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History, Neo said, is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake …
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1 Edge of the Construct
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	NEO
	Is that – ?


	CYPHER
	The Matrix? Yeah.


	NEO
	Do you always look at it encoded?


	CYPHER
	Well you have to. The image translators work for the construct program. But there’s way too much information to decode the Matrix. You get used to it. I don’t even see the code, all I see is blond, brunette, redhead …




This particular moment was decisively popular around the time of The Matrix (1999). The main character has come to suspect, or realise, that what he had thought was reality is in fact a simulation of incredible power and subtlety – one meant to deceive him, and perhaps everyone, generally toward strange and malevolent ends.

Neo (Keanu Reeves) has just walked in on Cypher (Joe Pantoliano) seated in front of more than a dozen flatscreen panels, down several of which flow never-ending streams of eerie green characters – the iconic image used for the film’s title sequence and advertising. This is the Matrix, the world of appearances, in its true form: just a bunch of computer code.

Cypher, and perhaps this is how he acquired his name, has become so adept at decoding on the fly, in real time, that he no longer sees the code itself. Instead he sees right through it, as if looking not at screens but at windows, streaked only with green rain, into the total virtual world that gives the movie its name.

In The Truman Show (1998), the hero’s home town and the surrounding area turn out to be the world’s largest soundstage, and he the star of the most popular and longest-running television show in history. Dark City (1998), in many ways the night-time version of The Truman Show, conjures a decrepit urban labyrinth eventually revealed to have been built by aliens for observing human behaviour; they want to understand exactly what a soul is. In The Thirteenth Floor (1999), one of the scientists engaged in perfecting a sim-city realises slowly that he himself, and everything he knows, exists merely as part of another sim. This film is actually a remake of the 1973 Rainer Werner Fassbinder telefilm World on a Wire, featuring a computer named Simulacron; that this particular story seemed apt for revisiting just then, when everyone was filming a version of the story, is a particularly telling fact.
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‘You get used to it. I don’t even see the code …’



When Neo interrupts Cypher’s reverie of code, he already knows that he’s been trapped in the Matrix. He’s already taken the red pill offered by rebel leader Morpheus (Laurence Fishburne), been released from his long sleep, and had the truth – of the machines’ victory and humanity’s thralldom – explained to him. Standing there before the grungy panoply of displays isn’t truly the moment of revelation. It is, rather, the moment in which the hero sees the simulation as nothing more (and nothing less) than what it is, recognises the limited apparatus of what he once thought was infinite reality.1

What the hero sees in this moment, we might call ‘The Edge of the Construct’. Indeed, we could apply that name to the microgenre itself, insofar as each story revolves around variations of this scene. Truman Burbank, having guessed at the truth and made several abortive efforts to escape, sails a small boat to the horizon, which turns out to be a trompe l’oeil scrim easily pierced by his prow. The show’s ‘creator’ gives him one last chance to stay, but that he cannot do.2 Dark City hero John Murdoch discovers the Shell Beach of his supposed childhood memories is nothing but a billboard pasted over a brick wall – which, when breached, reveals the ‘city’ to be floating in space.

The Thirteenth Floor is the most reflexive and also the most flatfooted of these stories, which makes it particularly useful as a reference: no allegories here, and little imagination to obscure the Ideas. In the denouement, Douglas Hall3 simply crests a hill to discover that what he had thought was the real world has, beyond this point, yet to be constructed. In lieu of landscape, only crude phosphor-green polygons: the basic units of video graphics rendering, in the primal monochrome of an old CRT.
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The edge of the construct: The Truman Show (1998); Dark City (1998)



The raw material of the simulation is even more basic in The Matrix – machine language itself, in the same familiar green, which must be translated and translated again to produce the virtual reality occupying the minds of passive humans.

That colour is one of the few archaicisms The Matrix allows itself – a rarity that is itself unusual. Edge of the Construct films prefer to set their constructs in the past, perhaps for reasons no more mysterious than the ways in which memory is itself a kind of virtual reality. Truman’s town is spiffily late 1950s, Dark City presents a pointedly motley but largely 40s noir metropolis, and The Thirteenth Floor programmers have recreated 1937 Los Angeles.
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(Top) The Thirteenth Floor (1999)



Only The Matrix sets its sim in the present, parallel to the movie’s making. ‘You believe it’s the year 1999 when in fact it’s closer to 2199,’ says Morpheus, charged with explaining things both to Neo and to us. But long before specifying dates, the film flashes enough signs to set the clock right: minidiscs and industrial dance-metal, FedEx uniforms and polyvinyl couture, and the sort of work cubicle that subdivided the age. So it seems reasonable to hope that The Matrix might provide the most immediate answers to the question of why, exactly, this kind of story was so prevalent, over the course of fifteen months at the end of the twentieth century.

What is the Matrix?

The Matrix is grounded in two science fiction commonplaces: the war between man and machine, and the possibility that reality is a hoax.4 These clichés are not the film’s plot; they simply set the terms for it. The early portion of the story is summarised, with only a bit of exaggeration, by Agent Smith (Hugo Weaving), after he has arrested Neo at the office where he works:

As you can see, we’ve had our eye on you for some time now, Mr Anderson. It seems that you’ve been living two lives. In one life, you’re Thomas A. Anderson, program writer for a respectable software company, you have a social security number, you pay your taxes, and you help your landlady carry out her garbage. The other life is lived in computers, where you go by the hacker alias Neo and are guilty of virtually every computer crime we have a law for. One of these lives has a future, and one of them does not. I’m going to be as forthcoming as I can be, Mr Anderson. You’re here because we need your help. We know that you’ve been contacted by a certain individual, a man who calls himself Morpheus. Now whatever you think you know about this man is irrelevant. He is considered by many authorities to be the most dangerous man alive.

What Smith doesn’t know is that Neo has already had a nightclub flirtation with Morpheus’s lieutenant Trinity (Carrie-Anne Moss), whom we know from the astonishing fight’n’flight sequence that opens the film. Though they fail to ‘meet cute’, their brief exchange is Neo’s leap toward waking; it’s also sexy. ‘I know why you hardly sleep,’ the vinyl-clad Trinity breathes into his ear, ‘why you live alone, and why night after night you sit at your computer.’ How indissoluble are desire for consciousness and consciousness of desire! But Neo is reminded that his solitary quest is not really for another:


	TRINITY
	It’s the question that drives us mad. It’s the question that brought you here. You know the question just as I did.


	NEO
	What is the Matrix?





In fairly short order, Neo is bugged by the Agents; debugged by Trinity and her companions Apoc and Shift; and led to a meeting with Morpheus, who offers the now-famous5 choice:

Unfortunately, no one can be told what the Matrix is. You have to see it for yourself. This is your last chance. After this there is no turning back. You take the blue pill, the story ends, you wake up in your bed and believe whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill, you stay in Wonderland, and I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes – remember, all I’m offering is the truth, nothing more.

As is so often the case, the truth is chatty. The speeches begin even before Neo’s actual body is freed from one of the gooey biomechanical pods in which humans remain suspended, and taken aboard the rebel ship Nebuchadnezzar. Morpheus handles most of the soliloquising: the nature of the Matrix; the history of the war between men and machines; the nature of the Matrix; the current struggle between rebels of Zion and their machine oppressors; the nature of the Matrix. Along with this education, Neo receives practical training in becoming a master of the Matrix rather than its slave – training that includes an elegant and discursive slugfest with Morpheus, in a virtual dojo.

This is the second of The Matrix’s three major fight sequences; the last and most elaborate waits, naturally, at the film’s climax. These fights isolate the movie’s three sections: that before Neo’s awakening from the Matrix; that in which
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