bites of panini at the local university café. “The fastest guy almost always finishes first, but is that optimal? If you know who’s going to win simply by looking at who’s competing, isn’t that a little boring?” While people clearly want sports that reward talent, Christenfeld knew that we also crave surprise, the thrill of an unlikely upset. “That struck me as an interesting tension. I began to wonder if there’s an ideal level of predictability for these sporting competitions, and if I could find it.”

This search for the perfect sport led Christenfeld to assess the statistical reliability of the most popular ones, including baseball, hockey, soccer, basketball, and football. (He assumed that their popularity was not an accident.) Christenfeld randomly divided each of their seasons in two segments and then asked a simple question: To what extent did a team’s success in half of its games predict its success in the other half? If a sport is statistically reliable, then it should produce predictable outcomes; the better team should almost always win, just like Usain Bolt. An unreliable sport would be full of one-hit wonders like Joseph Heller and Vanilla Ice, teams whose performances were highly variable and inconsistent.

The first thing Christenfeld discovered is that different sports generate very different reliabilities per game. Major League Baseball, for instance, produces single-game outcomes that are roughly fourteen times less reliable than those of the NFL. (Put another way, the better football team almost always wins, while the better baseball team can easily lose.) But baseball is not all luck and chance. Instead, Christenfeld points out that the randomness of a single baseball game is balanced out by a regular season of 162 games, or ten times longer than the NFL season. What’s more, Christenfeld found the same pattern in every sport he looked at, so that season length was always inversely related to single-game reliability. “The sports whose single games reliably assess talent have short seasons, while those whose games are largely chance have long ones,” Christenfeld wrote. “Thus these sports, differing enormously in their particulars, converge towards the same reliability in a season.” According to Christenfeld, this means that season length is not an “arbitrary product of historical, meteorological or other such constraints.” Rather, it is rooted in the desire of fans to witness a “proper mix of skill and chance.”

The skill we know about. Christenfeld’s research highlights the importance of chance. By proving that the most popular sports share a similar level of unpredictability, at least over an entire season, Christenfeld revealed their inherent mysteriousness, which is an essential element of their appeal. “Drama requires uncertainty,” he told me. “It requires, at a basic level, that you don’t know what’s going to happen next.” As a result, the most popular sports have evolved to ensure that the mystery remains: the rules of the game intentionally constrain the talent of the players.VIII “If sports were pure contests of skill, then they’d quickly become genetic tournaments,” Christenfeld says. “But that’s not much fun, is it? The result is way too predictable.”

What fans crave is what Christenfeld calls an “optimal level of discrepancy.” Although the better team should usually win, the best games are also full of surprises, built around interactions that are inherently unknowable.29 In Christenfeld’s telling, the rules of sports are continually revised to find this ideal balance, the peak of that inverted-U curve. They are mystery boxes, engineered to deliver the right amount of uncertainty just like Star Wars or a slot machine. “You can’t let any single talent get too dominant, because then you’re back to the ‘Usain Bolt always wins’ problem,” Christenfeld says. “The problem is that predictability is boring, even when it’s earned.”

Just look at baseball. As Christenfeld notes, the mystery of the sport is rooted in its basic mechanics, in which a batter swings a rounded bat at a small ball traveling fast. “The cruel thing about baseball is that the difference between a double down the line and a double play comes down to a few millimeters,” Christenfeld says. “This means there’s a limit to what even the best players can control.”

The history of baseball is largely the story of a game trying to protect this essential mystery. That’s what happened during the rule change of 1893, which was a desperate attempt to save the young sport. At the time, the problem with baseball seemed obvious: hitters had stopped hitting. Since 1887, the batting average of National League players had plummeted from .269 to .245, while the number of strikeouts recorded by each team had increased by more than 41 percent. The best team in baseball, the Boston Beaneaters, hit 34 home runs combined over a single season.30

The decline of hitters was caused by the rise of pitchers. In the early 1890s, the fastball got faster—Amos Rusie of the New York Giants was reportedly throwing the ball almost a hundred miles per hourIX—while the newly invented curve, or “skewball,” befuddled batters. The result was a predictable sport: the only players who mattered were the ones throwing the ball. If a good pitcher was on the mound, his team was almost sure to win. These boring games soon led to serious business issues. Attendance at ballparks was in free fall; small-market teams were bleeding money. To stay afloat, player salaries were cut by nearly 40 percent before the start of the 1893 season.32 It wasn’t clear how much longer the sport could survive.


OEBPS/e9781501195891/images/f0026-01.jpg
HEDONIC VALUE

v A v A \ —

A B c
SIMPLE ~ SIMPLE COMPLEX COMPLEX
FAMILIAR  NOVEL FAMILIAR NOVEL

AROUSAL POTENTIAL





OEBPS/e9781501195891/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Introduction: The Mystery of Mystery


		Chapter 1: The Mystery Box


		Chapter 2: The Magic Gasp


		Chapter 3: The Power of Comic Sans


		Chapter 4: Strategic Opacity


		Chapter 5: The Duck-Rabbit


		Chapter 6: The Infinite Game


		Chapter 7: The Harkness Method


		Coda: The Mechanic as Detective


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Introduction


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		246








OEBPS/e9781501195891/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501195891/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501195891/fonts/ComicNeue-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501195891/images/9781501195891.jpg
“Following Jonah Lehrer’s curiosity, as he unravels the mystery of
mysteries, was an absolute delight. | loved this book and learned something
on every page.” —MALCOLM GLADWELL, author of Talking to Strangers






OEBPS/e9781501195891/fonts/ComicNeue-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501195891/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501195891/fonts/CormorantGaramond-SemiBoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501195891/images/title.jpg
WYSTERY

A SEDUCTION,
A STRATEGY,

A SOLUTION

JOWAL LERRELR

AVID READER PRESS

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781501195891/fonts/Roboto-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501195891/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


