How important is the narrative structure of Memento (Nolan, 2000) in aligning spectators with its protagonist, Leonard Shelby?
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Introduction

The stylish 2000 crime thriller Memento is well renowned for its innovative narrative structure wherein a series of chronological, objective black and white sequences are interspersed with a series of reverse-chronological, subjective colour sequences that ultimately converge during the film’s finale. According to Nolan himself, this structure was crafted to emulate the protagonist Leonard’s anterograde amnesia and position the spectator in exactly the same disorientation that he is experiencing (Anatomy of a Scene, 2000). On the limited-edition DVD of Memento, a chronological version of the film can be found which prompts the question of whether the viewing experience, or syuzhet, has an influence over how spectators are encouraged to feel towards Leonard. This essay will explore the importance of Memento’s reverse-chronological narrative in aligning spectators with Leonard, covering presentation of characters, non-linear storytelling techniques and ambiguity of the diegesis.








Main Body

Reverse-chronological Narrative 
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The terms fabula, referring to the chronology of a narrative’s events, and syuzhet, referring to how these events are experienced, were coined during the Russian Formalism movement (Buchanan, 2010). They are important in interpreting the narrative of Memento as there is a clear distinction between the two in that the syuzhet is constructed backwards relative to the fabula. Upon experiencing the syuzhet in this way, spectators are encouraged to align with Leonard and empathise with his condition. Due to his condition, Leonard is in a constant state of disorientation. He is never quite sure who he can truly trust. The same effect is achieved on the spectator through structuring the syuzhet of Memento in a reverse-chronological order as they are positioned in the fragmented mind frame of the protagonist which enourages empathy towards him. A notable example of this is the scene where Leonard is running from Dodd. It begins with a cut on action, throwing the spectator straight into the scene alike how Leonard comes to after his loss of memory, and Leonard is unsure why he is running. After assuming he is chasing Dodd, he then realises that Dodd is after him, thus the spectator experiences the same frustration and sense of danger that Leonard faces on a daily basis due to his condition. This suggests that active spectatorship is achieved, as proposed by Stuart Hall in his reception theory (Hall, 1973).

In addition, each black and white scene fades to and from black which also encourages spectators to align with Leonard. At the Ferdy’s bar scene, Leonard tells Natalie “I can’t make new memories. Everything just fades,” highlighting how Nolan’s choice of transition between monochrome and coloured scenes furthers the sense of immersion in Leonard’s mind, thus aligning the spectator with him.

Chronological Narrative
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However, upon viewing Memento in its chronological form, spectators are almost encouraged to detach from Leonard and view the fabula in a more objective way. Leonard appears cold and destructive, and empathy is not evoked from the spectator. After viewing Memento chronologically, one Reddit user said that Leonard appears “much more ruthless” (Crazyjabari, 2016). One of the ways in which this is achieved narratively is through the positioning of Leonard killing Jimmy at the beginning of the film. Since the event happens during the exposition of the chronological version as opposed to during the climax of the regular version, it is established early on that Leonard is a killer, thus making it harder to empathise with him. The spectator is given the course of the regular film to establish a sense of Leonard’s character and motivations before presenting them with the harsh reality that he is an anti-hero, hence why the narrative structure is so important in alignment with Leonard. 








Characters
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Moreover, the presentation of side characters in the chronological version is far different to the original version, and this has an influence on alignment with Leonard. In the latter, spectators are encouraged to view Teddy and Natalie as characters who exploit, deceive and manipulate Leonard for personal gain which is presumably how Leonard views them as the narrative is constructed subjective to him. Teddy follows Propp’s false hero character archetype (Propp, 1968) as it is first suggested that he wants to help Leonard exact his revenge and it is later revealed that he has been influencing Leonard to kill people for him. Similarly, Natalie also follows the false hero archetype as she first appears to be helping Leonard track the license plate of John G. but later exploits Leonard’s condition to eliminate Dodd. 

Conversely, in the chronological version, a more objective presentation of the characters is evident as the subjective, non-linear storytelling is lost, and this modifies the way spectators perceive Leonard. Both Teddy and Natalie assume the false villain character type as they initially use Leonard but they later express genuine sentiments of wanting to help him. This is clear in their dialogue towards him. In the diner scene, despite knowing that Leonard has already killed his John G., Teddy tells him “we’ll get the bastard,” showing an attempt at comforting Leonard. His downtrodden delivery also suggests that he feels a sense of remorse for Leonard and possibly shame for his own actions. Similarly, Natalie shows empathy towards Leonard, telling him “I’ve lost somebody too.” Her grieving as a result of Leonard killing Jimmy is more overt in the chronological version, thus allowing spectators to identify with her rather than Leonard as he is the one responsible for her suffering. Since the fabula and the syuzhet align in the chronological version of Memento, it can be assumed that these depictions of Teddy and Natalie are ones that are true, thus presenting Leonard as misguided and remorseless which is enhanced when he later kills Teddy, demonstrating how important narrative structure is in aligning spectators with Leonard. 

Another scene which demonstrates the original version’s reliance on a reverse-chronological narrative to align spectators with Leonard is the scene in Dodd’s apartment. Leonard calls Teddy for help but later forgets why he called him in the first place. It becomes clear how frustrating it must be for Teddy to have to keep reminding Leonard of things and getting caught up in his mess which suggests that the dominant reading (Hall, 1973) of Teddy in this version is one of sympathy, juxtaposing the spectator’s preconceived view of Leonard as the hero and Teddy as the false hero. This idea is furthered by his dialogue in the scene where Leonard kills Jimmy. Teddy says, “I’m the one who has to live with what you’ve done,” bringing to light an aspect of the fabula that is concealed by the original version’s complex narrative. Leonard is able to forget the monstrosities that he commits while Teddy and everyone else around him has to live with the consequences which again shows the importance of narrative structure in shaping spectator responses as it proves that alignment with Leonard is curated by the subjective syuzhet. 

Flashbacks
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There is another level of non-linearity throughout Memento despite its reverse-chronological narrative, one that consists of flashback sequences of Leonard’s wife. One distinction Nolan intended to make between the objective monochrome sequences and the subjective coloured sequences was that any flashbacks or memories of Leonard must occur as a part of the coloured timeline (The Lord Louis Show, 2014). This was to highlight the subjectivity of the colour sequences and further embed the spectator within his mind frame. This decision by Nolan is effective in aligning spectators with Leonard as it becomes clear that although he cannot remember much, one consistency is the thought of his wife which garners empathy for the anti-hero. 

Diegesis
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Finally, the narrative structure of Memento is shown to be of great importance in aligning spectators with Leonard as the diegesis is never given a set timeframe for events. In other words, it is never made clear just how long is has been since Leonard’s wife died and how long he has been alone. Despite Teddy stating that he helped Leonard find the real John G. over a year before the events of the film, this element remains the biggest ambiguity of the narrative, paralleling Leonard’s uncertainty of how long he has been on the run. This generates empathy and encourages spectator alignment with Leonard as they understand how frustrating it must be for him. A direct quote from Leonard which backs this is “I’ll lie here not knowing how long I’ve been alone.”

Conclusion

In conclusion, the chronological version of Memento demonstrates how important the reverse-chronological narrative structure of the original version is in aligning spectators with Leonard as it becomes apparent that the fabula of Memento is darker than the syuzhet presents it. Spectators are encouraged to detach from Leonard in this version as his murderous acts are presented as a result of his refusal to believe the truth about his past. The motives of the characters Teddy and Natalie also become clearer, and it is realised that they, despite using Leonard, do want to help him overcome his obstacles. By allowing spectators to experience a fragmented version of events in the original version, they are encouraged to view the fabula more subjectively and empathise with Leonard’s condition, viewing other characters as antagonists alike how he manipulates himself into viewing them. Thus, this non-linear narrative is crucial in aligning spectators with Leonard, and engagement with him is lost upon viewing the film in chronological order respective to the fabula. 
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