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Memento, written and directed by Christopher Nolan, is a very unconventional movie.  With a “backwards” narrative, chronological jumps, reflections on the mutability of memory and blatant constructions of identity, Memento offers to take the viewer out of the realm of “normal” movies, and even into the realm of the film itself.  Unfortunately, most criticisms and/or reviews of the movie have taken the movie’s multiplicities and condensed them in order to make the movie “easier to understand.”  The possible relation between Leonard and Sammy Jankis is explored in great depth, while other possible modes of interpretation are given only cursory attention.  The key to understanding and appreciating Memento lies not just in considering what the “truth” of the movie is, but in considering how Leonard is a construction within and as a part of his world, what the movie does to its viewers, and what the viewers do to the movie.  Memento establishes itself as a Deleuzian plateau; it has no beginning or end but is always in the middle.  As a plateau, it can be approached not from one angle of interpretation but from many angels of interpretation, all at once. The key to understanding Memento is not to try to “make sense of it” as if it had one simple “truth” waiting to be found; instead it is to approach it from as many angles as possible all at once, and see what light these angles of interpretation shed on the movie.
LEONARD: That’s the thing. I have this condition.

BURT: Condition? 

LEONARD: I have no memory.

BURT: Amnesia?

LEONARD: No. It’s different. I have no short-term memory. I know who I am and all about myself, but since my injury I can’t make any new memories. Everything fades.

...

BURT: What’s it like?

LEONARD: Like waking. Like you just woke up.

BURT: That must suck. All... backwards.


Leonard raises his eyebrows in enquiry.
Well, like... you got a pretty good idea of what you’re gonna do next, but no idea of what you just did (114-115).


One of the first scenes of the movie Memento establishes the format for the audience: the scenes of the movie move “backwards” (although this is somewhat of a simplification, as will be discussed later) so that the audience is put in the position of the protagonist, Leonard.  Over the course of the movie, we learn “facts:” Leonard understands his condition through Sammy Jankis, a man he came across while working as an insurance investigator before his injury.  His injury was incurred when he was hit over the head after he found a man raping and strangling his wife in the bathroom one night.  He is looking for “John G.,” and has a tattoo across his chest that says “JOHN G RAPED AND MURDERED YOUR WIFE.”  He is “helped” along the way by Teddy, putatively a cop, who sets Leonard up to kill Jimmy Grantz, a local drug dealer; he is also “helped” by Natalie, Jimmy’s girlfriend, who uses Leonard’s condition to her own advantage and, unknowingly or not, helps Leonard to eventually lead himself to Teddy (AKA John Edward Gammel) as the John G. he is looking for.  Of course none of this is revealed simply; instead it is given to us bit by bit in chronologically confused pieces.  


Watching Memento, one can understand how “deliberately determining the way one writes determines much of what is written” (Silliman 177).  The narrative explores the concept of memory by removing the memory of both Leonard and the audience.  In a movie about the confusion of memory, the viewer knows what action is yet to come but does not know what has already happened.  The movie corresponds with Deleuze and Guattari’s understanding of the plateau: “A plateau is always in the middle, not at the beginning or the end” (520).  Each scene breaks away from the idea of a linear progression of thought and must be understood by looking at the scenes to all sides of it.  Leonard’s experiences depend not on a logical progression but on the current moment, the context, making things make sense in the present.  The “resolution” (the end of the movie) is technically in the middle of the narrative, and changes the meaning both of the preceding and the proceeding events (in this essay I will distinguish between the movie, as it is arranged, and the narrative, which is how the story would be arranged if it was chronologically continuous).  
Deleuze and Guattari contrast rhizomes with “typical” dichotomous branching roots.  With rhizomes, “the principle root has aborted, or its tip has been destroyed; an immediate multiplicity of secondary roots grafts onto it and undergoes a flourishing development” (515).  They denaturalize the idea of roots, or root-books, as an imitation of nature, saying, “in nature, roots are taproots with a more multiple, lateral, and circular system of ramification” (515). The individual scenes in Memento function as rhizomes: “any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must be” (516).  Color scenes that contain most of the plot move the narrative backwards, while black and white scenes (which technically are the beginning of the narrative) move forward through the movie and intersect the color scenes.  The story, therefore, is moving in multiple directions at once, and cannot even be understood as simply “backwards.”  Each scene is connected on each side not into a chronological timeline moving in one direction (be it forwards or backwards), but to scenes that are going the opposite direction in the narrative.  Memento sets itself up as a rhizome; because of this it makes unexpected connections and leaves itself open to be approached for interpretation from many different sides. 

LEONARD: Sammy Jankis. Yeah, I guess I tell people about Sammy to help them understand. Sammy’s story helps me understand my own situation (121).

Although Memento’s structure leaves it open to multiple angles of interpretations, most criticisms come from one angle, and consist of the critic “figuring out” or “solving” the movie: “Everything you wanted to know about Memento” (Klein), “Movie Memento Plot FAQ” (Zhu).  This “figuring out” usually involves rearranging the plot, and answering one crucial question that arises from the final scene of the movie.  In this scene, Leonard kills Jimmy Grantz then realizes he has been set up to kill the wrong guy.  When Teddy shows up Leonard extracts a confession, but learns too much.  Over the course of the movie we have learned about Sammy Jankis, a man with Leonard’s condition.  Because Sammy could not respond to conditioning (as Leonard apparently can), Leonard, as insurance investigator, denied Sammy’s claim on the basis that the problem was mental, not physical.  Sammy’s wife, a diabetic, was distressed and decided to test her husband once and for all: she told him to give her multiple insulin shots, hoping that his love for her would “snap him out of it.” She went into a coma and died.  In the last scene of the movie, Teddy tells Leonard that Sammy didn’t have a wife, and that, in fact, Leonard killed his own diabetic wife and projected the deed onto Sammy.  Clues planted in the movie both support and deny this claim (Leonard claims that “memory is unreliable” [135], but has temporary flashbacks of giving insulin shots, his wife blinks under the plastic sheet used to strangle her [191 and 194], indicating that she survived the assault, the viewer sees a flash of Leonard in a mental institution when he is talking about Sammy, etc), with the general consensus among critics being that the Sammy we are shown is partly true and partly created by Leonard.


Sammy Jankis and Leonard form a double that reveals a crucial theme of the movie: what is knowable and what is unknowable.  We are never told how much of the information we are told about Sammy is true, and how much is fiction, fantasy, projection.  Leonard feels guilt over the death of Sammy’s wife, but this could be understood either as his feeling bad for making her doubt Sammy’s condition, or as his feeling bad because he killed his own wife.  Leonard states that Sammy’s story helps people understand his own situation, but Sammy’s story differs greatly when told by Teddy rather than Leonard.  This difference between the stories is what gives viewers and critics the most trouble; in fact, this difference creates the meaning in the movie.  This movie, in its structure and in its crucial scenes, is a movie about the instability and mutability of memory.  Leonard says to Teddy, “Memory’s not perfect… memory can change the shape of a room or the colour of a car…memories can be changed or distorted” (135).  Memory here plays both active and passive roles; it changes and it is changed.  Memory rewrites the meaning of the past, and allows the past to be rewritten; in the movie nothing is stable, because the context is always changing.  Meaning for Memento lies not in fixed answers but in difference.  Sammy is a signifier, whose meaning changes in context.  Sammy’s story, just as Leonard says, helps us understand the situation exactly: “truth” in the movie is not fixed, and cannot be caught; instead it moves around depending on who is doing the talking, story-telling, framing, or remembering.
TEDDY: You don’t even know who you are.

LEONARD: I’m Leonard Shelby. I’m from San Francisco and I’m-

TEDDY: (bloody grin) That’s who you were.  You don’t know who you are.

LEONARD: Shut your mouth!

TEDDY: Let me take you down to the basement and show you what you’ve become. (...intimate) C’mon, Lenny- we’ll take a look at what you really are.

(...Leonard pulls the trigger) (108).

Why is it that most critical debates spend their time trying to figure out who Leonard “really is?”  Maybe there is no other way for them to frame their arguments than to get to the “truth” of the movie.  But what if the movie has no “truth?”  Is it coincidence that this threat which occurs very early in the movie (“We’ll determine you who really are”) is rewarded with a bullet to the face? What does this say about the ultimate destiny of the critic or viewer who is determined to squeeze the “truth” out of the movie?

NATALIE: It must be tough living life according to a few scraps of paper. Mix up your laundry list and your grocery list and you’ll be eating your underwear. (She smiles) But I guess that’s why you got those freaky tattoos (123).

The tendency in analyzing Memento has been to look at the characters as real beings into whose lives we have a glimpse.  The official website for the movie (the insightful but temporarily out-of-order www.otnemem.com) offers supplemental information, such as “police reports” and “hospitalization forms,” as if more information had been dug up on the characters, and the site is often cited as evidence or considered “part of the canon” (Zhu FAQ 4.1).  However, what if we accept the idea that “the book is not an imitation of the world” (Deleuze 519)? What if Leonard is considered not as a person whose motives must be determined, but as a body; what if we see him not as a persona but as a metaphor?  If Spillers can understand “real human” bodies in this way, there seems no reason for Leonard to be considered as a “self” and not a subject.  Leonard is literally a locus of signs: his body is covered in tattoos.  Besides “The Facts” that are on his forearms and leg he has the distinct “remember Sammy Jankis” on his left hand.  On his biceps are “She is gone” “Time still passes” “Consider the source” “Memory is treachery.”  His stomach holds the widest collection of tattoos.  Much has become inscribed on Leonard before the start of the movie: his paranoia (“Don’t trust,” “Hide your weakness”), his everyday actions (“Buy film,” “EAT,” “Have a routine,” “Condition yourself,” “Learn by repetition”), even his seemingly innate desire for revenge (“John G raped and murdered your wife. Find him and kill him”).  Every message etched into his flesh is either homemade or in a distinct font; his flesh has been marked not only by himself but by a string of tattoo artists, each adding his or her own touch to Leonard’s flesh, each leaving his or her own personalized mark on Leonard.  The variety of fonts and messages etched on his skin, and the command coming from his skin “Find him and kill him” makes the viewer question how much about Leonard comes from himself and how much has been imposed by people around him. 

Leonard’s flesh is so obviously susceptible; it serves as a blank page upon which messages can be written; his flesh stands as a literal metaphor for his vulnerability to outside influence.  Spillers separates the body and the flesh when she says: 

I would make the distinction between the ‘body’ and the ‘flesh’ and impose that distinction as the central one between captive and liberated subject-positions.  In that sense, before there is the ‘body’ there is the ‘flesh,’ that zero degree of social conceptualization that does not escape concealment under the brush of discourse, or the reflexes of iconography (659).
This quote throws light on Leonard in two ways.  First, because he is literally created/depicted as “flesh” in the movie, his subjectivity is highlighted; he becomes the “zero degree of conceptualization.”  Second, it reveals Leonard, as “flesh,” not only as a subject but as a “captive subject.”  The issue becomes whom he is a captive of; he could be seen as a captive of the people around him (as they manipulate/remake him), or as a captive of himself (as he manipulates/remakes himself).  Or, zooming out, Leonard as a subject could be seen as the “captive” of the audience or critics.  Who Leonard “is,” to some extent, depends on how the critics and viewers shape him.  Because Leonard, covered in tattoos, is literally revealed as “flesh,” his captivity/subjectivity is made obvious; culture and memories are literally inscribed onto him.
TEDDY: So you lie to yourself to be happy. Nothing wrong with that- we all do. Who cares if there’s a few things you’d rather not remember? (218)


Because Leonard’s memory is constantly being erased, he is a blank slate upon which his persona and actions can be created.  He tells Teddy, “Facts, not memories: that’s how you investigate” (135).  He considers all of his facts to be absolute truth, even though we discover that he creates his own truths, as when he writes down Teddy’s license plate number as “Fact 6” to be tattooed on his body.  Leonard is the walking talking embodiment of Nietzsche’s theories: “truths are illusions of which one has forgotten that they are illusions” (“On Truth” 359, italics his).  For Leonard, this forgetting is not only inevitable but desirable and empowering.  According to Nietzsche, “If somebody hides a thing behind a bush, seeks it again and finds it in the self-same place, then there is not much to boast of, respecting this seeking and finding” (“On Truth” 360).  Leonard once again literalizes the theory; he sets himself up to seek (John G.) and lives for the seeking; this seeking makes him: “[I’m living] just for revenge. That’s what keeps me going. It’s all I have” (135).  Nietzsche implies that this seeking something we have hidden for ourselves is unavoidable and keeps us from ever getting to “the truth.”  However, Leonard goes beyond Nietzsche’s “extra-moral” analysis and embraces the act of seeking in itself as a positive force, and as the motivation and reason for him to live.  Leonard’s unique position both highlights the artificiality of all “truths” and shows how the forgetting of the artificiality of truths can be used to one’s advantage.


Nietzsche states in “The Will to Power:” “In a world that is essentially false, truthfulness would be an anti-natural tendency” (365).  Leonard’s “truths” are revealed as falsehoods in his inner monologue following Teddy’s revelations: “You’re a John G.? Fine, then you can be my John G. Do I lie to myself to be happy? In your case, Teddy… yes I will” (224). This leads us to a discussion of how truth functions in the movie.  Should Leonard not trust himself because he is not representing the “truth” to himself?  Or is his own constructed truth more desirable for himself, whether moral or not?  In a way his insistent falsification can be seen as leading to truth, because it reveals the fundamental falsification of all things: “The will to logical truth can be carried through only after a fundamental falsification of all events is assumed” (Nietzsche “Will to Power” 363).  With characters who manipulate the “facts” and the “truth” to suit their current needs, Memento questions not only what the truth is or where the truth lies, but also whether the truth even matters.   If we as critics, therefore, choose only to search for the “truths” in Memento, choose only to try and figure out “what really happened,” a larger theme of the movie is slipping by us.  We may try to assert power over the movie by asserting what the “truth” of the movie is.  But if the movie reveals that the value in “truth” is variable, and if our values of the different “truths” in the movie differ from those of Leonard, maybe we should examine what meaning is created in the differences instead of arguing for one truth or another.  

LEONARD: We all need mirrors to remind ourselves who we are. I’m no different.

Mirror imagery is abundant in the movie; we can use mirrors on many levels (or plateaus) of interpretation.  Mirrors can be used to prove the extent that Leonard projects himself onto Sammy, since he is constantly looking in the mirror when talking about Sammy. Sometimes he even talks in second person while staring into the mirror and discussing Sammy: “Now I know. You fake it…” (203).  We can use mirrors to argue for Leonard’s formative/interpolating power; Leonard’s tattoo “JOHN G RAPED AND MURDERED YOUR WIFE” must be seen in a mirror to be read (145), and it is when Leonard looks at his tattoos in the mirror that he “knows” his reason for living is revenge (120, 121).  We can use mirrors to cast light on other characters in the movie; Natalie, one of the most conspicuously duplicitous characters, often speaks to Leonard not directly but while looking at him through a mirror (138-139, 145).  The mirrors, found everywhere in the movie, can be used to reflect on a large number of topics.  One particularly fruitful angle of investigation might be to consider if, and how, the movie itself is being used as a mirror held up to us as viewers, to make us realize our own active role in watching and interpreting the movie.
TEDDY: Look at your police file. It was complete when I gave it to you. Who took the twelve pages out?

LEONARD: You, probably.

TEDDY: No, you took them out.

LEONARD: Why would I do that?

TEDDY: To set yourself a puzzle you won’t ever solve. You know how many town, how many guys called James G.? Or John G.? Shit, Leonard, I’m a John G.

LEONARD: Your name’s Teddy.

TEDDY: My mother calls me Teddy. I’m John Edward Gammell. Cheer up, there’s lots of John G.’s for us to find. All you do is moan. I’m the one that has to live with what you’ve done. I’m the one that has to put it all together. You just wander around playing detective. You’re living a dream, kid. A dead wife to pine for and a sense of purpose to your life. A romantic quest which you wouldn’t end even if I wasn’t in the picture (222).


Teddy talks to Lenny about his desire for solving puzzles.  As De Lauretis says, “avant-garde cinema has shown…the space-off… to include not only the camera…but also the spectator (the place where the subject is received, re-constructed, re-produced in/as subjectivity)” (720).  The movie Memento very much sucks in the viewer, and challenges him or her to solve the puzzle of the movie.  In a way Christopher Nolan is speaking to the audience through Teddy when he says “I’m the one that has to put it all together. You just wander around playing detective. You’re living a dream, kid” (222).  Memento interpolates us not only as passive viewers who receive the images being shown to us, but as viewers who will try to solve this “puzzle” of a movie, who will take these very words and use them as a starting point in the focal debate: is Teddy telling the “truth” about Leonard, or isn’t he?


These lines, at the same time they challenge us to solve the puzzle that is Memento, thwart any chance we might have.  The scene locks us into the dichotomy “Is Teddy telling the truth or isn’t he” that impedes our complete understanding of the movie.  This scene implies an order to the understanding of the movie, an order that must be not necessarily ignored, but seen past, with the understanding that “there is no similitude and no distinction, even for the wholly untrained perception, that is not the result of a precise operation and of the application of a preliminary criterion” (Foucault “Order” 380-381).  Deleuze and Guattari oppose the idea of understanding concepts in dual opposition: “One becomes two: whenever we encounter this formula, …what we have before us is the most classical and well-reflected, oldest, and weariest kind of thought. Nature doesn’t work that way” (515).  Breaking out of this dual opposition that the scene (and critics) have locked us into is crucial to appreciating the multiplicities of Memento. Leonard is “living a dream,” and so are we; trying to lock down a fixed answer and say for sure what the “truth” of the movie is will not, ultimately, cause as much pleasure as the “romantic quest,” the “pining,” the uncertainty.
“Memento’s…post-modern self-referentiality… thoroughly underscores the film's sobering thematic meditations on memory, knowledge and grief” (Klein 1).

“The poem as a code or fad. One you must ‘break,’ while the other requires the decision of whether or not to follow” (Silliman 77).


Having examined the question of what Memento is doing to us as viewers and critics, the next question becomes, what are we doing to Memento?  The film is unabashedly post-modern, but how do we, in a sense, take away some of its “post-modern” punch by naming it?  Foucault is not speaking about post-modern works when he says, “The machinery of power focused on this whole alien strain did not aim to suppress it, but rather to give it an analytical, visible, and permanent reality: it was…established as… a natural order of disorder” (“Sexuality” 687).  Post-modernism is recognized as a somewhat subversive genre, but how can it be identified with the controlled subversion of Bahktin’s carnival (45), or be understood as similar to the designated object of study in Said’s “Orientalism” essay (885)?  We exercise power over something by recognizing it and analyzing it; as Foucault says, “Full lighting and the eye of the supervisor capture better than darkness, which ultimately protected.  Visibility is a trap” (“Discipline” 469).  For some people “post-modern” translates to “deliberately difficult to understand.”  These people are likely to look for the question in the work looking for an answer (is Teddy telling the truth?), and spend their time debating that question, trying to figure out the “answer” that has been hidden beneath the post-modern façade.  Understanding Memento, however, involves more than “finding” an answer within a text; it involves examining how Memento is working on many levels, or from many different directions; it involves looking for more than one question.
In all fairness, critics do not entirely ignore the structure and dive right into the favorite debates.  Critics publicly appreciate the structure of Memento because it recreates the confusion of Leonard’s position and reinforces the themes of grief and dubious memory (Klein 1).  However, after recognizing these thematic roles of form in the movie, critics then proceed to “deconstruct” the movie and put it in “correct” chronological order (see Klein 3-5, Zhu FAQ 2).  The time and space that isn’t spent on analyzing Teddy’s veracity is spent making the movie “understandable,” setting it “right.”  Recognizing its post-modernity seems to be only a step along the road to making it fit the narrative structure we would expect.  If we “analyze” or “interpret” the movie only by putting it in “correct” chronological order and by answering the exact question it hands us, we are missing a lot of what Memento has to tell us.  By arranging the narration in the “correct” order we miss the rhizome-like connections between disjointed scenes; by answering only the question that the movie gives us we are ignoring Lenny’s “Don’t trust” tattoo.  How, with this enforced organization, can we appreciate “a strange mystification: a book all the more total for being fragmented” (Deleuze 516), or “the creative role of confusion in any work” (Silliman 123)?  Understanding Memento means understanding its multiplicities, not arranging its multiplicities into dual oppositions, or organs that function together to make up a larger body.

LEONARD: It’s complicated. You might catch a sign but attach the wrong meaning to it. If someone touches their nose while they’re talking experts will tell you it means they’re lying. It really means they’re nervous, and people get nervous for all sorts of reasons. It’s all about context.


To properly analyze people/situations/texts/etc., one must always be aware of ideology: “Ideology is the thing that always entices you to forget that meaning always happens in a context (Nealon 90).  The movie, with its numerous mirrors and constant questioning of the integrity of memory, calls for us as viewers to constantly hold up a mirror to everything, to question the movie and ourselves.  Leonard’s body reads “Consider the source,” “Don’t trust.”  The viewer, put in the role of Leonard because of the structure of the movie, must take the messages to heart just as Leonard does.  One can analyze the body-without-organs that is Memento from many different angles: one can consider character motivation, find imagery to explain a larger theme, argue one side or the other of a dual opposition, use the movie to illustrate theory or theory to illustrate an aspect of the movie.  The idea, in any case, is to constantly stay in motion; arguing from more than one, or even all, of these positions is essential to truly grasping the multiplicities of the movie.  We also shouldn’t rule out the idea of enjoying the movie solely for the pleasure of watching it.  We may wonder if Leonard’s wife is speaking to us when, in a flashback where she is talking to Leonard, she says, “Don’t be a prick. I’m not reading it to annoy you. I enjoy it. Just let me read, please” (164).  The joy in Memento, and in literary analysis in general, involves bringing contexts crashing together in new ways: understanding Memento not only as a post-modern construction to be deconstructed, not only as the debate about who a character is, not only about the questioning of the post-modern genre in general, but all of these at once, and more.  
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