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History and Memory: The Fiftieth Gate and The Sense of an Ending 
 
 
Both Mark Baker's memoir The Fiftieth Gate and the novel The Sense of an Ending by Julian 
Barnes have employed history and memory to represent new interpretations of events. The Fiftieth 
Gate and The Sense of an Ending explore the fallibility of memory and the shortcomings of history, 
the strength of memory versus the strength of history and finally, the coalescence of the two. These 
representations do not simply represent reality; rather they construct a particular view of reality 
through deliberate selection and emphasis. History and memory interplay to explore one man’s life 
in comparison to the collective memory of a well-documented and world-shattering event. 
  
The Fiftieth Gate explores the fallibility of memory and the shortcomings of history by using Mark 
Baker and his father as vehicles: his father represents memory and Baker represents the Historian’s 
journey to preserve accurate knowledge of the Jewish experience. Likewise, The Sense of an 
Ending polarizes a representation of the protagonist’s memory, with his present self, as he attempts 
to interpret both the history and memory of his experiences. The impact of the representation is a 
direct result of the choice made by the composers in retelling the event. The interplay of history and 
memory in these texts explore one man’s life in comparison to the collective memory of a well-
documented event. 
 
Mark Baker’s parents, Yossl and Genia show contempt for the objectiveness of Mark’s “fecks” and 
the shortcomings of his historical knowledge:“You read, you read. Books, books everywhere. But do 
you know how it feels? In a train, all crowded to not know where your mother is?”This point is further 
raised through Mark Baker and Yossl's contradiction of facts; Yossl's memory proclaims that it was 
winter, whilst Mark Baker's history proclaims that it was summer. The use of memory, although 
subjective, provides an emotive representation of events which positions the reader to sympathise. 
This is suggestive of the instability of memory, that the facts can become shrouded by the emotions 
experienced. The objectiveness of Baker’s history and the subjectiveness of Yossl’s memory 
interplay to contrast one man’s life with the collective memory of a well-documented world event. 
 
The effect of emotions on memory and the unreliability which results is similarly described 
throughout The Sense of an Ending as the early 1960’s recollections of the protagonist, “a survivor 
from some antique, bypassed culture whose members were still using carved turnips as a form of 
monetary exchange” are gradually reread through the eyes of historical documentation: “The events 
confirm the emotions and vice versa.”Barnes represents two contrasting representations of his 
protagonist: Tony, as he was in the past and as he imagines himself to be, and Tony as he is in the 
present, as confirmed by historical documentation. The textual form, perspective and language 
choices made by the composer will shape the perspective the reader gains. This is reiterated as 
memory is first presented and gradually disproved by history:  “How often do we tell our own life 
story? How often do we adjust, embellish, make sly cuts? And the longer life goes on, the fewer are 
those around to remind us that our life is not our life, merely the story we have told about our life.” 
The protagonist, Tony, presents the idea that memory is fallible following the discovery of a letter he 
had written as a youth, which, as a historical document, utterly refutes his previously held ideas 
about his past. History is often shown to be as untrustworthy as memory: “History is the lies of the 
victors… it is also the self-delusions of the defeated.”Tony discovers that “History… is more the 
memories of the survivors, most of whom were neither victorious nor defeated."He becomes 
increasingly distrustful, “No: I exaggerate, I misinterpret,” of his memories fallibility, and unsure of 
his own truths: “Again, I must stress that this is my reading now of what happened then. Or rather, 
my memory now of my reading then of what was happening at the time.” The fallibility of Tony’s 
memory and his lack of history reinforces that interplay of the two is required in order to fully 
understand both the protagonists journey and the events which surrounded it. 
  



Moreover, The Fiftieth Gate and The Sense of an Ending accentuate the strengths of history and 
memory, both individually and when interplaying to explore one man’s life in comparison to the 
collective memory of a well-documented event. 
 
History and memory intersect throughout Gates 33-34 of The Fiftieth Gate. Baker's reconstruction of 
his father’s fellow Auschwitz inmate, Benjamin Kogut reflects the simplicity of collective memory and 
the strength of history: Holocaust documentation was so thorough that it is simple to find information 
about a man unrelated to Mark Baker. In Gate 42, imagination and empathy must take over from 
history in order to fully demonstrate Nazi horror. The reader is positioned to empathise with the 
Jewish experience as the composer uses a range of forceful techniques to influence the responder 
to accept and support their representation of events. The reimagining of Hinda’s death is symbolic 
of the interplay of history and memory, in addition to Mark Baker’s appreciation for the strengths and 
subjectivities of memory and his ability to recreate as a result of the strengths of history. 
 
Similarly, the protagonists journey throughout The Sense of an Ending concludes that history and 
memory are strongest when combined. "History is that certainty produced at the point where the 
imperfections of memory meet the inadequacies of documentation." The strength of collective 
memory is reinforced throughout Part Two:“As the witnesses to your life diminish, there is less 
corroboration, and therefore less certainty, as to what you are or have been.”Conscious choices of 
omission and commission are made in order for Tony to represent the preferred picture of himself. 
Moreover, physical evidence such as Tony’s letter and Adrian’s diary reinforce the strength of 
historical documentation: "The diary was evidence; it might disrupt the banal reiterations of memory. 
It might jump-start something – though I've no idea what." Thus, the interplay of history and memory 
again serves to explore one man’s life in comparison to the collective memory of a well-documented 
event. 
 
The coalescence of history and memory is the ultimate aim of The Fiftieth Gate and The Sense of 
an Ending as the protagonists explore one man’s life in comparison to the collective memory of a 
well-documented and world-shattering event. Throughout The Fiftieth Gate, Baker frequently 
explores challenges associated with memory, including its fallibility. As a historian, he constantly 
seeks to validate his parents disparate memories through historical evidence. In Gate 8, two 
versions of Genia Baker's memory are interspersed to create a polarization of history and memory. 
During Genia's interviews, short, fragmentary sentences are used, symbolic of the initial journey into 
memory; "And the other thing I would remember is the Shul – it was in the back of the house, and 
on festivals we used to go there together."Whilst recalling her hometown, Genia is certain, "I 
remember where we lived in Bolszowce," but when she returns, the place does not match her 
memory, "This must be the park. No?" Throughout Gate 8, Mark Baker exists as validation of 
Genia’s memories: “This is Cała’s house?” … “Yes, it was here.”History and memory thus interplay 
to explore one man’s life in comparison to the collective memory of a well-documented and world-
shattering event. 
 
Comparatively, The Sense of an Ending provides a coalescence of history and memory through the 
polarisation of Tony as he was in the past, and Tony as he is in the present. The representation of 
the past Tony proves to be subjective, and until his recollections are joined by those of the present 
Tony, as well as his corroboration with history, the protagonist remains unable to glimpse the full 
picture. Tony continually states that history and memory are most useful when combined:"We live in 
time, and time is supposed to measure history, isn't it? But if we can't grasp its mysteries of pace 
and progress, what chance do we have with history – even our own largely undocumented piece of 
it?"As Tony ages, his memory and his representation of events becomes less acrimonious. His 
subjectivity rendered him incapable to see the whole picture, until faced with documentary evidence. 
"When you start forgetting things… you can force your memory or you can admit failure and take 
practical steps with reference books."The failing of memory is similarly explored in Gate Twenty-
Three of The Fiftieth Gate as Yossl attempts to give an accurate recount of his experiences; “I don't 
know what date… what month…” and suggests that although personal experience and memory is 
invaluable, it is also imperfect, making coalescence essential. 
  



History and memory, in addition to one man’s journey through an event versus the collective 
memory of that event coalesce throughout The Fiftieth Gate and The Sense of an Ending.  
 
The studied texts portray ideas of the fallibility and strengths of history and memory, and the ways in 
which combining the two can create a more complete picture of events. The subjectivity of memory 
creates a series of layers with objective history which reveals a more accurate representation of 
events. Mark Bakers’ The Fiftieth Gate and Julian Barnes’ The Sense of an Ending communicate 
ideas of strength, shortcomings, fallibility and ultimately, harmony between history and memory. The 
Fiftieth Gate and The Sense of an Ending attempt to accurately represent the protagonists history; 
this is done through the interplay of history and memory, which verify each other and provide a 
genuine representation. History and memory serves to explore one man’s life in comparison to the 
collective memory of a well-documented and world-shattering event. 
 
 
 


