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UNKNOWN WHITE MALE

Sometime between 8pm on July 1st and 7am on July 3rd, 2003, Doug Bruce lost himself. That morning, riding alone on a New York subway headed towards Coney Island, he could not remember his name, where he worked, who his friends were, how much money he had in his bank account. He was without his identity. 

UNKNOWN WHITE MALE is the true story of how Bruce, a successful former stockbroker, struggles to learn who he was and who he will become. The documentary, produced, directed and edited by Bruce’s longtime friend, Rupert Murray, chronicles this profound journey. 

Two MRIs, two CAT scans, 26 blood tests and an army of psychiatrists cannot properly diagnose what turns out to be the rarest and most startling form of memory loss: retrograde amnesia. Was Bruce the victim of a robbery resulting in a slight head injury or the effects of a small cyst on his pituitary gland? Or perhaps is Bruce subconsciously reacting to the death of his mother a few years before? It is a testament to Murray’s smooth but honest narrative that the film asks all the right questions even if many of the answers remain elusive.

Murray empathetically walks us through Bruce’s quest. He assembles dozens of childhood photos, decades of home videos, extensive interviews with family members, friends, ex-girlfriends, psychiatrists, neurologists, and philosophers—and the touching participation of Bruce himself. 

We watch how he reconstructs a life for himself by retaining what he admires about his former self while casting off what—and whom—he dislikes. It is at once a nightmare and a dream come true: a chance at rebirth. 

We watch Bruce, now 35, play catch up with popular culture and current events, experience the serenity of a snowfall and the bombast of fireworks. And we watch him reconstruct relationships with family members he does not recognize and fall in love with a woman who knows only the post-accident version of her lover.  Paraphrasing John Locke, one of the film’s interviewees observes that Bruce is certainly the same man but questionably the same person.  

Fictional narrative film has long been fascinated by stories of memory loss -- from Hitchcock's SPELLBOUND through to more recent releases such as MEMENTO, MULHOLLAND DRIVE and ETERNAL SUNSHINE OF THE SPOTLESS MIND.  Here is a story almost too real for fiction, told with a striking visual style and tremendous heart.
NOTES ABOUT THE PRODUCTION

Producer Beadie Finzi met Doug Bruce for the first time just before he lost his memory. "I remember thinking Doug was very cool, and a little intimidating," she recalls. "If I remember rightly, he got us into a club and then disappeared."  Whatever her impressions of Doug, everything changed four months later.
Rupert Murray, on the other hand, had known Bruce for nearly two decades and their friendship was anchored by an active social life in their native London and Paris where Bruce worked as a stockbroker. "We were very young, in our early twenties, having a good time, running wild," recalls Murray.

When Bruce lost his memory in the summer of 2003, Finzi and Murray were presented with an opportunity to tell a compelling story that had a deeply personal component; it was a classic example of high art borne of tragedy. "There were about 10 people who wanted to make a film about Doug and I was the last person that asked," says Murray, who has been co-producing films in England with Finzi for the last four years through Spectre, their production company. "I have never really asked Doug why he wanted to make the film or allowed me to make it. I have a feeling that when something so catastrophic happens in your life, there is a basic human need to tell people about it." 

For Murray, UNKNOWN WHITE MALE is the culmination of twenty years of his professional life. As a child, he made home movies with a Super 8 camera, constantly capturing his family and friends on film. Some of this footage was folded into UNKNOWN WHITE MALE.  Murray’s first job in film was making five-minute market research videos for advertising agencies.  Now he produces documentaries and series, mostly for British television. "All of my home movies, and the sort of handmade way I make films, all of these techniques I have been learning came to fruition in this film," he says. 

Finzi, who has worked with Murray on many of their projects over the last decade, says that they have never worked on a film of this scale—and not just because of the swelling budget, months of travel to and from Europe to interview Bruce’s family and friends, and nine months of editing. 

It is also the intimacy and sympathy that were necessary to produce such a personal film. "I have to admit to feeling pretty nervous about meeting Doug for the first time after his amnesia," says Finzi. "He and Rupert already had a very intense working relationship. I had to carve out my own working relationship with him and work out what support he needed from me."

That working relationship led to a fascinating portrait of a man struggling to piece together a life he lost the day his memory left him. In 1999, Bruce had left behind a lucrative career as a stockbroker. Living in a loft in New York’s East Village, he was fascinated by photography and had been studying the medium for two years. It was a profound and portentous career choice since photography is, to some extent, the art of capturing the past, of capturing memories.

Bruce is still struggling to discover who he is. "I have asked people what I was like before the accident but their memories of me are so diverse that, if anything, it makes it more confusing. I don't know myself. Maybe in a few years when I have more experience of life, and if my memory doesn't come back, I'll be able look back and have a clearer idea."

The film brings the experience of memory loss graphically to life but in doing so raises questions that affect us all. How would we cope in such a situation? If we could start again would we choose the same life, the same friends? Is it possible that losing your memory could be as much of a blessing as a curse? Who are we without our memories? Mary Warnock, the famous British philosopher who came to see the film in the edit, asked the key question about Doug: “He was the same man as he was before the catastrophe, but is he the same person?” 

There is a chance he may never gain a full understanding of who he was. Memory loss forces us to challenge our understanding of experience, of reason, of reality. Bruce is certainly the same man but he feels no sense of responsibility for any of his actions, his friendships, his promises, his losses and gains that happened before his amnesia. This he must learn at his own pace. It may take a profound, intimate, creative event to help Bruce either fully realize his former self or shape his new personality. 

That experience may be this film. Shot with a High Definition digital camera by photographer Orlando Stuart, UNKNOWN WHITE MALE was produced on a budget of about $900,000. The film includes standard documentary head shot interviews, creative recreations, stunning shots of New York, Bruce’s adopted home town, and a unique soundtrack on which Murray collaborated with the London based composer Mukul to create the sound effects and abstract electronic themes that support the tense emotional themes that give texture to the film.  

There is also a core of European classical music composition by Antonin Dvorak, Igor Stravinsky and Jean Sibelius that are woven through the film. The producers use very little narration and the technique works because of how articulate and willing the participants were: Bruce’s father, his sister, his childhood friends, his doctors, his teachers, his girlfriend all make appearances. 

But the most willing and articulate participant was Bruce himself. Because of his participation in the film, Murray calls Bruce a "co-filmmaker in a sense. He just took to it and was completely natural in front of the camera. He just operated as though the camera did not exist." Murray says that one reason Bruce agreed to make UNKNOWN WHITE MALE is because he became fascinated by the medium. 
"Since he had no recollection of ever seeing a film," he says, a friend recommended 50 of the greatest films of all time for Doug to watch."  He sat through classic after classic after classic and was truly taken with the art form and wanted and expected nothing less than a creative, original authored retelling of his unique situation." Within days of returning home, Bruce filmed his apartment, his friends, the streets in his neighborhood—all to help him relearn who he was. He says it was like living in a stranger’s life.

Bruce is quite reflective about not only his journey but how this film has affected that journey. "This film has altered who I am, especially as it represents the majority of my remembered life," he says. "I think it has been a learning curve for me, about many things, and so it must have subconsciously affected me. However I think that my core would have been the same."  Bruce recently graduated from a photography program and is currently working on a portfolio of portraits.

UNKNOWN WHITE MALE was commissioned and executive produced by Jess Search from Channel 4 in the UK. The C4 Documentary Department has been behind other recent high profile productions such as Nick Broomfield’s AILEEN: LIFE AND DEATH OF A SERIAL KILLER and the 9/11 hijackers’ drama THE HAMBURG CELL 

CREDITS

Director and Editor - Rupert Murray

Producer - Beadie Finzi

Executive Producer - Jess Search

Production Manager – Kathy Hale
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Legal Advisors - Johnson Millar & Frank Dehn
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Dubbing Mixer - Kenny Clarke & Cath Pollard
Original Music – Mukul

Graphic Design - Spin

THE FILMMAKERS

Spectre Broadcast is the production company run by producer/director team Rupert Murray and Beadie Finzi. The partnership was born four years ago when the duo came together to shoot the climactic scenes of a documentary called GIFTED for Channel 4 Television in the UK. “Operating as a two camera team generated an interesting dynamic and enabled us to capture a dramatic, evolving situation. It made us think hard about the potential and flexibility in a film making team and we resolved to begin collaborating on our films.” 

The pair already had ten years experience inside various production houses. Beadie had come up the traditional television production route working in non-fiction programming while Rupert arrived at documentaries through advertising and corporate films. It makes for an interesting partnership. Rupert comes at films from a very left field and visual perspective, where Beadie’s approach is foremost content and access driven. “The theory is we put those skills together and you get something a little different. I think we have begun to produce a distinct slate of films which are both very humane as well as highly visually ambitious.” 

UNKNOWN WHITE MALE, directed and edited by Rupert and produced by Beadie, is the first documentary film from Spectre Broadcast.  Previous joint credits for the team include the performance/drama hybrid THIS WAS MY WAR about the media coverage of the Iraq war; and OUTSIDERS, based on the cult lo-fi music scene seeping out of American suburbia.  Beadie recently directed and filmed the four-part ROUGH GUIDE TO CHOREOGRAPHY, following GIFTED, an observational documentary series on musical child prodigy Julian Bliss. Rupert also shot and edited PLAYING FOR ENGLAND on the England Football supporters band as well as SECONDS TO IMPACT, an extraordinary insight into the world of base jumping for the UK’s Channel 4.  In 2004 Rupert also won the prestigious advertising IVCA Grand Prix gold award for his short film on drug addiction. 

RUPERT MURRAY FILMOGRAPHY

UNKNOWN WHITE MALE (2004)

Directed by Rupert Murray

Produced by Beadie Finzi

Commissioned by Channel 4 Television

THIS WAS MY WAR (2004) 

Directed and Produced by Beadie Finzi and Rupert Murray 

10 minutes / Channel 4 Television 

D.O.P, editor and joint Director (with Beadie Finzi) of music inspired drama about a man addicted to the 24 hour live news feed from Operation Iraqi Freedom.
OUTSIDERS (2003) 

Produced by Rupert Murray and Beadie Finzi 

40 minutes / Channel 4 Television

Joint director (with Beadie Finzi), cameraman and editor of profile of the weird and wonderful Outsider musical scene in the U.S.
GIFTED (2002) 

Directed and produced by Beadie Finzi 

Commissioned by Channel 4 Television 

50 minutes /  Channel 4 Television 

Cameraman on series of films about child prodigy clarinettist Julian Bliss.

SECONDS TO IMPACT (2001) 

Filmed & edited by Rupert Murray 

50 minutes / Channel 4 Television 

A documentary film exploring the lives of Britain’s most extreme risktakers; basejumpers.
PLAYING FOR ENGLAND (2000) 

Produced, directed and filmed by Rupert Murray 

50 min / Channel 4 Television

A documentary film following the journey of the Sheffield Wednesday Supporters brass band to the Football World Cup.
INTERVIEW WITH DIRECTOR RUPERT MURRAY
Why did you make the film?
My reasons for making the film were multifarious. Doug's story never fails to amaze and astonish virtually everyone who hears it, and I was no exception. After the astonishment come the questions. For me they began as personal ones; who was Doug Bruce and how well did I actually know him? Was he still the same person or someone totally different? What would it be like to suddenly not know who you are? Doug's situation then and now raises so many fascinating and yet ultimately unanswerable questions about the nature of identity, personality and the value of our past experiences that I felt a film should be made. 
I found myself eight months after the onset of his amnesia thinking about it more and more and yet I hadn't made contact with Doug. It was rather difficult. He had asked people not to call because it was distressing for him. I felt that a film would give us a means of communication other than the forgotten past and so I decided to write him a letter introducing myself and the idea of a film. I hoped he'd appreciate my openness. I was an old friend and I wanted to make a film about what had happened to him. I had also heard that several of his 'new' friends were thinking of making a film about him, which made me feel quite protective. If anyone was going to tell his life story it should be someone from his past and that someone should be me.
What research did you do? Did other films about amnesia influence you?
My research started with films that dealt with the subject matter of amnesia and memories. I watched: 
THE MIRROR by Andrei Tarkovsky, 1984, 106 min
¡ABRE LOS OJOS! By Alejandro Amenábar, 1997, 117 min
SANS SOLEIL 1982 and LA JETEE 1962 by Chris Marker
ETERNAL SUNSHINE OF THE SPOTLESS MIND by Michel Gondry, 2004
MEMENTO by Christopher Nolan, 2000
REGARDING HENRY by Mike Nichols, 1991
THE MAN WITHOUT A PAST by Aki Kaurismäki, 2003
REQUIEM FOR A DREAM by Darren Aronofsky, 2000
SPELLBOUND by Alfred Hitchcock, 1945
UN CHIEN ANDALOU by Luis Bunuel, 1929
Man Ray films, 1923 -1940
I discovered through films like SANS SOLEIL the power of memory as a subject for a film, because without it Chris Marker's film would be a meaningless montage of intriguing images. Once the narrator intimates that these images are in some way being remembered by the invisible protagonist, they become glimpses of lost moments and experiences. I found that this experiential element to UNKNOWN WHITE MALE gave many of my images, especially the reconstructions (Doug's interviews didn't need any help) added value. SPELLBOUND had a fantastic dream sequence co-directed by Hitchcock and Salvador Dali and so I sought out other surrealist films and found some beautiful short films by Man Ray. The surrealists were interested in how the subconscious mind of dreams and fantasy affects our day to day rational world which was very pertinent to Doug's situation; how much of his core personality was always going to be there, amnesia or no? I was quite encouraged by the films I saw because I genuinely felt that Doug's story could rival any of them. That is, as a story; as film it was an entirely different matter as I had seen the work of some of the best directors in the history of film. The question on my mind throughout the entire project was - can I do this story justice, can I make it as brilliant as it deserves to be? In the final analysis the answer has to be definitely no, because no film can ever realize the full implications of amnesia, but I tried very hard indeed.

I read:

The Man Who Mistook His Wife For A Hat by Oliver Sacks
Memory by Mary Warnock
Kiss And Tell by Alain de Botton
Remind Me Who I Am, Again by Linda Grant
Teach Yourself Film Studies by Warren Buckland
Peckinpah, A Portrait In Montage by Garner Simmons

I tried to read:

Memory and Popular film edited by Paul Grainge
Philosophy and Memory Traces by John Sutton

...but found them very heavy going.

My bible was: 

Searching For Memory by Daniel L. Schacter

Who else worked on the film?

The two most important collaborators were Beadie Finzi, my working partner and Jess Search. Beadie and I have been making films together for over four years but at the time UNKNOWN WHITE MALE started she was directing THE ROUGH GUIDE TO CHOREOGRAPHY for Channel Four so I had to initially get on with it myself. When she finished her job she very kindly agreed to produce the film, something she did effortlessly as she normally directs and produces amongst a hundred other jobs. Jess Search commissioned the film in her then role as head of Independent Film and Video at Channel Four. The moment she left we asked her to Executive Produce the project and her expert judgement during production and her hugely successful efforts championing the film afterwards were incredible. I knew I couldn't operate the camera during the main interviews and for the reconstruction sequences so I enlisted the services of my best pal Stuey. Orlando Stuart and I had worked together when we first started making short films for advertising, he going on to become a professional cameraman. Not only was he a very good friend of mine and a superb cameraman but he also knew everyone taking part in the story, including Doug, so I felt people would feel even less I intimidated when confronted by two friends they had known for twenty years brandishing a video camera. I really liked the music Mukul had made for the main characters in Beadie's Choreography film for Channel Four and asked to compose some pieces for UWM, which he did brilliantly. I decided to edit the film myself and it nearly bloody killed me. Penny Woolcock gave us great advice, Angus McQueen had a huge effect on the editing process and Peter Dale of Channel Four gave us the freedom to make it the way we wanted, oh and he also gave us the money. 

INTERVIEW WITH PRODUCER BEADIE FINZI

What was your first impression of Doug?
I was introduced to Doug three months before his amnesia in 2003 when Rupert and I were in NY making another documentary called OUTSIDER MUSIC for Channel 4 Television  in the UK. I remember thinking Doug was very cool, very good looking, a little intimidating. If I remember rightly he got us into a club and then disappeared.
I have to admit to feeling pretty nervous about meeting him for the first time after his amnesia. He and Rupert already had a very intense working relationship. I felt unsure of myself, of what Doug would make of me. He is a pretty direct guy. I had to carve out my own working relationship with him and work out what support he needed from me. But we have spent some time together now and I like him a lot. I have enormous respect for what he has done and how he has handled himself in the face of such an extraordinary and terrifying situation.
Does Doug like the film? What is your relationship like now it is finished?
The film is really co-directed by Doug. From the outset he had a very clear idea, not necessarily of how the film should be made, but the standards to which it should aspire. When he lost his memory he lost any knowledge of the films he had previously seen and so was recommended by a friend fifty all time classics, which he duly watched on DVD. The first film he saw in a cinema was the re-mastered version of TAXI DRIVER. As a result he became alive to the storytelling possibilities of film and charged me with being as original and as honest as I could be. I wanted to tell his story as accurately as possible but also try to imbue it with the passion of an outside observer, namely me. I was excited at the possibility of making a sequence that visualized his renaissance, that showed his wonder at seeing the world for the first time and said to the audience, can you imagine what that would be like? I could never replicate exactly how that happened but I could make the viewer imagine what it might have felt like. While we were making the film Doug and I were building a new friendship but often in films there is always an invisible, complicated barrier between filmmaker and subject because of what is at stake, and this film was no exception. It wasn't until after filming had finished and the cameras were no longer between us that we could relax and just be normal. I sent Doug a copy of the final cut and he called up to say he was very proud of the film, which was great. If anyone else likes it, and I don't mean this disrespectfully, it's just a bonus.
How did you get involved with the film? Why?
Rupert and I are a film making partnership, with our own production company called Spectre and have worked together on films for the last four years. We usually co-produce, direct and shoot and then Rupert edits, but in this case the scale of the project demanded that we divide the tasks so he was more pure director and me the producer.  Rupert was on his own pretty much for the first five months while I finished another documentary series. In that time he and camera man Orlando Stuart shot the majority of the documentary elements in the film. I was keeping an eye on cash flow but that was it. So when I joined, we were just beginning the mammoth editing task, finding archive, music etc before shooting the concluding scenes of the film and going into post production and blow up to 35mm - a process which has taken in total another nine months.

MEET DOUG BRUCE
1. Who am I? I'm still trying to figure that out everyday. Dr. Daniel Schacter {an expert on memory} suggests that personal knowledge about the past forms a set of memories that mold the core of personal identity. Having less than two years of episodic memories I think I am probably changing everyday as I experience different aspects of life. It's difficult to have a sense of self as i think it depends inherently on remembering one's past. I have asked people what I was like before the accident, to try and see if the person I might have been feels like the person I am now, but people's subjective remembering of me, is so diverse that if anything it makes it more confusing. I don't think I can give a definite answer to that question. I don't know myself, maybe in a few years when I have more experience of life, and if my memory doesn't come back, I'll be able look back and have a clearer idea. However when my memory does come back, that will pose a completely different set of parameters about who I might be.
2. I think that the way in which the film has most affected me is that it has given me a opportunity to reacquaint myself with Rupert and my friends in London. What struck me when I met them was this tremedous love and loyalty they had towards me.  It was very moving, as really at the time they were complete strangers. Obviously our relationship has changed compared with before, but I know that I can count on them no matter what happens, and that is a great feeling. The film also has been an important growing process for me, and in some ways it has reflected everyday life, with it's stress, emotions, discoveries, fears, loyalties, let downs and uncertainties. I've discovered a lot about my family through it, and about people.  It's been quite a ride.

3. I have had many experiences making this film, which by definition has altered who I am, especially as it represents the majority of my remembered life. However it's pretty difficult to gauge how different I might have been. I think it has been a learning curve for me, about many things, and so it must have subconsciously affected me. However I think that my core would have been the same.
4. I have just graduated from school where I had spent the last three weeks solidly in the darkroom, so I'm enjoying the fleeting moments of spring and observing the effect it has on everything, from plants, to people, to dogs. It's quite fascinating and beautiful. I'm also working on hard on my portraits portfolio.

5. The hardest part at the beginning was definitely a deep sense of obligation towards my family and loved ones. I knew how much it meant to them for me to get my memory back and that was a tremendous burden. However when it became clear that it may take time, their acceptance of it has made it a lot easier. Seeing doctors was also a tremedous strain. They have been wonderful with me, but I think that I have a fear of hospitals after what happened to me on the first day. Now I try not to worry about getting it back. It seems that a simple cue may trigger it all off. I don't know when that will be, and what it may make me remember. It's a little terrifying.

6. I don't know what things about my past were disturbing to me. Maybe some of the things that I think now would have upset me might not have done so before the accident and vice versa. It's also difficult to get a sense of this from people who knew me well, because it's so subjective. I know that my mother's death was extremely painful to me, yet maybe I'm glad I don't remember it.

7. I wish I could have known my mother. We were very close it seems, and that is one regret that I have. Also not knowing my grandparents and those relationships is sad. I also think of it in the context of knowing where I come from. I often hear people talk about precise little details that evoke their childhood: it could be a smell, or a tv show, or flower, or a day at the ocean. I wish I had those. One of the problems of my condition is that I am so entrenched in the present. There is so little personal history. My parents lived in Africa when I was a child in boarding school in England. My mother kept all the letters I wrote home, and while reading them it was clear that it was a place that I loved. I wish I could remember Africa. What a thrill that must have been. I often imagine what it must have been like; sometimes I even make up my own memories.
DR DANIEL SCHACTER ON 
MEMORY AND AMNESIA
Dr. Daniel Schacter is a Professor in the Department of Psychology at Harvard University.  He is the author of Searching for Memory: The Brain, the Mind, the Past and The Seven Sins of Memory: How the Mind Forgets and Remembers.  Director Rupert Murray consulted with Dr. Schacter during the making of UNKNOWN WHITE MALE and an interview with him appears in the film.  
Rupert Murray:
What fascinates you about memory?


Dr Schacter:
For me, it's a juxtaposition of two things. On the one hand its the fact that we depend so much on memory in virtually every aspect of our cognitive lives in order to think, to speak, to perceive the world around us.  Yet on the other hand, memory can deceive us. We can sometimes remember things with great confidence and yet it turns out that we're wrong. It's the juxtaposition of these two things -- that we depend on memory for so much and yet it can lead us astray -- that to me is so fascinating.

RM:
In general are memory systems something that we should trust and rely upon?


DS:
Yes. The tricky thing is that it depends on exactly what we're remembering. So if we talk about remembering the general story of our lives, usually we're pretty good about getting that right, with maybe some distortion around the edges. Where we tend to be more vulnerable is in remembering the exact details of when and where. That's where our memory tends to come up short sometimes and can fool us.

RM:
How much memory do we have in common with everyone else and how much is unique to individuals?


DS:
One of the interesting things about memory is that there are some aspects of memory that are shared among individuals.  Psychologists call that semantic memory; it's knowing the language and the basic facts about the world. But what really ties memory to us uniquely as individuals is episodic memory.  This is memory of our own personal experiences. Your semantic memory and my semantic memory might have a lot of overlap but our episodic memory will have very little overlap, because my specific experiences have been very different from yours and from everyone else’s. It's the episodic memory system that is tied to our uniqueness and our individuality.


RM:

How much do you think we, our identities, our personalities, are formed by the memories of our experiences?
DS:
It depends on what type of memory that you're talking about. I think that the sum total of our identities is all dependent on memory but you can break that down into different kinds of memory.  For example, you might lose your episodic memory but retain your semantic memory. And if that happens, you will retain some aspects of your identity but not all.  In the final analysis all aspects of identity are tied to memory but they may depend in different ways on what kind you're talking about.

RM:
Can you define the different types of memory?

DS:
There are many ways of dividing up memory.  One we call working memory, the kind of short-term memory that holds on to information just for a few seconds, like when you are dialing a phone number you just looked up.  In the realm of long-term memory, many would agree that there are three major types: episodic memory is memory for unique experiences that happened in a particular time and a particular place. Semantic memory is our general knowledge of the world, the kind of memory that we acquire through learning at school, such as facts, language and concepts. The third is procedural memory, which is memory for skills, for knowing how to do things. Learning to ride a bicycle, play a sport, etc. are all examples of procedural memory. To some extent all of these different kinds of memory can be teased apart from one another, and can function to some extent independently of one another.

RM:
Could you give a physical or visual analogy of how memories are stored in the brain?

DS:
For the most part there really is no one place in the brain that you can point to and say ‘there's a memory’.  Memories are more widely distributed in the brain than that. This is especially so for episodic memories. We know that one of the important brain regions for memory is the hippocampus, which is lodged deep in the centre of the brain. When there's damage to this region, then we have a severe inability to create new memories that we can hold on to over time. Does this mean that episodic memories are stored in the hippocampus?  Well most people probably believe that that's not correct. The hippocampus is essential to creating these memories but other parts of the brain are also involved in storing them. So the visual aspects of an experience may be stored in the back of the brain, and the sounds of an experience might be stored in a different part. The hippocampus seems to tie together, or bind together, these different components of an experience. So a memory is not a single place in the brain, it's a network of brain regions, and all those brain regions have to come together in order for us to retrieve a memory.  There's a sense in which all memories are constructed; they are not just literal replays of events that have happened to us.


RM:
It seems that  what constitutes a memory and the meaning that we take from it is as diverse as our perceptions of the world itself.

DS:
We have to think of what's coming into memory as not just the recording of the perceptions that we focus on in the world, but rather as a kind of a close interaction between what's coming and what's already in our memory.  When we create a new memory, that's already a combination of what's going on around us, and what we already know, and that acts as a filter through which incoming information passes. This has the potential to introduce distortion into a memory from the beginning, because what we may be expect to happen can influence how we perceive and then encode an event.


RM:
How does memory work to junk the stuff we don't need, and retain the stuff we do?

DS:
One way a memory is kept alive after its initial encoding and storing is by subsequently retrievals.  Because memories are strengthened by subsequently retrievals, there's a kind of a natural selection built in.  It may also be the case that we can avoid thinking about certain memories, like traumatic experiences,  in a more active way.  Typically this process is not terribly effective particularly for trauma because such memories tend to be persistently remembered.


RM:
What happens when amnesia occurs. What's the process?

DS:
We have to start off by making distinctions between a few different kinds of amnesia. Amnesia is a very broad concept.  Probably the understanding most of us have of amnesia is that psychological trauma occurs and then suddenly someone can't remember who they are, or anything about their past life. That is actually a fairly rare form, called functional or psychogenic amnesia, because it seems to result from a psychological cause instead of direct damage or blow to the brain. It’s often called retrograde amnesia because it affects our memory for things that happened to us before the traumatic incident occurred.  The far more common type of amnesia is anterograde amnesia and it usually results from direct damage to the brain as a result of head injury or certain kinds of diseases like encephalitis, temporary loss of oxygen to the brain, or the early stages of Alzheimer's disease. These are all things that can impact our ability to form a new memory, can reduce our ability to form and retain over time a new memory.  


RM:
How rare is amnesia in general? 


DS:
Some degree of memory loss is very common whether we want to call it amnesia or not as a result of aging, Alzheimer's disease, head injury and so on. Extreme forms of memory loss that we would give the term "amnesia" are relatively rare but occur regularly as a result of various forms of neurological insult. Retrograde amnesia, where someone has a complete wipe-out of their memory for their entire past, is extremely rare. 
RM:
What are the kind of characteristics that people suffering from retrograde amnesia generally display during the various stages of the memory loss?

DS:
There are various forms of retrograde amnesia. And the character of the amnesia depends on exactly what happened to cause it. For example, after a head injury it would be very common for someone to be unable to remember the few minutes prior to the injury. Depending on the extent of brain damage, the retrograde amnesia may reach back even further in time to varying degrees. In our typical cases of organic retrograde amnesia where there's a known, identified source of damage to the brain, typically memory loss will be worse for experiences that occurred relatively recently, and a little better often for events of childhood and so on. But in these kinds of cases typically also what's more impaired is memory for specific episodes. These individuals typically will be able to remember the general story of their lives, tell you where they went to school, where they went to college. They may not, though, be able to tell you any particular experience that happened to them during the course of their lives.  However in the very rare cases, retrograde amnesia can wipe out all knowledge of one's past. That is the rarest kind of retrograde amnesia, but it's certainly been reported many times in literature and is known to happen. 
RM:
In severe cases of retrograde amnesia, what are the chances of getting one’s memories back?

DS:
People typically will get their memory back at some point. One of the things that we're starting to learn about these cases as more of them have been reported is that there's just an incredible amount of variability across the board.  Some recover in a few days; others don’t recover their memories for several years.  
RM:
When Doug was in the hospital he found he could sign his name and speak French. What does that mean?


DS:
I think what this kind of observation tells us is that didn’t suffer a completely wipe-out of memory across the board.  We have to come back to the idea that there are different kinds of memory. In Doug’s case, what's most affected is his episodic memory.  Procedural memory and semantic memory are typically preserved in these cases.  People usually don't lose their ability to speak their native tongue or other languages. They know all kinds of things about the world and the way the world works, and they don't have to re-learn everything they learned in school. 
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