‘Inception’ By Christopher Nolan was created in 2010 and is widely regarded as one of the best original movies of the last 25 years, characters in the movie are briefly shown in reality where they dive into a victims dream and explore dreams within dreams to steal an important document, it dwells into the nature of reality and dreams, creating a narrative experience that is unique to any other movie produced on the big screen. 
It uses diegetic audio design that immerses the audience and non-diegetic music produced by Hans Zimmer to captivate the audience and further emphasise the story's emotion.
The concept of the unreliable is prominent in this nature of storytelling as it influences the significance of scenes in the movie, it challenges the themes of reality making the audience question what is real.
This essay is structured around the question; “How does Christopher Nolan use audio and visual aesthetics to portray the concept of the unreliable in Inception, and how does this technique contribute to the film's overall thematic resonance of reality?” 
I will first explore the concept of the unreliable and the significance it has in ‘inception’, then the use of diegetic and non-diegetic sounds as well as the visual aesthetics and how they can impact the viewer’s perception of reality as well as the characters.
Narratives that use the concept of the unreliable typically use an unreliable narrator, which was first used by Wayne C. Booth in 1961 (Seddon, 2023)2, is often described as an ‘untrustworthy storyteller’ which leads the audience to cast doubt upon the narrative (Brown, 2021)1 usually because of the main characters blindness to the truth. This type of storytelling is used in movies like ‘American Pyscho’, ‘Memento’ and ‘Fight Club’. An unreliable narrator usually has many different types; deliberately impaired, impaired, madman, unaware and naïve (Seddon, 2023)2. The concept of unreliability in film also dives into the themes of reality, especially with the blurring perspectives of a character’s mind, it makes the audience try to think through the perspective of someone else instead of the distrustful character.
The portrayal of unreliability is a significant element in ‘Inception’ as Cobb, the main character of ‘Inception’, is shown to be an unreliable narrator and that fact is shown from the very beginning as Nolan introduced the character whilst in the dream state, which initially made it hard to believe what scenes are in the dream state and what is not, it instantly blurs the line between reality and waking life, this is seen throughout the movie as Cobb consistently doubts his own reality as he is haunted by his memories and emotions which project themselves into his ‘reality’. The use of layers upon layers of dreams adds complexity to the reality of the dreamscape as the more they dive into the dreams the more uncanny and unrealistic the setting gets. The whole idea of ‘Inception’ itself stems from the unreliable nature of memory and the idea of creating universes transcending the boundaries of reality (Roy, 2023)3.
An important example of the film that highlights the influence of unreliable narration would be ending, Cobb finally comes back home and spins the totem, however, Cobb gets distracted as his children finally return, but the totem in frame never falls, it either cuts before it falls or it’s meant to imply that Cobb was blinded by the catharsis and failed to realise that he’s still in a dream. To this day it’s still a debate on whether Cobb was in reality or was actually still dreaming.
An instance for an unreliable perspective would be the use of Cobbs wife, Mal, and the aspect of reality. The audience aren’t 100 percent certain whether Mal escaped the dream or actually committed suicide. During limbo, Cobb planted the fact that the world is not real in her mind which festered and grew into the ‘real world’, but due to the unreliable nature of the narrative we as the audience aren't sure what the real world is.
The role sound design has in ‘Inception’ crucially affects the sense of the unreliable and manipulative nature of the mind. Christopher Nolan made sure to pay attention to the sound design to fully immerse the audience into the movie. Richard King, the sound designer, mentions Christopher Nolans direction for the sounds of reality changing itself in one of the dream sequences  “to sound like massive machinery, like a huge watch mechanism, using a relatable sound for something we’ve never seen” (Jackson, 2010)4 . The use of heavy machinery for the sounds of the shifting environment, which has nothing to do with machinery, was used to sample a massive aspect from the real world and collide it with something where it shouldn’t fit, but the fact that it fits so well plays with the idea how something so uncanny can suit the environment of the dreamlike landscape creating a sense of uncertainty and ambiguity. ‘Inception’ houses the infamous “BRAAAM” sound created by the composer Hans Zimmer which uses a deep impactful brass note which is associated with many intense moments in the movie. Zimmer states during an interview with Vanity Fair that he was directed by Christopher Nolan to implement that sound as not a part of just the soundtrack but to use the sound “in his way to show time slowing down” (Zimmer, 2022)5 . This sound was written into the screenplay and was a vital part of the soundtrack in order to queue key elements regarding reality such as the distortion of time. Multiple movies used this sound effect as inspiration because of the impact it had on the atmosphere of the movie and it displayed a type of message to the audience just by using a simple sound. 
The use of diegetic and non-diegetic sound is effectively employed to blur the sense of the line between the dream world and reality. In the scene set in a café, diegetic sounds would include the chatter and laughter of people and the clinking of their cups and dishes which gives the environment a sense of life, but eventually it’s revealed that the whole scene takes place in the dreamscape which greatly impacts the viewers perception of reality as dreams can feel completely real because they utilise your memories and begin creating something new with it, and those memories were real (Daniels, 2023)6. We don’t see anything different in the scene in ‘Inception’ because we are unreliably viewing from the perspective of Cobb. An interesting diegetic sound would be the use of the dream music by Edith Piaf called “Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien”. Zimmer stated that Christopher Nolan diegetically hard coded the use of Piaf’s song into the script, even “all the music in the score is subdivisions and multiplications of the tempo of the Edith Piaf track”(Michaels, 2010)7. He did this because the noir element it added to the movie and “I thought there had to be a sense of nostalgia” (Bridwell, 2012)8 and nostalgia is an element that is from the past, the music and the entire track is based around an element that is used to dive deeper into your memories which can be altered and changed, just like the premise and the reality in the movie. The non-diegetic sounds have a strong and powerful influence on the emotional and immersive impact it has on the audience, it also impacts the perception of reality as the resonant tones and musical cues contribute to the disorienting and surreal nature of the dream sequences. The non-diegetic and diegetic sounds serve to immerse the audience in the unreliable world of fake reality where the boundaries between waking life and dreams are consistently shifting throughout the story.
There are multiple visual techniques that Christopher Nolan uses in Inception that contribute to the portrayal of the unreliable, this is further enhanced by the use of practical effects as that is as realistic as you can be. A popular scene in the movie would be the rotating hallway fight scene, the sense of unreliability of this scene is shown through the disorienting visuals as the character’s surroundings are in constant flux. The rotating of the hallway is in relation to the spinning of the van in which the character is currently sleeping in, this shows the relation your dream state has to the ‘reality’ and the unpredictability it can have as the dream state could mould into anything.
Speaking of the unpredictability of the dreamscape, when Cobb and his team enter the victims mind, a runaway train is unexpectedly shown burrowing down the streets of New York City which the train is an old memory of Cobbs, this goes hand in hand with the unreliable and unrealistic nature of dreams and the influence memory can have, it shows nothing impossible can happen.
The architecture in the movie ‘Inception’ was a key element of the movie as architecture is an important nature to humanity and how we see our reality as architecture can be a representation of cultures and a reflection of society and the world (Vangelatos, 2019)9. Nolan seems to identify the labyrinth-like architecture of New York City and uses the architectures of the rectilinear labyrinth and the circular maze as metaphors for the subconscious mind (Haller, 2013)10. This messes with the nature of the uncanny by taking something so recognisable and turning it into something dreamlike that goes hand in hand with the subject of liminality, a space in between the conscious and the unconscious mind. This tied in with the constant manipulation of the architecture as the characters dive deeper into the layers of dreams create a surreal and disorienting environment which emphasises the unreliability of the dream world. 
The cinematographic choices made by Wally Pfister such as the framing, lighting, and colour palette enhance the sense of ambiguity and contribute to the film's exploration of reality and dreams. Christopher Nolan wanted to reinforce the notion that dreams can feel extremely real, Pfister explains that “I’m always fighting to keep things simple and not over lit” , “I rely on my experience and observation of daily life to find the beauty of natural light” (VarietyStaff, 2011)11. This enforces the unreliable nature of the mind as ‘Inception’ uses the cinematography and lighting to play with the idea of how much dreams can feel like reality when you’re in them. Pfister also uses framing to create disorientation as wide shots in the dream world captures expansive dreamscapes which emphasises the complexity of the dream world which heightens the sense of ambiguity in the audience as it makes it challenging to establish a clear spatial understanding.

The audio and visual aesthetics in ‘Inception’ are closely intertwined with the broader theme of reality within the film as they both equally play a part in creating an unreliable perception of reality, the non-diegetic music and diegetic sounds of heavy machinery with the sounds of life and chatter tied together with the visual techniques such as the architectural manipulation and the use of practical effects challenges the characters understanding on what is real, especially when recreating a landscape that they already have memories of in the real world. The non-diegetic sounds influences the emotional experience especially with the film’s musical score which takes completely after the diegetic music of Piaf, this is similar to Pfister’s use of cinematography which also provide intimate access to the characters emotions which make it easier for the audience to empathise with the characters struggles to distinguish reality.
The portrayal of the unreliable enriches the exploration of dreams and reality by challenging the perception of reality. ‘Inception’ depicts a world where reality is constantly being manipulated and the unreliability forces the characters and the viewers to question their own understanding of the current reality. Descartes even mentions how dreams and waking life can have the same content, and because of the similarity between the two, one can be fooled into believing that they are having waking experiences while they are actually asleep and dreaming (Springett, 2012)12.
The portrayal of the unreliability of reality is seen through the manipulation of time within the dream world, with needing a timer and a “kick” to pull you out of the dream or you could be there forever, this is seen when Cobb and his wife got stuck in limbo for 50 years which would be about 3 hours real time, this adds a psychological thrill to the narrative as it gets confusing to rely on the reality where Cobb is supposedly not dreaming because if you’re viewing from his perspective it’s possible he’s been stuck for so long he’s forgotten what reality really looks like.
There are many scenes where audio and visual elements in the movie converge and it reinforces the thematic resonance, the hallway sequence with non-diegetic music produced by Hans Zimmer that gets increasingly intense as the fight goes on, it has the “BRAAM” sounds that use the deep resonant tones in the music to convey the time difference between the car and the hallway flipping complementing the disorienting visuals. The scene with the climactic confrontation between Mal and Cobb during limbo has Zimmers suspenseful score along with the intense visual elements. The crumbling cityscape along with the music reinforces the urgency of the situation, the music simulates a clock, ticking until the resolution. This converges with the consequences of manipulating reality within dreams. And the final shot with Cobbs spinning totem, everything looks real, the audio is almost entirely non-diegetic with music acting like a catharsis occasionally broken by Caine’s role welcoming Cobb home as well as Cobb’s children, Cobb spins a totem to ensure if this is really reality but leaves before finding out, the camera pans with the music slowly coming to a conclusion with the only diegetic sound being the spinning totem in which we never see slow down and concludes when the totem starts to wobble, this is meant to completely skew the perspective the audience has on the current scene and basically asks the question “Is Cobb still dreaming?”.
Concluding, Christopher Nolan’s use of audio and visual aesthetics contribute to the portrayal of the unreliable and the exploration of reality as the whole aspect of the movie is built around the unreliable nature of memory and how dreams can be skewed and altered.  It dives into the dreamlike nature of the familiarity and the uncanny through the visual use of architecture and emphasises these points with the nostalgic based musical score which surrounds the nature of memories.
Christopher Nolan used remarkable storytelling techniques that implemented every element of the sound design and the visuals into the story by demonstrating a meticulous attention to detail and creating something extremely thought provoking and relatable as everyone in their lives has dreams and memories and it’s not uncommon to get the two mixed up.
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