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For Emma






Preface MY LIFE AS A FICTIONAL CHARACTER


‘Life,’ the playwright Tennessee Williams once claimed, ‘is all memory, except for the one present moment that goes by so quick you can hardly catch it going.’ Mrs Goforth, in whose mouth Williams put these words, may be right. Some people advocate living in the ‘now’, in this one present moment that is so hard to catch. But what is the ‘now’ other than an imaginary point built from recollections of the past and anticipations of the future – merely a shifting, notional line between what has been and what will be? The future, however, does not yet exist. It is merely a promise, diaphanous, insubstantial and unreliable, as many promises tend to be. But, we might think, the past has the solidity and substantiality of what has been written. All your piety and wit cannot call it back to cancel half a line. Fate can take away your future. But no matter what it does to you, it can never take away your past: the things you have done and the choices you have made. These acts and choices are written and can never be erased. When the universe eventually becomes a void – cold, dark and unbroken – it will still be true that once upon a time there was a person who made these choices and did these things, and that person was you.

The past, then: is that where you are to be found? If the past is more substantial than the light-as-a-feather future, then perhaps it would also be more real, as a flesh, blood and bone human being is more real than their ghost? After all, what could make you the person you are, on this pathway through space and time that is your life, other than the things you have witnessed, the things you have done, and the things that have happened to you? But these things are all creatures of the past. They no longer exist and are retained through memory. It is memory, therefore, that makes you who you are. Perhaps life is indeed all memory? And so too are you? Perhaps. I don’t think any of these foregoing claims are untrue per se. But they are helpful only if we understand what memory is.

What if everything we thought we knew about memory is wrong? What if memory does not capture the past? What if the moving hand of the now can indeed be enticed backwards in time, to not only cancel lines but rewrite them at will? What if memory need not bind us to our past but can just as easily take us further away from it? What if a person’s memory can live on in the mind of someone else? These are not idle ‘what ifs’. As we shall see in the pages to follow, I think the safest general characterization of the tenor and direction of research in the science of memory over the preceding decades is that almost everything we thought we knew about memory is wrong. These ‘what ifs’ serve to highlight some of the dimensions of our error, and they are deeply intertwined. Collectively these errors herald new possibilities, glittering and hitherto undreamed of. At the core of these possibilities lies a truth: we are not what we thought we are. Our existential solidity is more imagined than real. We are, perhaps above all, and in a sense that this book will try to make clear, genre confused. The gap between us and fictional characters is not the vast chasm we have thought. There is a touch of the fictional about each one of us. In this truth, if one knows how to look, one can find salvation. Not, sadly, the possibility of life everlasting, but, nonetheless, a certain, more modest, way of escaping the prison walls of our births and deaths. If you want to know how I managed to cheat death – long before he made his grim appointment with me – please read on.



When we think about the difference between fiction and reality, the notion of truth is likely to make an early appearance in our thoughts. Works of fiction, we assume, share a common trait: they are not true. There never really was a Sherlock Holmes who lived on Baker Street and solved crimes. The claim that there was would be untrue. This absence of truth, many think, decisively distinguishes the fictional from ‘the real’. That works of fiction are not true is, of course, definitional – it is what makes them fiction – but, nevertheless, it is not as straightforward as it may appear. After all, within fiction itself are both truths and falsehoods. Sherlock Holmes lived at 221B Baker Street. Within the collection of stories that make up the Sherlock Holmes corpus, this claim is true and the claim that he lived at 222 Baker Street is, accordingly, false. This sense of truth is internal to the stories. It is the failure of fiction to correspond to what we call the ‘real’ world – an external comparison of fiction with something that lies outside it – that underlies the idea that fiction is untrue. This sense of untruth, however, derives from another, deeper, feature of fiction: what is true – in the internal sense – of any fictional character depends entirely on what someone or other has written about them. Their existence is, in this sense, a dependent one – hinging entirely on the creative efforts of a writer.

If Conan Doyle wrote that Sherlock Holmes lived at 221B Baker Street, then that is enough to make it so, internally. Conan Doyle could have had Holmes live somewhere else, but he didn’t. If I am an author writing about a fictional character that I have created, then I can, in essence, write whatever I like. There might be some constraints imposed by consistency, genre and other factors. Perhaps commercial appeal will also feature in some of my decisions. But these are soft constraints in the sense that I can always choose to override them. There are no hard limits to what I can write about my fictional creations. It is this that rules out the possibility of fiction being true in an external sense of corresponding to a reality that lies outside it. The internal reality of fiction is created entirely by what I write, and I can write whatever I want. But reality – in the external sense that lies outside fiction – cannot simply be whatever I want. Fiction depends entirely on what an author writes, but reality does not. Therefore, at the heart of the so-called falsity of fiction is dependent existence: the being of fictional characters is fixed – determined – by what is written of them. Dependent existence is the essence of fiction, and falsity is a consequence of dependent existence. From dependent existence there also follows something that is peculiarly central to the story I am going to tell you in this book. Anything with dependent existence is incompletable and, as such, will never, definitively, die.



What did I do on the morning of 24 April 1988? I don’t remember, and neither, I am pretty sure, does anyone else. I have my suspicions based on what was going on in my life at the time. I was a few weeks away from submitting my doctoral dissertation at Oxford, and my guess is that I was working on that, likely in my room, in a shared house in Summertown, sitting in my pyjamas – my bed was a few feet away from my desk – writing. Whether or not my guess is correct, I was obviously doing something, even if it was only sleeping in. Moreover, whatever it was that I was doing, it is a fact that I was doing it. There is, as philosophers sometimes put it, a fact of the matter about what I was doing, even if no one knows what this fact is. The same is true of any other time since my birth in 1962. At any moment since my emergence into the world, I have always been somewhere doing something, or somewhere having something happen to me. Whatever and wherever this was, it is a fact that I did it or that it happened to me there. At every moment in my life, there corresponds a fact of the matter about what this moment contained. This correspondence of moments and facts will continue to the moment of my death. The same is true of you. Philosophers sometimes put this by saying that we, people who happen to be real, are ontically fat.

Coming from the mouths of philosophers, ontically fat is not a bad way to be. Indeed, it denotes a preferred kind of being or way of existing. The term ‘ontically’ derives from the ancient Greek for being, õn, and means pertaining to the being of something, or the way in which that thing exists. My being, and yours too, is generally thought to be fat. Being ontically fat is not the same thing as being physically fat – although, to be honest, I could stand to lose a few pounds – and is perhaps best understood by contrasting it with someone who is ontically thin.

What did Sherlock Holmes do on the morning of, say, 24 April 1888? What, for example, did he have for breakfast that morning? My acquaintance with Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes corpus is not what it might be, but perhaps, in one of his stories, Conan Doyle addressed Holmes’s breakfast choices on that morning. Assuming he did not, what can we say about this question and possible answers to it? The most reasonable interpretation is that the question has no answer. If Conan Doyle nowhere addressed Holmes’s breakfast elections on this day, there is neither a right nor a wrong answer to this question. We cannot even say that Holmes had nothing for breakfast, for this would imply that Holmes refrained from eating, and there is nothing Conan Doyle wrote which would establish this. There is no fact of the matter about what, if anything, Holmes ate for breakfast on this day. On the other hand, there is a fact of the matter about what I had for breakfast on the same day one hundred years later. There is such a fact – and this fact may simply be ‘nothing’ – even if no one can remember what it is.

Holmes is ontically thin in the sense that his being or existence is fixed, completely, by what is written about him. The existence of the ontically thin is a dependent one. Where nothing has been written, there are no facts about his being and so no questions we can sensibly ask. There is one crucial consequence of this difference between Holmes and me. My being is completable and his is not. While I am still alive, of course, my being is incomplete. New chapters in my life are yet to be written, new facts about me will continue to emerge day in, day out. Long may this glorious incompleteness continue. But there will come a time when my being is complete. When I die, my being becomes solidified and fixed. With my death, my being congeals. No new facts about me can be created, although hitherto unknown or forgotten facts may be unearthed, and new ways of thinking about, or conceptualizing, me may also subsequently emerge, assuming anyone can be bothered to do the requisite conceptualizing. The Hundred Years’ War, for example, could not have begun life as the Hundred Years’ War. That way of understanding it could only have emerged subsequently, when it dragged on for the required length of time. Nevertheless, what is true of me and what is false are fixed by my death. All that I was and all that I was ever going to be are fixed. Through death, my being is, in this sense, completed.

The same is not true of Holmes. Holmes’s being is determined by what is written about him. And this writing, in principle, need never end. That Conan Doyle is the creator of Holmes does not mean Holmes’s story cannot be continued by someone else. Others – engaged broadly in the genre of fanfiction – might take the character of Holmes and write new works with him as the protagonist. Indeed, Holmes’s now famous catchphrase ‘Elementary, my dear Watson!’ did not issue from the pen of Conan Doyle but from a play written in the 1890s with Holmes as the central protagonist. Conan Doyle came to hate Holmes – seeing him as a distraction from his long-standing dream of writing serious historical fiction – and wished to do away with him long before his seemingly fatal struggle with his nemesis, Professor Moriarty, on the Reichenbach Falls. So why shouldn’t someone else take the character of Holmes and run with it?

This, admittedly, raises some interesting questions. Would this new, fanfiction version of Holmes really be Holmes? I’m not sure the question makes sense: what does ‘really’ mean here? But I don’t see any reason for denying that this newly written character is Holmes. We might take note of the great Greek philosopher Plato in understanding the status of this new Holmes. Plato detested the written word. A spoken idea retains a close connection with its author. It always appears, inevitably, in the same place as its author. But an idea captured in written language, Plato thought, is sent into the world on its own, and must make its own way. Others may twist this idea for their own nefarious purposes. Misrepresentation and exploitation are perennial liabilities for any idea that has become enmeshed in words. In its spoken form, an idea is a beloved and cossetted child. In its written form, the idea is an orphan. A fictional character is, in essence, merely a complex idea. Holmes separated from Conan Doyle is an orphaned Holmes, perhaps. Nevertheless, an orphaned Holmes would still be Holmes in the way that an orphaned child is still a child.

If enough people began writing their own Holmes stories, these would inevitably conflict. One story would have Holmes solving a particular crime on a particular day, whereas another would place him elsewhere solving an entirely different crime. The fanfictioned Holmes – in all his possible incarnations – will inevitably end up doing contradictory things, and how can one and the same person do contradictory things? But there seems to be a straightforward answer available: that’s just the way it is with fictional characters. I, ontically rotund as I am, cannot do contradictory things. But ontically svelte fictional characters can and often do. They are slim enough to slip through the chains of contradiction. Suppose, for example, that Conan Doyle, perhaps late in life, wrote a story placing Holmes at a certain place on a certain date solving a particular mystery when, in fact – something Conan Doyle had forgotten – an earlier one of his stories placed Holmes on that date in Surrey solving The Adventure of the Speckled Band. Given this continuity error, would we really want to say that this character, issuing from the hand of Conan Doyle, and presented by him as Holmes, is not really Holmes? Contradiction in itself does not rule out both figures qualifying as Holmes.

As ontically thin, the being of fictional characters extends as far – only as far, but nevertheless as far – as what has been written about them. This means that fictional characters are always incomplete. No matter what has been written about them, there is always more that can be written. Every time someone writes something new about Holmes, his being becomes a little more complete; a little more extensive, a little denser. More of his being is filled in. But this process is, in principle, incompletable. There is no limit to what you can write about Holmes. Death does not complete Holmes because death can always be rewritten. The Final Problem, published in 1893, sees Holmes fall to his death, along with his nemesis Moriarty, at the Reichenbach Falls in Switzerland. But 1903’s The Adventure of the Empty House sees him brought back from the dead. According to the 1903 story, Holmes didn’t, in fact, fall from the cliffs, but secretly climbed them to safety and subsequently went into hiding for several years. There are, of course, numerous mechanisms that can be used to restart stories that were supposed to have ended (including the ‘it was only a dream’ scenario used in at least one well-known 1970s TV show, and the recently popular ‘multiverse’ gambit beloved of the Marvel empire). When you are a fictional character, you are never definitively finished. Additions to your being can always be made. Your being is never complete.

Being a fictional character no doubt has its drawbacks. Being ontically thin means that your existence ultimately hinges on someone else and what they write about you. You have no control over who and what you are. Your being is, in this sense, never truly your own. You are an essentially dependent being. Nevertheless, there is one notable advantage. You need never die. Death completes the one who dies. An essentially incompletable being never dies. Death is never definitive for such a being.



The foregoing remarks are an uncontroversial summary of the difference between fictional characters and us, an outline of the differences in the type of being – thin versus fat – had by the fictional and the corporeal respectively. This is a summary – a story of sorts – that pretty much everyone believes. But now I am going to introduce a plot twist. This above summary misses something important. We are, of course, not fictional characters. We are not, in general, ontically thin. Nevertheless, there is a facet of us that is. Even better: it’s not just any old facet of us, but one that is peculiarly central to who we are. This facet is memory.

Memory, I suggested earlier, is nothing like what we have thought it to be. Now we can grasp, in outline, one of the things I meant by this: like fictional characters, our memories are not completable. Memory is written, but – as I’ll explore in this book – every time a memory is recalled it must be rewritten. Every time it is recalled, a memory demands and requires completion; but it can never be completed. The possibility of revision haunts every memory. And the person whose memory it is does not even have to be around to draft those revisions. Our memories make us who we are. But in our memories, also, we most closely approximate fictional beings and are, as such, incompletable. Our memories, therefore, are the closest we will ever get to everlasting life.






Part One THE BOOK OF MEMORY


There is a book. A magic book. A book of blood and bone, certainly, and jacketed with skin. But much, much more than this. All the experiences you have ever had and ever will have are captured in its pages. The first sentence of this book was written at the moment of your birth, and the book will be written until the moment of your death. And beyond that too.

This is a book of redactions: of immense swathes of black, dominating, dark, and depthless, as far as the eye can see. The sentences of this book are bright islands in an oil-black ocean.

A strange book, indeed. Yet even stranger than this is that every time you read it, every time you look at it, these bright islands in the night will change. You will never catch them changing, but they will. They will change precisely because you read them. It is your reading that changes them.

This is your book. This is the book of you.






1 THE PATH OUT OF THE WOODS


I have a memory. I am lying on the floor of a pine woods, face pointed towards the sky, a jagged slash of open blue, framed in needle green. I am trying very hard to do something. I am trying to make myself forget the way home. This is not because I don’t want to go home. What I want to do is find my way home. And I can only find my way home if I don’t yet know my way home. Forgetting my way home would be an improbable triumph of the will in the best of circumstances, and it is hindered by the modest dimensions of the woods in which I find myself. But I will do my best. This was a phase that peaked when I was a ten-year-old boy but never went away. I would try to get lost in the woods. I would try to get lost precisely so I could find my way out again.
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