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FROM 'BREAKING THE RULES'

Sometimes as I explore the forest I have a sudden outburst of speech. It
comes over me like an attack of nausea, and I emit things I have no idea
how I know.
“The branch of mathematics known as topology started in 1735 with
a paper by Leonhard Euler known as “The Bridges of Konigsberg”. In
this paper the problem of crossing the seven bridges was presented. It
was demonstrated that it was impossible to cross all of the bridges in the
city crossing each bridge only once. Thus a real place became the source
of mathematical conundrum; topography becomes topology.”
Another day, in another part of the forest (and it is always another
part of the forest), I suddenly say:
“The 1970s super-group Yes made an album called “Tales from
Topographical Oceans”. By 1985 it was impossible to get more than 50
pence for it if you tried to sell it in Record and Tape Exchange.
“Not that you sold your copy of the album. You would never do that
because of the cover.”
As I’ve said I don’t know how I know these things. I wander in the
forest each day from first light. In places it is dense, the trees packed
together so tightly that it is a struggle to squeeze between them. The
sunlight there is transformed into a dark brooding green and the heat
is oppressive. In other places the trees are spread out, the light plays on
open avenues and there might even be a light breeze. There are no animals
here. Not so much as a woodlouse. The rations in my pack – mostly
dry biscuit that I wash down with water from little pools – seem to be
lasting indefinitely. I realise that it is significant that I have never passed
the same area of forest more than once; it suggests I am moving through
a set of distinct zones.
I have begun to classify the regions of the forest according type (some
of which I have mentioned but will restate for the sake of completeness):
A = Dense badly lit areas.
B = Open well lit areas.
C = Areas in between A and B in terms of denseness of tree population.
D = Areas unclassifiable as A, B or C
It is D that causes me concern and I realise I must work a little harder



with my classification. The D regions might be wide plains with barely
a tree in sight, and so could feasibly be classified as a subset of B. Yet
there are also areas of ferns and places where stinging nettles are scattered
in great clusters. There are areas where trees have been felled, leaving
stumps, splinters and dust on the ground; usually these areas look as
though they might once have been type A regions (although they now
more closely resemble type B). It is just as likely that they might have
been type C regions or even that they were type D regions of a sort that
is different to the type D regions they now are.
Then, today, I found the note. A plain white piece of paper pinned
to a tree.
You have decided to play Topopoly. In one sense this is a simple game with
simple rules. The simple rule is that you must keep going until you have discovered
the true rules. These rules are not simple at all. Good luck.
Perhaps it is like a paper-chase.
¬
This morning I awoke with a single word passing my lips. It changed
everything. The word was “lumberjacks”. Why had I not seen the significance
before of the tree stumps? It is evidence that I have been acting on
the assumption that:
Other people exist.
It is true that the note pinned to the tree might have led me to uncover
this assumption except that for some reason it didn’t. The note is much
more a part of the world; a part of the rules; I could no more credit
the existence of the note to an actual being than I could begin again to
believe in a supernatural god because of the existence of the trees. The
note just is. And I accept that. However, felled trees are evidence of other
people and if there are other people, where are they?
I have been forced to reclassify. Regions A to D must be regarded as a
subclass of a larger set (let us call it X) of regions that are without people.
This requires the existence of another set, Y, regions with people.
I did not move all morning. Lying on my back in a spacious region B
I watched the sun reach its zenith. Perhaps I intended to stay there, to
not move on at all but I knew that would not be playing the game that
I had agreed to play.
¬
“You are a man who likes the forest,” I said, “you like to walk in the forest
near the university every morning before going back to your office and
working on a problem or to the lecture theatre to address the students.
You like the forest because each part of it is unique, each tree is unlike
any other tree, and each leaf is its own pattern. Nature possesses what the
poet Gerard Manley Hopkins called “inscape”, a quality which affirms
that no one thing is exactly the same as another.
“Thus you enjoy the forest because it is so unlike the work you return
to when you leave it.”
After I had finished saying this I realised that there were tears in my
eyes.
I got up and struggled through a type A region, thrashing with my



arms to clear a path through intermeshing branches until my jumper was
ripped and there were scratches on my arms.
When I finally collapsed into the curved roots of a great oak I was
exhausted.
I awoke and immediately moved into a type B region and said to
myself: “You are in the Lakes of Wada.”
I felt suddenly light-headed, happy even, not that I understood what
it means. I have seen no lakes here, no bodies of water bigger than the
puddles I drink from.
As I trotted along I began to talk:
“You once told your students that you had invented a game based on
the Lakes of Wada. You showed them a projection of an island; in the
island are cut canals of red, blue and green. Kunizo Yoneyama demonstrated
this problem in his 1917 paper. He goes on to show that if you
are on the border between a canal of one colour and a canal of another
colour, you are in fact on the border of canals of all three colours. Later
Yorke came to similar conclusions when plotting the fates of a pendulum,
the places where it might come to rest. The fates are each plotted as
a different colour… ‘But,’ interrupted a student from the front – she is a
young woman, dark haired, attractive, you have some kind of connection
with her – ‘topological spaces aren’t real spaces.’ You held up your hands,
‘You are quite right,’ you said, ‘that’s where my game comes in. Now let
me tell you about Topopoly. …’”
All this is baffling to me and even as I begin to try to decipher it I have
realised a number of things:
1. I know what dreams are.
2. I don’t dream here.
3. These outbursts of speech might, somehow, be in lieu of dreams.
4. That this understanding, this deciphering is part of the undiscovered
rules of Topopoly.
That (as the notice on the tree said) trying to understand the rules of
Topopoly is--in fact--to play Topopoly.
¬
Or are sets X and Y in fact subsets of D?
¬
“‘But it was just a joke, wasn’t it?” the dark girl, who is now Antoinette,
now your fiancée, asked as you both strolled in the grounds of the university,
on the edge of the forest. You must have been thinking about
something else because you didn’t answer and she continued. “You said
to imagine a Monopoly board where every sector is connected to every
other sector, without tearing the board apart and gluing it. These connections
must be achieved through folding following the operations of a
series of functions.”
“‘Oh,’ you said at that point, ‘perhaps London is a bit ambitious.’ You
were looking into the forest and thinking about the set of aerial photographs
you’d recently commissioned that now lay scattered across your
desk. She squeezed your hand and you felt warmth flow through you for
a moment. ‘No,’ you said, ‘that wouldn’t be at all practical, would it.’”



“‘Well,’ she said, an edge in her voice, ‘it’s the holidays soon and you
can take a break at last.’”
¬
“The Yes album was terrible, self-indulgent twaddle. You preferred
The Stones and The Faces. But the cover snared your imagination.
The picture shows the surface of a world that was, as indicated by
the shoal of fish, also the bottom of an ocean. In the distance the
isolated form of a ziggurat, the sun setting behind it. The features of
the foreground are mostly the smoothed surfaces of rock formations,
topography caught at the point of becoming the formalised shapes
of topology.”
¬
For moments today I have been distracted by the beauty of the forest, the
inscape that I am sure Antoinette once told me about; the way particular
parts such as the edge of a leaf, the rough skin of a tree, can never be
categorised.
Then I realised that this is not playing the game and that the only way
to go on is to keep playing Topopoly.
¬
“You watched her drive away, her anger expressing itself in the way the
car juddered, the way it had shown itself, ten minutes before, in the stiffness
of her shoulders and the rigidity of her head as she left the room
carrying the holdall. It is only a holiday you told yourself; she is not
going forever. But you had argued because you were supposed to go with
her. ‘I have things I have to do here,’ ‘What things?’ ‘Work, there’s this
problem I’ve been looking at.’ She had seen your desk, the attempt to fold
the aerial photographs of the forest. Perhaps she even has access to your
computer and the complex transformation of the series of co-ordinates
you took on your walks among the trees. For a moment her eyes seemed
to plead; then she turned away. Later that afternoon you went, once
again, into the forest.”
I said all this as I sat on a tree stump, where I still am. It is on the edge
of an area largely cleared by felling; but there are, dotted here and there,
odd trees that have been left standing. At the edge of the clearing the forest
is thick, like a type A region except that the trees have a characteristic
that I have never seen before: they have been coppiced. Each tree has
three or four thick trunks from a point just above the ground.
This therefore must be classified as a type D. Since it is possible to
pass from any of the regions to any of the others it is possible to move
from one type of place to any other. This must include type Y regions
(regions with people) which are a sub-set of D (possibly). Therefore it is
a just as likely that the next move I make could return me to a place like
that from which I believe I originated; a place where there are such things
as desks, universities, such people as Antoinette.
“She never came back did she? There was a moment when you realised
that, sat in your office surrounded by your aerial photographs of the
forest, your charts of possibilities and transformations. On the wall was a
poster of the Yes album cover and an antique Japanese ink painting of the



Lakes of Wada. There was no photo of Antoinette and you now felt that
as an enormous loss, as though possessing an image of her might bring
her back. All that was left was your work but that spiralled out of control;
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not in the sense of not making any sense but rather it is beginning to
make sense of more things than it should; so that the slightest detail (the
circular stain of a coffee mug; the lines drawn by raindrops running down
a window) has assumed a significance that is ominous, all encompassing.”
Later I wander through a region of scrub where saplings poke out
from between a rocky, sandy ground. This area continues to every horizon
so that it might go on forever; except that I know I will soon pass on
to another type of region.
I realise now that something has happened to me, that my decision
to play Topopoly was shaped by events immediately prior to it. But
establishing a chronology
is impossible. When I remember my life with
Antoinette it might be eons ago, it might be a moment ago, and memories
of being in the forest an illusion. What frightens me is that not only
every movement I make but every memory, every word and thought feels
as though it might lead to any other memory, word, or thought.
The only consolation is the realisation that I can play Topopoly inside
as well as out, that a game has rules and a discipline that might somehow
save me.
¬
“There were voices calling from the edge of the forest, lights shining as
it became dark. Why are they looking for you? Why are they bothered?
“Back at the university the computer program reached the point
where it produced its final transformation. The results were startling,
astounding, and possibly meaningless. After that you tore the pictures off
the wall, tipped the desk over. From the shelves you pulled books: your
precious copy of Flegg’s From Geometry to Topology, Adams’ Infinite
Loop Space; and your collection of the Journal of Topology. Everything
was scattered across the floor. Dry academic prose burns remarkably well.
This time when you walked into the woods, the glare of a gold and scarlet
inferno reared behind you and you became a shadow before the flame.”
¬
Today I strode with new resolve along a path through a type C region, the
trees spread out almost evenly, and a helpful path winds its way around
them. The sun is warm and there is a light breeze that is bringing freshness
from somewhere. Perhaps that breeze is blowing from the Lakes of
Wada for just as they prove that the border of any one region must be
next to the border of all other regions so I conclude my own situation is
open to the various interpretations.
1. I am mad.
2. I am in a simulation.
3. I have made reality conform to topology.
4. Reality has always conformed to topology and all my memories are
false.



5. There are a number of other possibilities. That number is n where
n is determined by the structure of space occupied by all the possibilities
listed here.
Then I see up ahead something white, a notice pinned to a tree.
Congratulations. You have become quite the Topopoly player. You have discovered
the first rule: that you are passing not only through space but through
contingencies. It is time now to move on.
Beyond this the trees thin out and eventually disappear. In the distance
I see the roofs and spires of a town, perhaps a city. It is not a place
I recognise but I know that it will be divided into areas and all I can do is
fathom its intricacies, its connections. All I can do is play.
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