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				Introduction

				Gabrielle Zevin

				Pity the writer who believes they have written the next Cloud Atlas! A literary agent once told me that when a fledgling writer compares their novel to Cloud Atlas, he knows it will invariably be awful. Once you have written a book like Cloud Atlas, you have not written Cloud Atlas, because Cloud Atlas is not like anything. A book that was truly “like” Cloud Atlas wouldn’t be at all like Cloud Atlas.

				When the novel was published in 2004, critics compared Cloud Atlas to everything. Critics explain and contextualize works by comparison, but I don’t think a novel has ever had more comparisons than Cloud Atlas. If there exists a major review that doesn’t attempt to list the many perceived influences across the novel’s six voices, I haven’t come across it. A. S. Byatt in The Guardian invokes Herman Melville, Raymond Chandler, Martin Amis, George Orwell, Aldous Huxley, Alasdair Gray, Russell Hoban, William Golding, Anthony Burgess, Ursula K. Le Guin, and Thornton Wilder. Tom Bissell’s review in The New York Times Book Review adds to the mix Miguel de Cervantes, James Michener, Daniel Defoe, Christopher Isherwood, John Grisham, William S. Burroughs, the new age novel Jonathan Livingston Seagull, and, in a last-paragraph twist, James Joyce’s Ulysses! Theo Tait of The Telegraph writes in a rare negative review that “Cloud Atlas spends half its time wanting to be The Simpsons and the other half the Bible.” This line is funny more than apt, but had I read it at the time, it would have sold the book to me. Is it worth noting that, at the beginning of the fourth chapter, a book critic is tossed from a rooftop party?

				Reading these reviews, I wondered if there was a way to talk about Cloud Atlas that didn’t involve exhaustively detailing one’s associations. I concluded that there probably wasn’t. For fun, I’ll add Orlando, 2001: A Space Odyssey, David Mitchell’s previous novels,[*1] and Italo Calvino’s metafictional masterpiece If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler. Mitchell read Calvino’s novel at university, and he has said that he sees Cloud Atlas as “in conversation” with Calvino, who, in turn, saw his work as “clearly” influenced by Vladimir Nabokov. Of course, this is how fiction works—time-traveling conversations between introverts who mostly will never meet.

				If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler features a sequence of intercalary first chapters, from novels of different genres, with narratives that interrupt at the climax. Cloud Atlas is like Calvino’s book but doubled, reversed, and with greater resolution: an answer to Calvino’s prompt. Like Mitchell, I read If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler at university, and while in retrospect I see its DNA in Mitchell’s novel, I didn’t think of it even once when I read Cloud Atlas almost twenty years ago. It doesn’t matter which references Mitchell is making,[*2] which references the critics believe him to be making, which references the jacket copy makes (Nabokov, Eco, Philip K. Dick!), or which associations a reader finds in the text. The point is the way Cloud Atlas triggers memories of prior reading experiences, inducing a sensation not unlike chapter three’s Luisa Rey hearing Cloud Atlas Sextet by chapter two’s Robert Frobisher for the first time. A reader of Cloud Atlas is asked to bring the experience of every other thing they have read.

				Cloud Atlas’s six main characters are connected by a comet-shaped birthmark, which may or may not be evidence that they are reincarnated versions of one another. Chapter four’s Timothy Cavendish dismisses the notion as “far too hippie-druggy–new age.” And yet I believe these characters, who are of different times, genders, races, and circumstances, can be the same person because they come from the same person, the novelist who wrote them. If humans contain Whitman’s multitudes, novels also have the possibility to contain multitudes, and they should. Consider the magnificent openings of the first six chapters.

				
					Adam Ewing

					Thursday, 7th November—

					Beyond the Indian hamlet, upon a forlorn strand, I happened on a trail of recent footsteps.

					Robert Frobisher

					Sixsmith,

					Dreamt I stood in a China shop so crowded from floor to far-off ceiling with shelves of porcelain antiquities etc. that moving a muscle would cause several to fall and smash to bits.

					Luisa Rey

					Rufus Sixsmith leans over the balcony and estimates his body’s velocity when it hits the sidewalk and lays his dilemmas to rest.

					Timothy Cavendish

					One bright dusk, four, five, no, my God, six summers ago, I strolled along a Greenwich avenue of mature chestnuts and mock oranges in a state of grace.

					Sonmi-451

					On behalf of my ministry, thank you for agreeing to this final interview.

					Zachry

					Old Georgie’s path an’ mine crossed more times’n I’m comfy mem’ryin’….

				

				Each of these six voices immediately suggests a particular time, but also geography, culture, and sometimes class. We know where, when, and even how we are through the way the story is told and the way language is deployed. By the time we arrive at Zachry and the end of civilization, we are in an oral storytelling culture (i.e., postnovelist!) and language has changed past the reader’s ability to easily understand it. I would have once described Cloud Atlas as a book about storytelling, but now I see it more precisely as a story of language and the way it evolves.[*3]

				As a reader, I take no pains to avoid spoilers, and the first time I read Cloud Atlas, I had already been told its structure. Still, I envy a reader who comes to this novel blank, if such a person even exists.[*4] The reader who doesn’t know if she will ever read the end of “The Pacific Journal of Adam Ewing” when it breaks off midsentence. I imagine that reader yelling: Curse you, David Mitchell! You can’t do this! Will Ewing die at sea? And who the hell is Robert Frobisher? Part of the delight of Cloud Atlas comes from solving it. The reader is enlisted as a detective in a textual mystery: What connects Ewing to Frobisher to Rey, etc.? “Russian doll” is the term most often used to describe the novel’s nested structure, but I have never liked the Russian doll as a visual to represent Cloud Atlas. It evokes nesting, yes, but it also suggests that one of the narratives is the largest and that the subsequent narratives take up progressively less space. But in Cloud Atlas, all narratives are equally important. Cloud Atlas is less like a Russian doll than like a daisy chain of laser-cut paper dolls who are holding hands across unequally spaced wormholes and who, at any moment, might be folded back into a stack.

				In discussing Cloud Atlas, a reader may be pushed into revealing their favorite section. I resist this question, though I’ll concede that the character I relate to most is composer/amanuensis Robert Frobisher, with his mix of grand ambition and humbling obscurity: “I don’t say I’m a composer because I can no longer face the Moronic Inquisition: ‘What kind of music do you write?’ ‘Oh, should I have heard of you?’ ‘Where do you get your ideas from?’ ” I don’t know if there’s a novelist (or artist) on the planet who won’t recognize such an interrogation. However, I feel the strongest melancholy during Timothy Cavendish’s ordeal. It isn’t because of Cavendish, a delightfully poetic vulgarian, but, rather, because it is in the Cavendish section that we receive proof that the characters we’ve loved are fictions. “Luisa Rey” is revealed to be a manuscript submission that Cavendish is reading, and if that is true, all associated with Luisa Rey are not real—the sudden deaths of Frobisher and Sixsmith, my heart! There should be a word for “the melancholy that comes from learning that what is in a novel is fictional.”

				Of course, the way readers address such melancholy is through cosplay, reader art, fan fiction, and scholarship. Cloud Atlas has inspired all of these in great quantity.[*5] One might expect such a response to a bestselling fantasy series, a video game, or the unveiling of a Taylor Swift album, but rarely to a literary novel. When I reread the book to write this introduction, I wondered how many readers had gotten a tattoo of the comet birthmark. A perfunctory googling revealed an impressive half dozen, but there must be even more, unsearchable, unphotographed, waiting to be sprung on a lover. What makes a novel tattoo-worthy? What makes a person want to make a literary reference on their body forever, or at least as long as one’s flesh lasts? It is the desire to make a fictional thing real in the world,[*6] and this only happens when a book is beloved in a particular way.

				It occurs to me that I haven’t yet said what the book is about, but maybe that’s because I think it’s beside the point. (Timothy Cavendish again: “As if Art is the What, not the How!”[*7]) But here goes. Six characters, who live in different time periods, may or may not be reincarnated versions of one another. Their circumstances and forms change, but they play out the same conflicts. Sometimes they do a little better; sometimes a little worse. The book’s themes include, but are not limited to, corporate greed, abuse of power, climate change, colonialism, plastic surgery, AI, literary success and failure, revolution, propaganda, credit and collaboration, appropriation, racism, adaptation, technology, ageism, and gender. In this way, the book seems both very modern and impossible to write about. Pity the novelist asked to write an introduction to Cloud Atlas![*8] The most honest way to write about Cloud Atlas would probably be to write six different introductions, in which each of the introductions is a footnote to the previous one. For his part, David Mitchell has said the novel is about “predacity and predation” and “individuals preying on groups,” and while this is undeniable, I don’t think that’s why people sign up for the tattoo.

				Let us briefly return to our fledgling novelist who has clumsily compared their novel to Cloud Atlas! At times, I have been that novelist, at least in my own head, and I feel I can speak for us. We don’t compare ourselves to Cloud Atlas because we necessarily think we’ve written Cloud Atlas. It is because David Mitchell is the kind of writer we want to be, and Cloud Atlas is the kind of book we want to write. Cloud Atlas represents the possibilities for fiction—that there are new stories and new ways to tell them, that there will be readers for these new stories if only we can manage to be as brilliant as David Mitchell. Cloud Atlas is tricky and metafictional, but it is also hopeful and filled with love. It is a book about the unexpected ways in which we are connected, but it’s clear-eyed about human nature. It is breathtakingly inventive every time I read it.[*9] It probably shouldn’t work. It’s the kind of book that makes a novelist attempt to write books that probably shouldn’t work. I reference the book constantly, as do a host of other writers.[*10] For those of us trying to escape the deadlands of literature, Cloud Atlas is our Orison of Sonmi.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 And the novels that came after, too. New York magazine once published a complicated, color-coded chart about the David Mitchell Connected Universe to help keep it all straight.

				

				
					*2 In a 2019 essay in The Guardian celebrating Cloud Atlas’s inclusion among the greatest novels of the century, David Mitchell makes his own list: “a fondness for Herman Melville and sea narratives; the story of Frederick Delius and his amanuensis, Eric Fenby; California’s hardboiled crime fiction; Jared Diamond’s study of human history Guns, Germs, and Steel; trips to the Chatham Islands in the chilly South Pacific, to Seoul and Busan in South Korea and to Hawaii; Russell Hoban’s novel Riddley Walker; curiosity about the mutability of language through time; the alienation of living on my own in an apartment block in Hiroshima; of needing to navigate a foreign society without the language skills to do so; being an obscure British writer on my first and second book tours in the US, with time to go on urban hikes through San Francisco, Seattle and New York; Yevgeny Zamyatin’s Russian dystopia We.”

				

				
					*3 David Mitchell described his strategy as “[creating] temporal distance by changing language.”

				

				
					*4 I want to be Robert Frobisher, who, like the reader, only has half of Adam Ewing’s journal at the beginning of his narrative. If you’re new to the novel, I encourage you to forget all you’ve read here.

				

				
					*5 For example, the scholar Paul Martin Eve figured out that there were inconsistencies between the first British edition and the first American edition. Readers of Cloud Atlas don’t miss much.

				

				
					*6 A moment for the critically mixed, somewhat controversial film adaptation of Cloud Atlas. The movie spans countries, has three directors, asks actors to do things that they are not normally asked to do, challenges a viewer’s understanding of race, time, and gender. It captures the polyphonic nature of Cloud Atlas, but it does so in a structure that makes sense for film. It is also very romantic. I have never watched it without crying.

				

				
					*7 I’m not happy with the fact that I’ve quoted Timothy Cavendish the most of any character from Cloud Atlas! But he is a book editor, and so his thoughts are often useful to the task of writing an introduction.

				

				
					*8 I.e., me. Here’s the short version of my introduction: Cloud Atlas is perfect.

				

				
					*9 When asked to revisit If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Mitchell wrote that “however breathtakingly inventive a book is, it is only breathtakingly inventive once.” I think a “breathtakingly inventive” novel sometimes reveals itself upon multiple readings. Every time I read Cloud Atlas, I come away with something new. On my last reading: the chronological end of the book is in its physical middle, at the conclusion of “Sloosha’s Crossin’ An’ Ev’rythin’ After,” and I was struck by the final chronological image—children watch Sonmi on an old orison, a Tamagotchi-shaped, holographic iPhone. Children watching a screen at the end of the world seems a prescient image. I’ll leave it for you to interpret.

				

				
					*10 A sign of a great novel is how often it is imitated, and there are many books that seem to exist in the wake of Cloud Atlas. I am avoiding the word “derivative.” You will know one when you come across it: polyphonic novel, spanning centuries, with a linked story cycle. I am easily able to list a dozen!
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		Zedelghem 
10TH—X—1931

		Sixsmith,

		Ayrs in bed for three days, fogged with morphine, calling out in pain. V. distracting and distressing. Dr. Egret warns J. and me not to confuse Ayrs’s newfound joie de vivre in music with actual health and forbids V.A. to work from his sickbed. Dr. Egret gives me the creeps. Never met a quack whom I didn’t half-suspect of plotting to do me in as expensively as he could contrive.

		Buried in music of my own. Cruel to say it, but when Hendrick arrives at breakfast and tells me, “Not today, Robert,” I’m almost relieved. Spent last night working on a rumbling ’cello allegro lit by explosive triplets. Silence punctuated by breakneck mousetraps. Remember the church clock chiming three A.M. “I heard an owl,” Huckleberry Finn says, “away off, who-whooing about somebody that was dead, and a whippowill and a dog crying about somebody that was going to die.” Always haunted me, that line. Next thing I know, Lucille was ballooning sheets of bright morning by the window. Morty Dhondt was downstairs, she told me, ready for our excursion. Thought I was dreaming, but no. My face was crusted over, and for a second I couldn’t have told you my name. Grunted I didn’t want to go anywhere with Morty Dhondt, I wanted sleep, I have work to do. “But last week you arranged to go motoring today!” objected Lucille.

		I remembered. I washed, put on fresh clothes, and shaved. Sent Lucille to find the houseboy who’d polished my shoes, etc. Down in the breakfast room, the amiable jewel merchant was smoking a cigar and reading The Times. “Don’t hurry,” he told me, when I apologized for my tardiness. “Where we’re going no one will notice if we’re early or late.” Mrs. Willems brought me some kedgeree, and J. breezed in. She hadn’t forgotten what day it was and gave me a bunch of white roses, tied with a black ribbon, and smiled, just like her old self.

		Dhondt drives a claret 1927 Bugatti Royale Type 41, a real spanker, Sixsmith. Goes like a greased devil—nearly fifty on the metaled highway!—and boasts a Klaxon hooter that Dhondt fires off at the least provocation. Beautiful day for a grim journey. The nearer to the Front one goes, naturally, the more blasted the countryside becomes. Beyond Roeselare, the land grows crater-scarred, crisscrossed with collapsing trenches and pocked with burnt patches where not even weeds take root. The few trees still standing here and there are, when you touch them, lifeless charcoal. The skein of green on the land seems less nature revivified, more nature mildewed. Dhondt shouted over the engine’s roar that farmers still daren’t plow the land for fear of unexploded ordnance. One cannot pass by without thinking of the density of men in the ground. Any moment, the order to charge would be given, and infantrymen well up from the earth, brushing off the powdery soil. The thirteen years since Armistice seemed only as many hours.

		Zonnebeke is a ramshackle village of semirepaired ruins and the site of a cemetery of the Eleventh Essex of the Fifty-third Brigade. The War Graves Commission told me this cemetery has the best chance of being where my brother was laid to rest. Adrian died in the charge of July 31 on Messines Ridge, right in the thick of it. Dhondt dropped me off at the gates and wished me luck. Tactfully, he told me he had business nearby—we must have been fifty miles from the nearest jeweler’s—and left me to my quixotic quest. A consumptive ex-soldier guarded the gates when not tending his sorry vegetable plot. He also worked as a groundsman—self-appointed, one suspects—and waved a donation box at me, for “upkeep.” Parted with a franc, and the fellow asked in tolerable English if I was looking for anyone in particular, as he had committed the entire cemetery to memory. Wrote down my brother’s name, but he did that Gallic mouth droop that indicates, “My problems are mine, and yours are yours, and this one is yours.”

		Always felt I would divine which Known Unto God was Adrian’s. A glowing inscription, a nodding magpie, or just a musical certainty would lead me to the right plot. Utter tripe, of course. The headstones were uncountable, uniform, and arrayed as if on parade. Coils of brambles invaded the perimeter. The air was stuffy as if the sky were sealing us in. Along the aisles and rows I searched the F’s. Long odds, but one never knows. The War Office makes mistakes—if war’s first victim is truth, its second is clerical efficiency. In the event, no Frobisher was resting in that plot of Flanders. The closest was “Froames, B. W., Private 2389 18th (Eastern Division),” so I laid J.’s white roses on his stone. Who is to say? Maybe Froames asked Adrian for a light one tired evening, or cowered with him as bombs rained down, or shared a Bovril. Am a sentimental fool and I know it.

		One encounters buffoons like Orford in your college, who wear an air of deprivation that the war ended before they had a chance to show their mettle. Others, Figgis springs to mind, confess their relief not to have been of service age before 1918 but a certain shame that they feel this relief. I’ve often banged on to you about growing up in my legendary brother’s shadow—every rebuke began with an “Adrian never used to …” or “If your brother were here now he’d …” Grew to hate the sound of his name. During the runup to my forcible ejection from the Frobishery, it was all “You’re a disgrace to Adrian’s memory!” Never, ever forgive the parents that. Remembered our last send-off one drizzly autumn afternoon at Audley End, Adrian was in uniform, Pater clasping him. Days of bunting and cheering were long over—later heard Military Police were escorting conscripts to Dunkirk to deter mass desertions. All those Adrians jammed like pilchards in cemeteries throughout eastern France, western Belgium, beyond. We cut a pack of cards called historical context—our generation, Sixsmith, cut tens, jacks, and queens. Adrian’s cut threes, fours, and fives. That’s all.

		Of course, “That’s all” is never all. Adrian’s letters were hauntingly aural. One can shut one’s eyes but not one’s ears. Crackle of lice in seams; scutter of rats; snap of bones against bullet; stutter of machine guns; thunder of distant explosions, lightning of nearer ones; ping of stones off tin helmets; flies buzzing over no-man’s-land in summer. Later conversations add the scream of horses; cracking of frozen mud; buzz of aircraft; tanks, churning in mud holes; amputees, surfacing from the ether; belch of flamethrowers; squelch of bayonets in necks. European music is passionately savage, broken by long silences.

		Do wonder if my brother liked boys as well as girls too, or if my vice is mine alone. Wonder if he died celibate. Think of these troopers, lying together, cowering, alive; cold, dead. Tidied B. W. Froames’s headstone and went back to the gates. Well, my mission was bound to be futile. Groundsman was twiddling with twine, said nothing. Morty Dhondt collected me bang on time, and off we hurtled back toward civilization, ha. Passed through a place called Poelkapelle or some such, down an avenue of elms lasting mile after mile. Dhondt chose this straight to push the Bugatti as fast as she would go. Individual elms blurred into a single tree repeated to infinity, like a spinning top. The needle was nudging top speed when a form like a running madwoman ran out smack in front of us—she hit the windscreen and spun over our heads. Heart popped like a gunshot, I can tell you! Dhondt braked, the road tilted us one way, shrugged us the other, the tires screamed and singed the air with hot rubber. We had run out of infinity. My teeth had bitten deep into my tongue. If the brakes hadn’t locked in such a way that the Bugatti continued its trajectory along the road, we would have finished our day—if not our lives—wrapped around an elm. The car scraped to a halt. Dhondt and I jumped out and ran back—to see a monster pheasant, flapping its broken wings. Dhondt blew out an elaborate oath in Sanskrit or something, and gave a ha! of relief that he hadn’t killed someone that also expressed dismay at having killed something. Had lost the power of speech, and dabbed my bleeding tongue on my handkerchief. Proposed putting the poor bird out of its misery. Dhondt’s answer was a proverb whose idiocy may have been deliberate: “To those upon the menu, the sauce is no concern.” He went back to try to coax the Bugatti back to life. Couldn’t fathom his meaning but walked up to the pheasant, causing it to flap ever more desperately. Its medallion breast feathers were matted with blood and fecal spewings. It cried, Sixsmith, just like a two-day-old baby. Wished I had a gun. On the roadside was a stone as big as my fist. I smashed it down on the pheasant’s head. Unpleasant—not the same as shooting a bird, not at all.

		Wiped its blood off the best I could, using dock leaves plucked from the roadside. Dhondt had the car running, I hopped aboard, and we drove as far as the next village. A no-name place, as far as I could see, but it had a miserable café-cum-garage-cum–funeral parlor shared by a gang of silent locals and many flies who wheeled through the air like drugged angels of death. The hard braking had misaligned the Bugatti’s front axle, so M.D. stopped here to have it seen to. We sat alfresco on the edge of a “square,” in reality a pond of cobbly mud with a plinth plonked in its navel whose original inhabitant had long ago been melted down for bullets. Some dirty children chased the only fat hen in the country across the square—it flew up to the plinth. The children began throwing stones at it. Wondered where the bird’s owner might be. I asked the barman who had formerly occupied the plinth. He didn’t know, he was born in the south. My glass was dirty, so I made the barman change it. He took umbrage and was less talkative from then on.

		M.D. asked about my hour in the Zonnebeke cemetery. Didn’t really answer. Mangled, bloodied pheasant kept flashing before my eyes. Asked M.D. where he’d spent his war. “Oh, you know, attending to business.” In Bruges? I asked, surprised, hard put to imagine a Belgian diamond merchant prospering under the Kaiser’s occupation. “Good God, no,” answered M.D., “Johannesburg. My wife and I got out for the duration.” I complimented his foresight. Modestly, he explained, “Wars do not combust without warning. They begin as little fires over the horizon. Wars approach. A wise man watches for the smoke, and prepares to vacate the neighborhood, just like Ayrs and Jocasta. My worry is that the next war will be so big, nowhere with a decent restaurant will be left untouched.”

		Was he so sure another war was coming?

		“Another war is always coming, Robert. They are never properly extinguished. What sparks wars? The will to power, the backbone of human nature. The threat of violence, the fear of violence, or actual violence is the instrument of this dreadful will. You can see the will to power in bedrooms, kitchens, factories, unions, and the borders of states. Listen to this and remember it. The nation-state is merely human nature inflated to monstrous proportions. QED, nations are entities whose laws are written by violence. Thus it ever was, so ever shall it be. War, Robert, is one of humanity’s two eternal companions.”

		So, I asked, what was the other?

		“Diamonds.” A butcher in a bloodstained apron ran across the square, and the children scattered. Now he had the problem of luring the hen down from its plinth.

		The League of Nations? Surely nations knew laws other than warfare? What of diplomacy?

		“Oh, diplomacy,” said M.D., in his element, “it mops up war’s spillages; legitimizes its outcomes; gives the strong state the means to impose its will on a weaker one, while saving its fleets and battalions for weightier opponents. Only professional diplomats, inveterate idiots, and women view diplomacy as a long-term substitute for war.”

		The reductio ad absurdum of M.D.’s view, I argued, was that science devises ever bloodier means of war until humanity’s powers of destruction overcome our powers of creation and our civilization drives itself to extinction. M.D. embraced my objection with mordant glee. “Precisely. Our will to power, our science, and those v. faculties that elevated us from apes, to savages, to modern man, are the same faculties that’ll snuff out Homo sapiens before this century is out! You’ll probably live to see it happen, you fortunate son. What a symphonic crescendo that’ll be, eh?”

		The butcher came over to ask the barman for a ladder. Got to end here. Can’t keep my eyes open any longer.

		Sincerely,
R.F.
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		Zedelghem 
21ST—X—1931

		Sixsmith,

		Ayrs should be up on his feet tomorrow after a bed-bound fortnight. Wouldn’t wish syphilis on my worst enemies. Only one or two, anyway. The syphilitic decays in increments, like fruit rotting in orchard verges. Dr. Egret calls by every other day, but there’s not much left to prescribe except ever-bigger doses of morphine. V.A. loathes using it because it clouds his music.

		J. prone to bouts of despondency. Some nights, she just clings to me as if I’m her life belt and she’s drowning. Feel sorry for the woman, but I’m interested in her body, not her problems. Was.

		Spent the fortnight gone in the music room, reworking my year’s fragments into a “sextet for overlapping soloists”: piano, clarinet, ’cello, flute, oboe, and violin, each in its own language of key, scale, and color. In the first set, each solo is interrupted by its successor: in the second, each interruption is recontinued, in order. Revolutionary or gimmicky? Shan’t know until it’s finished, and by then it’ll be too late, but it’s the first thing I think of when I wake, and the last thing I think of before I fall asleep, even if J. is in my bed. She should understand, the artist lives in two worlds.

		Next day

		Had the devil of a spat with V.A. He dictated a toccata-like étude during this morning’s compositional, it seemed deuced familiar, then I recognized the refrain from my own “Angel of Mons”! If Ayrs hoped I’d not notice he was v. much mistaken. I told him straight—this was my music. He changed his tune: “What d’you mean, your music? Frobisher, when you grow up, you’ll find that all composers draw inspiration from their environments. You’re one of many elements in mine, receiving a fair salary, I might add, enjoying daily master classes in composition and mingling with the greatest musical minds of the age. If you’re unhappy with these terms, Hendrick will drive you to the station.” Well, a v. different man from the one I’d wheeled down to the lodge house a few weeks ago, when he’d pleaded with me to stay on until next spring. I asked whom he had in mind to replace me. Mrs. Willems? The gardener? Eva? Nefertiti? “Oh, I’m sure Sir Trevor Mackerras could lay his hands on a suitable boy for me. Yes, I shall advertise. You’re not as singular as you like to think. Now. Do you want your job or not?”

		Couldn’t find a way to win back lost ground so I walked out, complaining of agony in my big toe. V.A. fired this warning at my flank: “If your toe isn’t better by the morning, Frobisher, get it fixed in London and don’t come back.” Sometimes I want to build a bloody great bonfire and toss the old sod into its roaring heart.

		Some days later

		Still here, J. visited later, spun me a line about Ayrs’s pride, how much he values my work, artistic tempers etc., but please stay, for her sake if not for his. Accepted this proxy fig leaf cum olive branch, and our lovemaking that night was almost affectionate. Winter coming on, and I’m not up to adventuring around Europe on my modest nest egg. Would need to meet a stupid, wealthy heiress rather smartish if I left now. Anyone spring to mind? Will send another package for Jansch, to boost my emergency fund. If Ayrs won’t cut me in for my ideas that went into “Todtenvogel”—enjoying its twentieth public outing since Warsaw—I’ll just have to reimburse myself. Resolve to be much more cautious before showing V.A. my own compositions again. You know, having the roof over one’s head dependent upon the good offices of an employer is a loathsome way to live. Christ only knows how the serving classes stand it. Are the Frobishery domestics forever biting their tongues as I must? one wonders. Eva back from her summer in Switzerland. Well, this young woman says she’s Eva, and the resemblance is certainly striking, but that snotty duckling who left Zedelghem three months ago has returned a most graceful swan. She supports her mother, bathes her father’s eyelids with cotton wool dipped in cold water and reads him Flaubert for hours on end, she’s courteous to the servants, and she even asks me about my sextet’s progress. Was sure it was some new strategy to oust me, but seven days on I’m beginning to suspect E. the stinker just might be dead and buried. V. well, there is more to E.’s & my pax than meets the eye, but must first provide some background. Since my arrival in Neerbeke, Eva’s “landlady” in Bruges, Mme. van de Velde, had been on at both E. & J. for me to visit their house so her five daughters—E.’s schoolfellows—can practice their English on a genuine English gentleman. M. van de Velde, you’ll remember, is the alleged rake of Minnewater Park who turned out to be a manufacturer of munitions and respected civic pillar etc. Mme. van de Velde is one of those tiresome, persistent women whose ambitions won’t be thwarted by “He’s v. busy at the moment.” Actually, one suspects J. of fixing the fait accompli out of spite—as her daughter grows swanlike, the mother is turning into a nasty old rook.

		Today was the day appointed for me to dine at the van d. V.s—five evenly spaced daughters plus Mater and Pater. Needed a new set of strings for the ’cello, and it does Ayrs no harm to see how helpless he is without me, so I put on my brave face and hoped the v.d.V.s employ a chef commensurate to a factory owner’s income. So at eleven o’clock the van de Velde car—a silver Mercedes-Benz, thank you very much—arrived at Zedelghem, and their driver, a perspiring snowman with no neck and no French, drove E. and me back to Bruges. In the past we would have ridden in stony silence, but found myself telling E. a little about my Cambridge days. E. warned me that the eldest van de Velde, Marie-Louise, had decided to marry an Englishman at any cost, so I should have to guard my chastity with the utmost care.

		How do you like that?

		At the van de Veldes’ town house, the girls were arranged on the stairway to greet me in ascending order of age—half-expected ’em to burst into song, and stone the crows, Sixsmith, that’s what they did. “Greensleeves,” in English. Syrupy as humbugs. Then Mme. v.d.V. pinched my cheek as if I were a homecoming runaway and said, owlishly, “How do you do-ooo?” Was ushered into “the salon”—a nursery—and seated on “the question chair,” a toy box. The v.d.V. daughters, a hydra of heads named Marie-Louise, Stephanie, Zenobe, Alphonsine, and I forget the last, ranged from nine years of age to said Marie-Louise, one year Eva’s senior. All girls possess a thoroughly unjustified self-confidence. A v. long sofa sagged beneath this family of porkers. The maid brought lemonade while Mme. began the questions. “Eva tells us your family are v. well connected in Cambridge, Mr. Frobisher?” Glanced Eva-wards; she pulled a mock-fascinated face. Hid my smile and admitted my family are in the Domesday Book and that Pater is an eminent churchman. All attempts to turn the topic away from my eligibility were yorkered, and after a quarter of an hour the bug-eyed Marie-Louise had sensed her mater’s approval and settled I would be her Prince Charming. She asked this: “Mr. Frobisher, are you well acquainted with Sherlock Holmes of Baker Street?” Well, thought I, the day might not be a complete wreck. A girl with a taste for irony must conceal some depths. But Marie-Louise was serious! A congenital dunce. No, I replied, I didn’t know Mr. Holmes personally, but he and David Copperfield could be seen playing billiards at my club every Wednesday. Luncheon was served on fine Dresden crocks in a dining room with a large reproduction of The Last Supper over floral wallpaper. Food a disappointment. Dry trout, greens steamed to a sludge, gâteau simply vulgar; thought I was back dining in London. The girls tittered glissando at my trivial missteps in French—yet their frightful English rasps on one’s ear unbearably. Mme. v.d.V., who also summered in Switzerland, gave laborious accounts of how Marie-Louise had been eulogized in Berne as “the Flower of the Alps” by Countess Slãck-Jawski or the Duchess of Sümdümpstädt. Couldn’t even force out a civil “Comme c’est charmant!” M. v.d.V. arrived from
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				Afterword

				A Confluence of Clouds

				Novels are holidays from the self. Novels encourage second thoughts, and third thoughts. Novels allow us to walk a mile in the shoes of the other. In our shouty, focus-stolen age, novels nourish nuance. These are reasons why I value the form and aspire to spending my life failing better at writing novels.

				It feels churlish, then, to confess that every time I’m asked So where did you get the idea for your novel? I suppress a groan. My groan feels brattish. Surely I ought to be grateful that anyone is still curious enough about this niche, three-hundred-year-old art form to ask a question about it.

				I am grateful. But the question isn’t really a question. It’s a request for a snappy origin story. The problem with origin stories is that they are fragments of truth masquerading as the whole truth. Usually in service of an ulterior motive. Countries’ origin stories are mythologies concocted to cement nationhood. Companies’ origin stories are crafted to lure investors. Batman’s origin story is designed to sell Batman.

				I’m equally skeptical about novels’ origin stories. Novels tend to have too many disparate moving parts to spring from a single source. But people want an origin story, so authors often oblige for the book tour, festival stage, or hard-won three-minute radio slot. Why disappoint with the messy truth when you can just play the game and give a One rainy twilight I got locked in a museum in Limerick when I happened upon…?

				Such an origin story isn’t a lie, but it rides roughshod over the subtleties and intricacies of how a novel intermingles with Truth. Novels are confluences. The streams flowing into them are numerous and often unmappable. Books, situations, films, places, scenes, snatches of dialogue, memory, where your head is at that day, that year—anything, really, including something found one rainy twilight in Limerick. So, on this occasion of the twentieth-anniversary publication of Cloud Atlas, I’d like to trace a few of its streams with what clarity and perspective two decades affords.

				

				—

				One day in 1987 or thereabouts, I read Italo Calvino’s 1979 slim postmodern classic If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, translated by William Weaver. I had never read a novel remotely like it. “You,” its second-person protagonist, buy Italo Calvino’s new novel in a bookshop, go home, and begin reading it—only to discover that the book inside the Calvino cover is not by Calvino at all, but a Polish writer named Bazakbal. That noirish narrative rattles along for some pages before the second-person frame narrative stops abruptly—a misprint?—returning to “you,” who return to the bookshop, where you obtain a complete copy and meet another reader in the same predicament. The thing is, you (both) are now keener to carry on with the Bazakbal novel than Calvino’s, so you go home with that book…so you think. But soon you discover that you’re inside a third story—one just as addictive as the last. Repeat ten times and you have a novel structured like this: A1, B, A2, C, A3, D, A4, E, A5, F, A6, G, A7, H, A8, I, A9, J, A10.

				Holy crap. Calvino’s parlor game of a novel blew my bookish teenage mind. It switched genre, multiple times. It treated structure as an element of narrative coequal to plot, character, ideas, and style. It made me wonder: Could there still be undiscovered structures roaming the literary wild? Could I find one and write a book with a structure that nobody, from Daniel Defoe to Danielle Steel, had ever deployed?

				Time passed. I glued the pieces of my bookish teenage mind back together and felt a little cheated. (That’s crushes for you.) Sure, the “you” frame narrative was droll and quirky, but was it any more than a shaggy dog story? Sure, I had been invested in the interrupted stories, but Calvino never revisited these stories, so I lost my investment. They made me feel like a mug for caring. Screenwriters call this “schmuck-baiting” and are wise to avoid it.

				I was hungry for a version of Calvino’s novel with this structure: A1, B1, C1, D1, E1, F, E2, D2, C2, B2, A2. Like a set of Russian nesting dolls. Had anyone ever written a book like that? I’d never heard of one—though having grown up in Worcestershire in the 1980s, I hadn’t heard of most things. Would a Russian doll narrative even work? Surely by the time a reader reached A2, they would have forgotten what happened in A1. I didn’t know.

				But I stored the idea away. One day, I might try.

				

				—

				Next, a person. My debut novel, Ghostwritten, was published in the United States in 2000. To my eternal gratitude, somebody at Random House decided it was worth flying this British Nobody over for a two-week book tour. If the size of my audience only sometimes reached double digits, I still felt like a Beatle: I was young, staying in swanky downtown hotels, and this was my first time in the fabled U.S. of A.

				On my second week, I rocked up at my bookstore venue in Minneapolis to find the place packed. There were photographers, and a bouncer or two checking tickets. Well well well, I thought, word travels fast in the land of the free…until I saw the name “Kazuo Ishiguro” on the events timetable. The good bibliophiles of the Twin Cities had shown up to my event to bag the best seats for the star attraction. Reality does enjoy its little jokes.

				What’s relevant to Cloud Atlas is what happened after the show. Both of us were staying in the same hotel, and after we got back, Mr. Ishiguro—“Everyone calls me Ish”—and I spent an hour talking in the bar. I was living in Japan and didn’t know any authors, or what being an author entailed, so being able to ask for career advice from this Booker Prize winner who spoke as if we were professional equals was a big, big deal. The amnesia of passing years has robbed me of most of what we discussed, but I do remember asking about the artistic gap between Ish’s first three manicured, naturalist novels and his no-holds-barred modernist epic, The Unconsoled. His answer was that among his literary models were Bob Dylan and Joni Mitchell, whose late-1960s-to-late-1970s purple streaks of LPs were powered by strenuous reinvention. That what was true for singer-songwriters could be true for novelists had never occurred to me. (I also remember us playing Name That Tune with the cocktail jazz pianist’s set list. A couple of early lucky guesses gave Ish the impression that I command a godlike musical knowledge. The more I insisted I didn’t, the more he thought I was being modest.)

				Prior to that hour in Minneapolis, I was still expecting the Literary Impostor Police to send a SWAT team in midreading and cart me off. Afterward, I began to dare to think of the word “novelist” not as a peel-on-peel-off label but as a tattoo that you could add to, book by book. “Novelist” was something you could be, not just do. I thought, I want that. I resolved to aim for the risky, not the safe; to think of genre as a box of paints, not a boundary; to eschew self-repetition, as far as possible; and, if everything went well and I survived as a novelist into my fifties, to try to foster that same easy collegiality toward younger writers that Kazuo Ishiguro had just shown me.

				

				—

				Now I had the Russian doll structure and a hunger to use it. What stories was I going to slot in? When I was younger and more things were newer, I saw nascent stories more readily in the wide array of whatever Chance happened to serve up that day. One item was Jared Diamond’s 1997 global bestseller Guns, Germs, and Steel. Some historians criticize such epic “big question” tomes for sacrificing complexity on the altar of message. Criticize away. Diamond’s book introduced me to byways of world history I would never have encountered elsewhere. One such was the Moriori, a subtribe of Maori who, around 1500 c.e., discovered the Rēhoku Islands (later the Chatham Islands), eight hundred kilometers west of New Zealand. Some generations after their arrival, the Moriori lost the arts of boatbuilding and navigation, and the world beyond the horizon receded into myth—until 1835, when Maori from New Zealand’s North Island took the islands by conquest and enslaved those Moriori they hadn’t already massacred. Civilization slipping into reverse is a vivid nightmare. I thought, I want that.

				While looking for contemporary sources, I came across Richard Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast. Published in 1840, the book describes a voyage from Boston to pre-statehood California. Like Melville, Dana combines memoir, life in the age of sail, and proto-travel writing to evoke a near-mystical vision of the Pacific Ocean. Like space, but blue and green instead of black. I thought, I want that too. What emerged from these sources—and others, no doubt—was my A1 and A2, “The Pacific Journal of Adam Ewing.”

				

				—

				A set of bookshelves sat, and still sits, in the hallway of my parents’ home. Its long-term residents were books from my parents’ past that had escaped the charity-shop culls. Nestled there while I was growing up was a book called Delius: As I Knew Him by Eric Fenby. It had no lions, witches, or wardrobes on the cover, so I never opened it, until—spurred by Kate Bush’s trippy song “Delius”—I took it out around 1998 or 1999. It was an unexpected page-turner. The author describes his time as the rather green amanuensis of the frail, irascible, purblind Frederick Delius in France in the 1930s. I didn’t know that director Ken Russell had adapted the book, and was embarrassed to find out later that Russell had filmed the same killer scene (“Transcribe this—‘Ta-tatty-tah!’ ”) that I (frankly) nicked and stuck into Cloud Atlas. I loved that mentor-amanuensis relationship: its yin-yang vortex of codependence, patronage, divination, exploitation, resentment, creative midwifery. Who’s using whom? I thought, I could use that.

				To tune my ear to 1930s Oxbridge English, I read Christopher Isherwood’s fictional autobiography Lions and Shadows. As I sifted the text for style, I discerned a gender fluidity and a slyer-than-it-lets-on Innocence Abroad. These got channeled into Robert Frobisher, the author of Cloud Atlas’s parts B1 and B2, “Letters from Zedelghem.” I set it in Belgium because I went to Bruges with a school friend for a few days during my first year at university. We arrived at 3 A.M., slept fitfully in the doorway of a church until we awoke to find a pale sun burning a hole in the mist. Soon an impossibly blue morning was pouring through.

				We were young. Anything was possible.

				

				—

				The term “airport thriller” is bound for anachronismhood, if it isn’t already there. These mass-market paperbacks were sold in airports to long-haul travelers in the pre-iPad world when in-flight entertainment meant a single film on drop-down screens placed every ten rows. Airport thrillers had interchangeable titles like The Ipcress File or The Odessa File or The Manchurian Candidate embossed in a large gold font below the author’s name. Their protagonists—white male mavericks—were as interchangeable as the plots, yet these books held an allure for me. I read a lot of them in the common rooms of the drafty youth hostels where airport thrillers went to compost. Once I started writing, I kind of envied their authors. How blissful, to snooze through the war on cliché. To forgo character development and ignore plot cracks the size of the San Andreas Fault. I can be as snooty as I please, but these books were the bestselling narratives of their day. Could I have a crack at writing one—and with a female protagonist? By my third novel my lack of major female characters was getting pretty glaring, so to give myself a head start I reemployed an ally from Ghostwritten. She appears in that novel only as a caller on a phone-in radio show, but I thought she might bring me luck. She lends her name to the C1 and C2 narrative sections, “Half-Lives: The First Luisa Rey Mystery.”

				

				—

				Timothy Cavendish also appeared in my first novel. This roguish vanity publisher borrows traits from a character in Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum as well as from Arthur Daley, an “entrepreneur” of malleable integrity from a British 1980s TV show, Minder. Cavendish’s Cloud Atlas reboot story was infused with Andrew Motion’s 1994 biography of Philip Larkin, which lifts the lid on the poet’s plangent wit and evergreen artistry to reveal the pain, melancholy, and—sorry—piggishness within. The semi-aware voice in the space between poet and poetry: I wanted that. A further literary influence was the eighteenth-century picaresques of Henry Fielding and Tobias Smollett: those baroque road movies propelled by cycles of entrapment and escape, revenge and farce. A final ingredient was nursing homes. When I was a boy, I visited my gran a few times during her last, dementia-befogged year. I hope my visits were primarily grandfilial, but I can’t deny a certain fascination with the environment. (Novelists are location scouts.) Nursing homes embody our culture’s unease with death and resemble nothing else. A dying friend strong on gallows humor referred to his last address as “the departure lounge.” I wrote the first vomit draft of “The Ghastly Ordeal of Timothy Cavendish” on a single flight to San Francisco. I miss writing at that unselfconscious speed where the best is not the enemy of the good, nor even of the “This’ll do for now.” I would love to get that fluency back.

				

				—

				Staying at a B&B on the Chatham Islands to research the Moriori story, I found a copy of OK! magazine. The magazine contained an interview with Elton John and his partner about an A-list party they had given. To risk sounding like an Oscar Wilde aunt, I’d never read a copy of OK! nor encountered that format of interview. Less an interview and more a confection of images, text, and access preagreed-to by publicists. I wondered if I could write a story in that interview format, where both sides had an agenda beyond the simple back-and-forth of the Q&A. Perhaps an interrogation in which the interrogated party is using the interview as a weapon in greater game. Smooshing into this idea was Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We, a 1921 Russian SF novel about a rebellion against a future dystopian dictatorship. It may not be a great novel, but it is prescient in its focus on the surveillance state. George Orwell acknowledged its influence on 1984, and it breathes the same air as Huxley’s Brave New World. I’m trying to remember how this book washed up in my possession, but I can’t. We was simply there when I needed it. As was Flowers for Algernon, Daniel Keyes’s 1966 novel narrated by a character whose IQ is raised to genius level by a revolutionary drug—temporarily, it turns out. As was Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation from 2001, a muckraking exposé of the American meat industry, from indoor farm to slaughterhouse to McDonald’s.

				The final ingredient in Cloud Atlas’s parts E1 and E2 is Korea. Korea’s history is fascinating on its own account, but I came to the country via Japan. Just as British history is interfused with Irish history, so contemporary Japan cannot be understood without a knowledge of Korea. SF being a place where underdogs can have their day, I made my future Seoul a techno-colonizer, powered by slave clone labor. Welcome to “An Orison of Sonmi~451.”

				

				—

				The gruff, big-hearted port of Hiroshima is more than metonym for atomic destruction; but it is also that metonym. There’s a large park—Peace Park—at the heart of the city, beneath the explosion’s hypocenter. Even today, I don’t cross the space without imagining the flash, bang, roar of August 6, 1945, and thinking about the instant deaths and the slower deaths. Peace Park is a peaceful park of trees, snack vendors, teenagers on school trips, joggers, and seniors chatting and feeding pigeons. But Hiroshima doesn’t forget that Something can become Nothing at the speed of a blast wave. No city is eternal. No civilization is immune to entropy.

				In phase with Hiroshima’s psychogeography was Russell Hoban’s 1980 novel Riddley Walker, which I read there in 2000 or 2001. This extraordinary work of art is set in what was once the English county of Kent, two millennia after a nuclear war erased our society and returned humanity to the Iron Age. The lives of twelve-year-old Riddley and his family of scavengers are nasty, brutish, and short indeed. Like the Moriori, their sense of history has devolved into legend. Their language—and the language of Hoban’s novel—is our English, degraded into a future Chaucerian dialect. It is its language that elevates Riddley Walker from the “very good” to the list of Novels to Read Before You Die. (It takes ten or twenty pages to get your eye in; but stick with it.) I didn’t yet know what I wanted my postapocalyptic society to look like, but I had a better idea of how its inhabitants might speak and how they might consider us, their appalling ancestors.

				Along with her SF masterpieces The Left Hand of Darkness and The Dispossessed, I make a point of rereading Ursula K. Le Guin’s Earthsea novels every decade to see how they, and I, have changed. They never let me down. I can’t remember exactly how old I was when I read A Wizard of Earthsea, but I was young and it swallowed me whole. I gloried in its vast archipelago, the size of the known world, and every night I ached to wake up there the following morning. Failing that, I ached to build a world like it. As it happens, islands do recur throughout my fiction, and while I can’t be sure whether Earthsea is cause or correlation, I am sure that those narratives which transport us in our impressionable years have deep and lasting impacts on future writers. They set up archetypes of plot, world, and character. Even if you react against them, they still influence you. In the case of Cloud Atlas, the pillaging of Zachry’s village brings to mind the attack on the island of Gont by the Viking-like Kargad raiders in the opening pages of A Wizard of Earthsea. Zachry, like Le Guin’s titular wizard, is a goatherd. And to jump the book barrier, I note a striking resemblance between my character Meronym and Genly Ai, the co-protagonist of The Left Hand of Darkness. Both Genly and Meronym are visitors from technologically advanced societies; both must rely more on wit and tact than fighting prowess to survive; both aspire to be neutral anthropologists; and both struggle with that aspiration.

				The final element of Cloud Atlas’s central Russian doll, “Sloosha’s Crossin’ an’ Ev’rythin’ After,” was the Big Island of Hawaii. Like countless others, I was wowed by the sheer diversity of landscapes packed into so small an area. Lava fields crackling and hissing where they meet the ocean; tourist-milking main drags; luxury shopping malls with guards to deter the homeless; poverty-blighted streets littered with broken glass and syringes; nature irrupting through concrete; sugarcane plantations bankrupted by globalization and strewn with rusting machinery nobody had bothered to scrap; diagonal rainforests with waterfalls and rainbows of hallucinogenic beauty; a road that climbs thirteen thousand feet to radio telescopes on the Mars-arid peaks of Mauna Loa and Mauna Kea—the visitor can fit all of these inside a bundle of half a day. The Polynesian past, the melting-pot present, and the post-American future intermingle there. I thought, This must be the place.

				

				—

				Now I had six clusters of ideas where stories were forming, but what would prevent the Russian doll structure from feeling gimmicky? My answer was to link the stories up, so they might belong together as parts of a greater whole.

				“Link” how? The unifying field of most novels is character, but Cloud Atlas couldn’t rely on that. Its stories were set decades and centuries apart. One method was to connect the disparate stories with themes and ideas. My first two novels had a unifying theme. Each of Ghostwritten’s sections proposes a different answer to the same question: “Why do things happen?” Free will, love, greed, historical forces, and laws of physics are among the answers explored. The unifying theme of my second book, number9dream, is the mind and its various verbs. The mind daydreams, remembers, translates the world into stories, conjures nightmares. While I was assembling the six stories for Cloud Atlas, its own unifying theme became apparent. Each of the six stories was asking the question, “How and why do human beings prey on others?” The colonizers on the colonized; one generation on another; business on society; the rich on the poor; psychopaths on the trusting; men on women. This shared inquiry helps the six parts of Cloud Atlas belong together.

				Chronology provides further glue. By lining the stories up by date, in order, from the 1850s to the twenty-fifth century, the reader travels from past to present to future and back. Like a boomerang.

				The A, B, and C stories each had their own format and genre: a sea journal, a bundle of letters, an airport thriller. So it felt right to take the hint and give D, E, and F a genre of their own, too. Cavendish’s tale became the kind of ego-stroking memoir he used to publish before his ghastly ordeal. “Sonmi~451” repurposed the interview format for science fiction, recorded by an Archivist. “Sloosha’s Crossin’,” set in a future that looks like a preindustrial past, is told in the oldest narrative form of all: a campfire yarn. In turn, each genre endows its host story with its own colors and flavor and smells and sounds. Genre, I hoped, would activate a kind of instant recall when the reader returns to E2, D2, C2, B2, and A2 on the “way out.” Okay, we’re back in the airport thriller; or, Now we’re back in Ewing’s cabin—I remember how it felt down here. What hair design is to anime ensembles, what catchphrases are to Dickens’s casts of dozens, genre is to the crowds who populate Cloud Atlas.

				Next, I tried boiling up some ontological glue by having each story appear as an artifact inside its successor. A1 appears in B1 as the first half of a torn-in-two book; and B1 appears in C1 as a bundle of letters; and C1 appears in D1 as half of a manuscript that shows up in Timothy Cavendish’s slush pile. Cavendish’s D1 tale becomes a film watched in the future by Sonmi~451 in E2; and Sonmi is deified by Zachry’s tribe in the uninterrupted “Sloosha’s Crossin’.” Each of these six stories appears as a MacGuffin or a plot device or feature of the world in another. It seemed to work.

				Last, the birthmark. If characters can’t wander between the stories of Cloud Atlas because their lifetimes don’t overlap, could characters in the six stories be resurrections of a single soul? This idea is lifted from Yukio Mishima’s tetralogy The Sea of Fertility (1969–71), whose main character, Kiyoaki Matsugae, dies at age twenty at the end of the first book. His friend, Honda, recognizes Kiyoaki in books two and three via dreams and a distinct triple-dot birthmark. Qualitywise, Mishima’s tetralogy is a curate’s egg, but its ending hit me with a kind of temporal vertigo when I read it in my early twenties. We emulate what impresses us. For Cloud Atlas, I settled on a comet-shaped birthmark because my wife reckoned the one I have on my left knee looks like Hale-Bopp, the comet visible from Earth in 1997.

				

				—

				The language of the six parts of Cloud Atlas needed to be as authentic as possible to their six time periods. If I got that wrong, I’d kill the book. Bad ventriloquism is a special type of bad. My method was to read texts from the target era with a fine-tooth comb, note usages that differed from my own, and implant these into my text. Initially I tried to copy these writers too slavishly, but the resulting prose read like pastiche and tired the eyeball. So I learned to aim for “Bygonese”: not English as it was actually spoken, but the English that the modern reader believes was spoken. For nineteenth-century American English, I sieved Herman Melville. For 1930s upper-crust English English, I rifled the prose of Evelyn Waugh and Christopher Isherwood. I watched 1970s Hollywood films on rented VHS videotapes for Luisa Rey’s world. Timothy Cavendish is my home dialect—no research required—while the future dialects had no sources because they don’t exist yet. I invented them, as Russell Hoban had done in Riddley Walker. Early Nokia-era texting informed the Sonmi section, and the way brand names become common nouns and verbs. The “Sloosha’s Crossin’ ” section is a stew of Hawaiian slang, simplifications, misspellings, and common errors made by the Japanese students I was teaching at a technical college.

				The evolution of language isn’t a major theme of Cloud Atlas. There are no professors of linguistics discussing Saussure or Wittgenstein. Rather, the novel showcases, or is, the cycle of jarring neologism to standard usage to anachronism.

				

				—

				This map of the confluence of Cloud Atlas is more detailed than I intended, but I can’t wrap it up without mentioning the novel’s U.K. editor, Carole Welch. The aphorism “Victory has many fathers but defeat is an orphan” is as true in publishing as it is in war. The future success of the thumping great manuscript I handed in was far from guaranteed. It had no main character, no macro-plot, and a whack-job structure that started six times. It had no “For fans of” reference to point to. Faced with this oddball book, Carole did not say, “Right…” or “How do I pitch this at the sales conference?” or “David, is this a joke?” Some editors might have done. Editors have to gamble with their reputations as pickers of winners every time they back a book. So I would have been disappointed had Carole “raised concerns” but I wouldn’t have been shocked. I had a few of those concerns myself. But no. Carole exercised that spooky algorithm that editors have in their brains and decided to back Cloud Atlas, and me, in-house and out, wholeheartedly. Like goalkeepers, editors cop more blame and garner less thanks than they are due. So. Thank you, Carole.

				

				—

				Any parent wants their child to go out into the world and make a life of their own, and Cloud Atlas has done that. I hope I’m a better writer now in my midfifties than the young man who wrote it, but I can’t imagine ever outselling him. This novel is my hit album. It’s in over thirty languages, on more college courses than I’ll ever know of. I’ve spoken with prisoners who studied it behind bars, and there are copies turning brown in charity shops in most British towns. More than any of my books, it’s the one that readers approach me about and say, “This is the one I connected with.” (Always an honor that I feel on the book’s behalf more than my own.) If I get an obituary when the time comes, the first line is going to contain the words “Cloud” and “Atlas.” I’ve been shown a tattoo of the novel’s line “What is any ocean but a multitude of drops?” Compliments don’t come more indelible than that. Cloud Atlas was, and is, my least adaptable book, yet it is also (at time of writing) the only one of my novels to have climbed the arduous snakes-and-ladders board of film development. For the record, I think the Wachowski siblings and Tom Tykwer did an astonishing job of translating my impossible novel into the medium of film. Most movies lose power over time; theirs, if anything, gets better as the years go by.

				

				—

				The title: I nearly forgot. Before we were married, my wife and I used to meet in Tower Records in Hiroshima. Pre-Spotify, CD shops were places of magic and discovery. One day, I was scouring the classical section. From the bottom shelf, I pulled out a CD of Japanese piano music performed by Yukie Nagai, published by the Swedish label BIS. I flipped it over, scanned the list of compositions, and saw: Cloud Atlas Parts I–III by Toshi Ichiyanagi. Cloud Atlas. The pairing jumped out at me. “Cloud Atlas”? That made no sense. Atlases are permanent. Clouds are ephemeral. Clouds won’t fit into books, the way ink doesn’t stick to sky. There was something about this two-word paradox, however. A feeling akin to those rare times when I meet a person for the first time and notice an illogical certainty that I’m always going to know them.

				You don’t know how you know. You just know.

				David Mitchell

				Hiroshima, November 2023
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			David Mitchell is the author of the novels Ghostwritten, Number9Dream, Cloud Atlas, Black Swan Green, The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet, The Bone Clocks, Slade House, and Utopia Avenue. He has been shortlisted twice for the Booker Prize and has won the John Llewellyn Rhys, Geoffrey Faber Memorial, and South Bank Show literature prizes, as well as the World Fantasy Award. In 2018, he received the Sunday Times Award for Literary Excellence, given in recognition of a writer’s entire body of work.
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