T HAVE A VIVID MEMORY OF MYSELF
AS A YONG CHILD PLAYING WITH
MY GRANDDAD. HE WAS WEARING

A MUSTARD-GOLOURED JUMPER AND
[HROWING ME INTO THE AIR AND

GATGHING ME. YEARS LATER | ASKED

MY MUM ABOUT IT AND SHE TOLD ME

MY GRANDDAD DIED JUST BEFORE | WAS

BORN. | NEVER MET HIM, ALTHOUGH

HE DID AAVE A MUSTARD-GOLOURED
JUMPER HE WOULD ALWAYS WEAR



HEN, IN 2012,theartist AR Hopwood started inviting the general public
tosubmitexamples of false memories-recollections of the past thatthey
later discovered had never actually happened - he was more than a little
apprehensive. “While scientific researchers in the field - with whom
Iregularly collaborate -have overwhelmingly proven that our memories
cansometimesbe inexactand are often entirelyfictional, that’sadifficult
concept for people to get their heads round. So I wasn’t expecting more
thanabout 25 submissions,” he laughs. Asitturned out, he received more
than 2,000 “memories” found to be entirely false, ranging from the
humorous to the chilling, the surreal to the everyday.

“I'was blown away,” admits Hopwood, who has spent the past couple
ofyearscollectingthe anecdotes (15 of which are published here, overleaf)
as part of his touring exhibition and events series The False Memory
Archive. “Tunderestimated justhowmuch the conceptof memory captures
the imagination. But I suppose it makes sense when you think that we are
more involved with the presentation of our lives than we ever have been -
whether that’s through social media or therapy culture, where autobiog-
raphy and the understanding of our past holds particular importance.”

Providing fascinating insight into the funny, obscure and uncomfort-
able things people have misremembered, these accounts have nowbeen
edited for a new anthology, which also features essays from renowned
psychologists Professor Elizabeth Loftus and Professor Christopher
French. “How seriously should we take the story we tell about our lives?
That’s the question I want to get people asking,” says Hopwood, whose
collection forms part ofhis exhibition, which in turn makesup part of the
Wellcome Collection’s States of Mind season.

The fact is that details of childhood memories - colours, the weather
or the time of an event, for example - can’t be accurately recalled, so
our brains fill in gaps with invented details. Nor is it possible to retain
long-term autobiographical memories before the age of three. Moreover,
memories - childhood or adult - are recreated every time we remember
them. Sure, there are traces from the original experience, but post-event
informationis added on-things people have told us about the event, our
own expectations ofhowwe think events would normally pan out, cultural
beliefs, photos and bits from other memories, to name a few.

Cara Laney, a professor of psychology at Reed College in Portland,
Oregon, explains thatmemories are a bitlike building awall of Lego-each
time youtry torebuild it, it will never be exactly the same. Then there are
entirely fabricated memories-some obviously so because they re about
pre-birth, flying, seeing fairies, being born or dying, for example -which
cannonetheless be remembered with absolute clarity.

Psychologists have even found that false memories can be planted.
“Study after study shows that suggestive interviews can get people believ-
ing a whole raft of things, such as being attacked by a vicious animal in
childhood right through to having witnessed demonic possession. In
every case, substantial numbers of people didn’tjust believe ithappened
- they gave emotional descriptions,” explains Hopwood.

For the artist, this is by far the most captivating aspect of memory.
“If some people can be coerced into remembering something thatdidn’t
happen or they didn’t originally remember, the implications are huge.
Much of ourlegal system, for example, relies on eyewitness testimony,
yet we know that if, say, a group of people sees a cyclist knocked off
a bike and they hang around and discuss the incident afterwards, and
the dominant member of the group has a different memory, the others
could conform to this stronger view. We also know that certain forms
of questioning canlead people to ‘remember’ certain things. Then there
are juries, who generally follow the common-sense idea that the more
detail someone remembers about anincident, the morelikelyitistobe
true -whereas in fact the opposite is the case.”

Therapyisalsoimplicated. “If someone starts plumbing the depths of
their past and remembers things they didn’t when they went into that
setting, there is, of course, a real danger that they may be creating false
memories-althoughithastobesaid thatboth thelegal system and thera-
pists are starting to take this on board. For me, though, it’s the everyday
implications that are most intriguing. I find it liberating that our percep-
tion of the past could be so error-strewn.”

Such is the depth of Hopwood’s knowledge that it’s easy to mistake
him fora psychologist. “Once youstumble across the extraordinary body
of research, it’s hard not to become evangelical about it,” he chuckles.
“Thisideathatwe canbelieve inamemory of something thathasn’thap-
pened-it’sjustsoseductive, isn’tit? Sofor me, as an artist, I couldn’t wait
to explore how I could add a different kind of voice to the science.”

Hopwood’swork aptly fits into the States of Mind season -a changing
exhibition in which artists, psychologists, philosophers and neuroscien-
tistsinterrogate our understanding of the conscious experience. “If, asis
the case, our memory is so open to distortion, then it follows that our
whole identities may be constructed around a series of distortions,” he
says. “In the end, we are creating our own fictions.” ®

To download AR Hopwood’s book of false-memory testimonies: false
memoryarchive.com. States of Mind: Tracing the Edges of Consciousness
is at the Wellcome Collection, London NW1, from 4 February



SPOTLIGHT
FALSE MEMORIES

TEN YEARS agolIwasinterviewing
adoctor about pain for aradio programme.
Iclearly remember putting my arm into
abucket ofice as part of a test of pain tolerance.
The agony was extraordinary as the pain
slowly spread up my arm, and it wasn’t long
before Ihad to withdraw my arm.
Afewyears later I gave the tape to a producer
for another programme we were doing on pain.
She listened to an hour of audio, but at no
pointdid I put my arminto the ice bucket.
A man and awoman did, but I didn’t.

I REMEMBER

A VISIT toLondoninthe early
1980sresulted in the happy occasion of
avisit to the hit West End musical Cats.

Iregaled everyone at school with this highlight of
my trip and my mum bought the soundtrack album.
Ispent every Sunday next to the record player for
weeks on end, learning the words to each song and
“rehearsing” for when Iwas old enough to go back to
London to star in it myself. Over the next few years,
Iwould enthusiastically announce, when it came up in
conversation, that Thad been to see Cats when visiting
London aged around eight-until one day, in about
2001, when Irealised with complete clarity that
I'had invented the entire thing. [ asked my mum:
did we ever go to see Cats when we were in
London? No, she replied, we did not.

1 GOT intoacar
accident and totalled
my car and I distinctly
remember three different
cars hitting me after I hit
the first car; but no cars
actually hit me.

falling off'a merry-go-
round, but my mum said
thatit happened to my sister
before Iwas even born.
Strangely enough, I have the
exact same scar that she has
from the accident, but my
parentshave noidea
howIgotit.

THE PAST 1§ A

I HAVE avivid memory
of my mother serving me dinner one
evening when I'was about four or five. It was
sausages, mashed potato, vegetables and gravy.
Iwent to eat the meal outside on my small trampoline.
Iremember looking down into the gravy to see all these
unpleasant insects swimming in the food. I screamed and
ran indoors to show my mother. She said I was being hysterical
and that there were no insects in the food. She promptly ate the
whole dish, with me watching her spooning the little black,
winged bodies into her mouth, while she exclaimed how
delicious it was and what a shame that Thad missed out.
Usually I give animal cruelty and health reasons as
the explanation for my vegetarianism, but when questioned
recently by my mother as to why I had rejected meat for
somany years (Iam now 26), I explained the real reason.
Iwas confused to find out from her and other family
members (wWho had been there) that this whole
episode was merely a disturbing and very
vivid fabrication on my part!
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...do you have a visa? Fifteen imperfect recollections

WHEN
1 wasaround
six or seven Iwould
drink milk and believe
itwould make me fly.
Iphysically remember an
uplifting feeling and flying
across my living-room
floor and having
abird’s-eye view of
the carpet.

AT THE
head of a string
of lakes, through the
woods, at the end of
Walmsey Lane, is a house
Iwentto oftenin my
childhood summers.
The house never
existed.



I HAVE amemory
that Iwas standing on
top of atrain and the
train went through
atunnel. I died.

I HAVE averyvivid
memory of watching the
Challenger shuttle disaster in high
school. Iwas standing in the science/
media library in my school, and there was a
TV on a tall metal rolling stand - the kind that

AS A youngboy, Iwas
convinced of the reality of my
oldersister. Thad a complex
relationship with a female character
inmy mind. As far as ITwas concerned,
we spent lots of time together and were
extremely close, but she was much older
than me;in her late teens, maybe 20. Iwas
convinced that for some reason she was
no longer living with, or in contact with us.
Iwas so sure of these facts that I asked
my mother about my “sister”,
towhich she replied that no such
person existed.

was rolled into classrooms for presentations. I REMEMBER
Several of my friends were there. I can remember asachild playing
exactly how Iwas standing in the room, where onmydad’slorryin the
Iwas, the angle I was seeing the screen from, the desert. He was adriver in the
shock of others in the room. The problem? The RAF, in Aden. My father
Challenger disaster happened two years after returned from Aden
Igraduated. When it occurred, Iwasn’t over 10 years before

in that high school, or that city-Iwas
living in another part of
the country.

DREIGN COUNTRY

Iwasborn.

I MISREMEMBER one
evening riding with my parents
in their carin Attalla, Alabama. I
think I was around three, so this would
have been about 1966. My aunt was
there in the back seat with me, and we
played some sort of singing game. Why
was this a false memory? Because at
one pointa giant dinosaur, Godzilla-

drawn from AR Hopwood's False Memory Archive

I WAS convinced a girlfriend
had a sister who had died at the
dentist. T had even told my parents about
it. Over dinner one day [my girlfriend] said
she was going to the dentist the next week. It all
went quiet at the table and my mum said it must be
hard for her to visit the dentist after what had
happened. It turned out that thishad never
happened, Imust have had a dream that to me
became real. Thad kept my own [dental]
appointments secret for fear of upsetting [my
girlfriend] and never brought the subject up,
thinking she would talk about it when
she wasready.

MY TEDDY
bear ate pasta.

like, rampaged through the
streets behind the car.

AN ACQUAINTANCE was
murdered and the policeman, when he
conveyed the news to me at midnight on the
dayithappened, said Iwould be called asa
witness. Before going to bed that night I'wrote
everything down exactly asithad happened. Two or
three weeks later Iwas called to give my statement. Iwas
sure Thad all the details clear in my head, but just to
confirm everything before talking to the police Ire-read my
notes - the first time since the murder day. Iwas astounded
todiscover that my memory of the event was quite
different from my notes. I had been quite prepared to
swear in court that my memory was correct, but
obviously it had been coloured by other people’s
ideas about the case and Thad woven them
into a plausible story. Iused the notes.
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