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ABSTRACT-


Architecture in film is often underutilised, neglected to become part of the scenery. Christopher Nolan however utilises architecture as a tool to help guide the narrative and emphasise certain themes. This dissertation investigates how Nolan utilises the architecture, analyses the techniques used and discusses the significance of the use within the film. The dissertation focuses around the architectural distortions used in Nolan’s film ‘Inception’. Distortions of architecture are used as the key driver for the plot, the distortions are analysed to discover how they were achieved, why they were done and the architectural references used. Research of film and architectural references were carried out through document study, and the film itself was analysed to find the distortions. The analysis shows how the distortions not only create distinct separations between dreams and reality but also between multiple dreams. The way Nolan uses the architecture aids his storytelling, with the distortions making a complex storyline understandable for the average viewer.
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INTRODUCTION-
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Figure 1- Inception artwork produced by AI



“Everybody dreams, Cobb. Architects are supposed to make those dreams real”- 
Miles (Inception, 2010)

 Architects do make dreams come real and so does Christopher Nolan with his architectural distortions through the film ‘Inception’. The film is one of the most revered and widely celebrated films of the 21st century, winning multiple awards and becoming a mainstay in popular culture. Its complex yet enthralling premise paired with Christopher Nolan’s adventurous architectural visuals has driven its success further afield and is widely appreciated throughout the architectural profession. This dissertation discovers how Christopher Nolan distorts architecture to create a distinction between dream and reality. Throughout cinematography architecture is often neglected and used as secondary scenery, Nolan however uses it at the forefront of his storytelling. 

METHODOLOGY- 
This dissertation utilises qualitative research methods due to the nature of the information needed. Such methods included-
1. Document study
2. Art study
3. Observation analysis
4. Discussions
1. Document study- 
This research included reading books, articles, journals and published interviews. Books and online articles were used to gain further knowledge on the history of architecture, film and art. Studying interviews conducted with Christopher Nolan and the production designer Guy Hendrix Dyas to understand the reasoning behind certain aspects of the film and the inspirations.
2. Art study- 
Art is an important part of both architecture and film therefore it was a key part of this dissertation’s research. M.C. Escher’s artwork has been a major source of inspiration throughout multiple films. The artwork was studied and comparisons to the film were made where applicable.  
3.Observation analysis- 
The film itself was meticulously studied in order to find all distortions of architecture. The film was rewatched a number of times in order to analyse the distortions in the scenes, looking at how they were used and their context and significance within the film. This also included watching other relevant online media such as behind the scenes, film analysis videos and interviews.
4.Discussions-
A focus group approach was used in order to brain storm general ideas about art, architecture and film.





AIMS AND OBJECTIVES-

Aim- Highlight the importance of architecture in films and how it is used to aid the storytelling of the director and bring the narrative close to the audience
Objective- Analyse the use of architecture in ‘inception’, focusing on the distortion of architectural techniques used to differentiate different sections of the film and story
Aim- Described the ways in which architecture is used by Christopher Nolan as an artistic tool to convey the themes of the story in ‘inception’ 
Objective- Provide analysis on some key scenes in the film which highlight the extent Nolan pays homage to traditional architecture and distorts them to aid the narrative
Aim- Compare examples from across Nolan’s discography which utilise architecture to aid the storytelling process
Objective- Analyse and compare similar scenes and set design approaches from inception and interstellar, highlighting how similarly architecture is used as a tool for storytelling, as opposed to background set pieces.


 Throughout cinematic history there has been many examples of architecture being featured as memorable components of the film. Possibly the first main example of this is the architecture featured in Metropolis 1927, a science fiction film depicting a dystopian future city. The films use of brutalist architecture depicts an otherworldly essence and sets precedent for many films to follow, inspiring set design for decades after (Metropolis, 1927). Blade Runner 1982 is one to follow Metropolis’ futuristic architecture. A way architecture is often used in films is as a reflection of a characters personality. The James Bond films often show the villains lairs as secluded, lavish and void of comfort, a reflection on the villains hostile persona.
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                              Figure 2– Ennis House Los Angeles (Wang, 2018)
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                             Figure  3- Ennis house in Blade Runner (Blade Runner, 1982)


 
 An iconic work of architecture, the Ennis House by Frank Lloyd Wright is featured in over 30 films including Blade Runner and Rush Hour (IMDB, 2022). The house is manipulated using camera angles and lighting in order to suit a number of different scenes, scenarios and genres. Blade Runner and Rush Hour for example are two very different genres of film, but the architecture fits seamlessly into the films through the thoughtful manipulation of it. Through these examples the architecture is primarily a part of the background, having no significance to the storyline. Inception by Christopher Nolan breaks this pattern of architectural scenery and instead utilises it as the main narrative driver.
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 When studying any film you should consider the creator behind it, as their history and creative philosophies can have a profound influence on the ways in which you understand a film, and the lens in which you view it through. This is especially true in the form of Inception. In this example, the creation and its creator are inexplicably symbiotic. 						Born in 1970 in London, Christopher Nolan expressed interest in filmmaking from an early age, utilising his father’s camera to make short films and his first taste of creative direction. His passion and abilities developed and he went on to study English literature at University College London (Albert, 2021). This presented him with his first opportunity of more serious directing, in the form of corporate training videos. Far cry from his professional efforts, but an important step nonetheless, at a key time in his personal development. His existentially expanding passion for film drove him to venture further afield, and become much more determined in making this his career long-term. He started working on his first feature length production titled ‘Following’ in 1998. The success of this effort allowed Nolan to move to Hollywood with his wife to work on larger projects. Two years later, In 2000, Nolan’s first original screenplay ‘Memento’ was created. The significance of this screenplay was two-fold (Albert, 2021). Firstly, it was Nolan’s first truly commercial attempt at being a leading creator in a feature film, providing confidence for future endeavours. Secondly, and providing the pre-conditions for his magnum opus ‘Inception’, was the first exhibition of his non-linear storytelling. Here the world saw for the first time Nolan’s Complex, mind-bending plot lines with a clear flair for telling stories in unique ways.	



 Through Nolan’s filmography, he always makes the architectural elements of his films a priority. He pays meticulous attention to the setting, staging and details a film’s architecture, to ensure it is not only a background feature to the storytelling, but a scene-making feature in itself. Nolan has, much like his huge passion for film, always maintained great interest in architecture. He stated that ‘The only job that was ever of interest to me other than filmmaking is architecture’ (Capps, 2010). This is displayed throughout his films, and especially in Inception. Rarely in Hollywood do we see architecture holding such importance as a feature focus of a film. Whether it’s the buildings themselves or how the architectural profession is portrayed, architecture being so key to a film’s intentions and success is scarce, a mould that has definitively been broken by Nolan throughout his works.									Inception debuted in 2010 and was written and directed by Christopher Nolan. The films main plot is a heist which takes place through dreams, a heist of the mind. The characters main goal is to achieve something called ‘inception’ where they plant a thought into their targets mind in order to make it seem like it was their own original idea. The film follows the characters training an architect to create the dreamworlds for them, and then implementing those dreamworlds throughout their heist mission. Along the way the characters have to face enemies called ‘projections’ which are images of people projected by the subjects subconscious. 



CHARACTERS DESCRIPTIONS-
Dominic Cobb- The extractor. He is the main character who is best at infiltrating people’s minds
Arthur- The point man. He focuses on the plan, organising, researching and improvising
Ariadne- The architect. She designs the levels and mazes
Eames- The forger. He can physically impersonate anyone within a dream 
	Yusuf- The chemist. He creates the drugs used to sedate the team
Saito- The teams employer for the mission and observer of the mission


  The chapters of this dissertation set out to discover the distortions throughout the film and the significance behind them. Chapter one ‘Playing with reality’ goes through the distortions that are set up at the start of the film before the heist. It is split into two main sections, paradoxical architecture and moving scenery. Both themes become prevalent through the rest of the film, though they contain complex ideas so they are given their own explanations. Chapter two ‘An architects sandbox’ goes into detail about the heist and the dreamworlds. Split into two sections, the dream levels and limbo, the chapter explains the distortions used throughout and the significance of their use within the storyline. The final chapter ‘the influence’ makes a comparison to Nolan’s other cinematography and discovers the reciprocal of architecture and film.






















CHAPTER ONE-

PLAYING WITH REALITY
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Figure  6- Nathaniel West concept art (Nolan, 2010)


PARADOXICAL ARCHITECTURE-
A paradox can be a peculiar concept to grasp and it is often described as something difficult to understand. Mix this seemingly impossible philosophical idea with the art of architecture and you’ll find yourself rather perplexed. Before we get ahead of ourselves it’s important to get a basic understanding of what a paradox is. By definition it is ‘a seemingly sound piece of reasoning based on seemingly true assumptions that leads to a contradiction (or other obviously false conclusion)’ (Audi, 1999) , a statement which is simultaneously true and untrue. An easy way to understand this concept is the grandfather paradox, if you were to travel back in time and kill your grandfather before he had children, would you still be alive. When you take this forward into the realm of architecture you get something which can deal with physical parameters as well as the philosophical idea.						 Bernard Tschumi, an architect known for his ideas on deconstructivism, aimed to explain this idea in his essay ‘The architectural paradox’:
 “Architecture constitutes the reality of experience while this reality gets in the way of the overall vision. Architecture constitutes the abstraction of absolute truth, while this very truth gets in the way of feeling.” (Tschumi, 1996).
Here Tschumi is explaining the idea that it is impossible to question the nature of space you are in and at the same time experience the reality of the space. The architectural paradox is best explored through visual and physical examples, Christopher Nolan himself was inspired by the following artworks by the Dutch artist M.C.Escher.
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	          Figure 7-Belvedere (Escher, 1958)
	  Figure 8 - Relativity (Escher, 1953)



Escher’s artwork plays with architectural themes and the boundaries of reality, merging the two to display mind bending imagery that has gone on to inspire many of the major motion pictures and media we consume today. Escher’s Relativity majorly inspired 1986’s ‘Labyrinth’ with the final sequence involving the impossible stairs from Relativity brought to life seen in figure 9.
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	Figure 9- Stairs in Labyrinth (Labyrinth, 1986)                                                        
	Figure 10- Mines of Moria (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring, 2001)                           
	Figure 11- Procession in Crypt (Escher, 1927)




 These stairs can also be related to the moving staircases in the halls of Harry Potter in ‘the Philosopher’s Stone’. Other artworks by Escher can be seen throughout cinematography. ‘Procession in Crypt 1927’ is an artwork using traditional vaulted arch ceilings and columns in a surreal way, this can be seen in The Lord of the Rings ‘The fellowship of the Ring’ in the Mines of Moria.

These architectural paradox ideas are reused and articulated throughout media to this day as a way to integrate these ideas into our society, to break the boundaries between architecture and the real world.  Christopher Nolan is quoted as stating:  “I’m very inspired by the prints of M.C. Escher and the interesting connection-point or blurring of boundaries between art and science, and art and mathematics.” (Stern, 2014). In a way architecture is an amalgamation of all of these concepts mentioned by Nolan. You need to understand the theoretical engineering reality to make your artistic masterpiece function. Yet the idea behind Escher’s artwork and the architectural paradox is to question the existence of the physical parameters, the scientific capabilities and the reality of being. All may sound convoluted but when shown through media it seems plausible and in Christopher Nolan’s ‘Inception’ this is evidently the case. Using traditional architectural techniques and using the blend between realities, Nolan pays homage to Escher through the use of the Penrose steps. 					The history of the Penrose steps goes back to a drawing by Oscar Reutersvärd in 1934 called Opus 1. Known as the ‘father of impossible figures’ Reutersvärd is known for his 3D illusions which seemingly break the laws of reality and physics (Shaw, 2014). His impossible triangle comprised
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	             Figure 12 - Opus 1 (Reutersvard, 1934)


[bookmark: _Hlk98868246]of cubes was the first of its kind and inspired many other illusion artists to follow.		










 In 1958 Lionel Sharples Penrose and his son Sir Roger Penrose created the famous Penrose steps, a never ending loop of steps which appear to continuously ascend and descend. A contradiction to itself as both can be true and untrue in the same instance. Thus creating an architectural paradox. The pair credited Escher to their work as they were greatly inspired by his illusionistic artwork (Donaldson and Macpherson, 2017). In 1960 Escher inspired by the Penrose steps went on to create his own version which is featured in ‘Ascending and descending’. A lithograph displaying the steps in an architectural context. 
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	Figure 13 - The Penrose steps 1958 (Author, 2022)                                                      
	Figure 14-Ascending and Descending (Escher, 1960)
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	Figure 15 -Penrose stairs physical model (Visual Impact Systems, 2013)
	Figure 16-Computer generated model (Visual Impact Systems, 2013)


In the case of Christopher Nolan’s film ‘Inception’, the Penrose steps are used as a creative tool for the characters and a plot driver. The steps themselves have always been an imaginary scenario, drawn on paper, never realised. Nolan decided to bring them to life and was challenged with how to make them a reality. Working with his production designer Guy Hendrix Dyas, they developed up to 12 cardboard models to find a formation that worked. After this process they created a digital version of the model that worked and experimented with different camera angles to see what could create the illusion. They would digitally map out the scene and program different angles and lenses to get the desired Escher look (Lopez, 2011). 
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	                                      Figure  17- Arthur and Ariadne at the top of the Penrose stairs (Inception, 2010)


                 	





   A comparison to how real ife architects work can be seen here. Architects will work on countless maquette models, draw plans and diagrams, and generate computer models to aid them in their work and to make their vision come to life. To fully immerse the viewer into the scene the stairs needed to seem like they belonged there. The building that was used was an ex-games company that was no longer in use. The space used a light coloured wood with lots of glass panelling and railings, to blend the staircase in they matched the wood for the steps and included similar railing structures to make the transition through the scene seamless. For the final physical steps to work they had to construct scaffolding to hold them up which was then edited out later on (Lopez, 2011). Nolan is known for his use of practical effects and rarely relies on the use of CGI (Computer generated imagery). In his latest blockbuster ‘Tenet’ in 2020, Nolan went as far as to crash a real Boeing 747 plane to avoid using CGI, a risky one shot take that had thousands of dollars on the line (Giardina, 2021). Efforts like this show Nolan’s dedication to making his ideas and films come to life. He immerses the audience into the scenes through his use of realism and the stunts can further amplify the feeling he is trying to convey. 											Once these mechanisms have been established, their impact, use and significance throughout the film can then be explored. As aforementioned, the plot of the film centres around a reverse-heist, where the protagonists must achieve Inception. The dreamworlds they create and infiltrate are populated by figures known as ‘projections’. These are subconscious entities in the form of people, they are created by the dreamer and can attack the dream intruders (the other characters in the dream). Some people are aware of the ability to manipulate dreams and therefore have training to ‘militarise’ their subconscious projections to protect themselves from any dream invaders. Fischer, the main target, has militarised his subconscious so in order for the heist to work the team had to create ways to trick the projections. The main way this idea is explained to the architect, Ariadne, is through the Penrose staircase and the architectural paradox.					
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	              Figure 18 – The camera angle change showing the illusion of the Penrose stairs (Inception, 2010)

	


	Arthur introduces the idea of paradoxical architecture to Ariadne, explaining that in a dream you have more freedom to create impossible architecture and structures. The chance to manipulate reality to bend it to your will. He uses the Penrose steps in his dream world to physically show her the effect of the paradox on both the mind and physical parameters. Paradoxical architecture is then utilised throughout the film to disguise the boundaries of the dreamworlds thus tricking the militarised projections. 
 The main example articulated in the film is during an action scene during the heist. The characters enter a stairwell, you see Arthur run down a set of stairs with the projection shooting at him from the landing he just came from. The camera angle changes to an overhead shot, to show Arthur walking up the other set of stairs (which were originally shown as descending stairs) to catch up to the projection. Arthur then catches the surprised projection and when they turn around the camera angle changes again to reveal a dramatic ledge instead of the staircase. Arthur simply says “Paradox” and throws him off the ledge. This scene is fast paced and you may miss it if you weren’t paying close attention. The same principles have been applied to this scene as the Penrose steps scene earlier in the film. Camera angles, materials and lighting were the key to pulling off the illusion. As shown in the picture above, the scene is simple in composition. Raw industrial concrete is used for the steps, walls and flooring, creating a linear surface to work from. The lighting comes from two led fixtures either end of the stairwell, with the simplicity of the concrete the lighting is able to mimic the same stair shadows on either side, creating the illusion of ascending and descending stairs at the same time. The camera switching between the overhead and the in scene shot allows the lighting effect to work in between the shots to switch the stairs around.	
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	Figure  19- First angle of the scene showing two different levels (Inception, 2010)
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	Figure  20- Second angle showing Arthur crossing a set of stairs (Inception, 2010)
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	Figure  21-Third angle showing Arthur has caught up to the projection (Inception, 2010)
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	Figure  22-Fourth angle showing the illusion (Inception, 2010)


		Nolan manages to display the architectural paradox seamlessly within a fight scene using only 16 seconds. Standard architectural practices are displayed throughout this scene, standard concrete stairs and regular lighting fixtures. Combined with the ideology of paradox theory and some beautiful camera work, the scene jolts the viewer into the dream world within a matter of seconds. A world that previously seemed entirely regular. Escher’s illusionist artwork, Reutersvärd’s opus cubes and the Penrose steps all culminate in this one scene to display the architectural paradox in real physical form. In a dream, it is only when something out of the ordinary occurs that you find yourself aware that it is in fact a dream, the same concept applies here, pushing the viewer into the dream like state idea.























MOVING SCENERY-
Architect Auguste Perret once said Architecture is the “art of organising space.” (Abram, 1987). Using ‘space’ to its fullest potential is essentially what all architects strive to achieve. Space itself consists of what you make of it, space is all around us and is boundless. You create a sense of space when you encompass it in design elements and physical forms. The organisation of that space, ‘the form’, then harbours a feeling and reality within the three-dimensional space.  
“Architecture is the thoughtful making of spaces. It is the creating of spaces that evoke a feeling of appropriate use.” – Louis Kahn (Wurman, 1962)
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	Figure  23- Quadrant House by KWK Promes (Konieczny, 2019)
	Figure  24- Floor plan of the Quadrant House (Konieczny, 2019)


Louis Kahn speaks about the importance of ‘appropriate use’ of space. The resulting query of this theory is to what extent can we utilise the label ‘appropriate’ in terms of its usage? Is this confined to its walls and the spaces within? Or perhaps the physical parameters around these forms? If we consider space as not only the space within its traditional structure but also its surrounding area, we can manipulate the designs to tend to these functions. 									Architecture that takes advantage of its surrounding elements and adjusts form to suit is called ‘moving architecture’ or ‘shapeshifting architecture’. Such architecture adjusts and moves elements of itself to make appropriate use of light, heat, access, functional area, materiality and so on. These elements can rotate, swivel, slide, fold, expand, contract or roll up. Using architecture in this way can create endless variety and possibilities for design. Many architects have been using these ideas and creating architecture that moves.							
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	                Figure 25 - Quadracci Pavilion by Santiago Calatrava (Hursley, 2010)


 Quadrant House by KWK Promes situated in Poland, is a house that has an entire wing that rotates according to the movement of the sun. The terrace follows the suns path giving the users enough shade in the summer, and enough sunlight in the winter. Architectural designs like this manipulate spaces to bend reality to its will, utilising the surrounding conditions to result in the best experience for the user (Konieczny, 2019). 

 Another prominent building that features moving elements is the Quadracci Pavilion Milwaukee Art Museum by Santiago Calatrava. Designed to resemble a bird through stages of flight, the pavilion features an adjustable sunscreen which moves according to sunlight and wind speed to give the inside exhibition space the ideal climate. The wings are comprised of 72 steel fins that reach a maximum length of 105 feet. Controlled by monitors that sense wind speed and direction, the fins will adjust and close automatically when wind speed exceeds 23mph (Milwaukee Museum, 2022). Response to environment and function is a vital part of architectural design that can be addressed through the means of moving parts.					Regarding Christopher Nolan’s use of moving architecture, he manipulates space to immerse the viewer into his storytelling. Much like Calatrava manipulates sunlight to benefit the experience of the users inside, Nolan uses it as a tool to display his dreamworld.  The first instance of its use is the first time Ariadne is introduced to the dreamworld. Set in the streets of Paris, Cobb explains how the dream spaces work, and that she is the creator of everything within it. This is where Ariadne questions the boundaries of the physics involved. We then witness the buildings of Paris starting to warp, slowly folding the buildings directly on top of each other, as if it was a door closing on a hinge.
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	                            Figure 26- Paris buildings folding onto themselves (Inception, 2010)
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	                                 Figure 27-  Buildings mirroring themselves (Inception, 2010)
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	                                            Figure  28- Streets folding on a hinge (Inception, 2010)



 Unfortunately for Nolan, this scene was one that he couldn’t utilise practical effects for, meaning it was computer generated imagery. Artists worked on concept sketches to achieve Nolan’s desired ‘giant cube universe’, which was then animated and used as a tool on set to walk the actors through the scene (Russell, 2010). By using seemingly familiar Parisian architecture in the scene, Nolan manages to quite literally turn the viewers world upside down. Classic Haussmann architecture can be seen lining the streets and is the focus of the folding scene. Haussmann architecture is distinct and a key identifier of Paris due to its history. Napoleon III wanted to upgrade the medieval city of Paris to be modern and cohesive, he appointed Georges-Eugene Haussmann to devise this plan between 1853 and 1870 (Hohenadel, 2022). The key features of this style include stone facades, black wrought iron balconies, French windows and the grey slanted roofs. Nolan clashes these traditional architectural buildings with his mind-bending physics, maintaining a degree of credibility, despite its obvious disregard for reality. 
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Description automatically generated]   Figure 29– Paris architecture (Schmitt, 2021) 
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  The main characters are the only ones who are aware of this change, the projections in the dream are seen walking upside down and driving cars without plummeting to the ground. The physical parameters of the architecture can change, yet the actual laws of physics are completely broken. It is in dreams that we often imagine such scenarios, usually our dreams become warped, and we can imagine bizarre gravity defying structures. Though when we do so they are rarely in precise detail, we rarely imagine the exact stone carvings framing window ledges or the delicate mullions in each window. This emphasises the skill and aptitude levels that Ariadne has as a trainee architect. The fact that she can include such intricate details such as Haussmann architecture in a dreamworld and make it life-like reflects Nolan’s commitment to clashing architecture and impossible ingenuity to keep the viewer immersed and part of the dream-like state. The actions of the projections, being initially uninterrupted by the sudden disregard of conventional physics and architecture is similar to the users of works such as the aforementioned Quadrant House. The lack of initial respect for common structural norms shown by KWK Promes is a through line of utilising space in unconventional ways, whilst keeping the user experience seamless. This is a similar effect used on both the projections in the scene, but also to the viewer of the film. It is through warping the laws of physics that Nolan starts to express his storytelling as we find out that the consequences of these changes can effect the projections within the dream. As Khan states, the utilisation and parameters of space must be kept appropriate. Cobb warns Adriane of stretching these boundaries too far, and breaking seamlessness and immersion.     	
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	                                           Figure  31- Ariadne creating a mirror (Inception, 2010)
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	                              Figure  32- Ariadne’s mirror image becoming real (Inception, 2010)


											
Much like Calatrava, the film manipulates surroundings to benefit the user, whether it’s the user within Calatrava’s pavilion or the viewer understanding Nolan’s narrative. Following the Paris scene, we see Adriane create two mirrors which reflect back onto each other, creating a never ending image which becomes a reality with one touch.
The idea that this mirror set within the landscape can in turn become the landscape can relate directly to Frank Lloyd Wright and his beliefs. 
"No house should ever be on a hill or on anything. It should be of the hill. Belonging to it. Hill and house should live together with each the happier for the other."-Frank Lloyd Wright (Wright, 1943)
	[image: A picture containing tree, outdoor, forest, river

Description automatically generated]

	 Figure 33- Falling Water, Pennsylvania (The Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation Archives, 2022)


Though loosely connected the ideology behind the phrase this still holds true to the idea used within the scene. Wright believed architecture should be in and of its surroundings. That it should sit seamlessly within its context and enhance the beauty of the original setting.  
 
Frank Lloyd Wright’s 1935 ‘Falling Water’ is the perfect example to display his organic ideals. Located in rural Pennsylvania, the house is situated on the edge of a rocky waterfall allowing water to flow underneath. The house features cantilevered balconies that jut out over the river, non-uniform overlapping planes that mimic the uneven natural terrain of the rocky riverbed.  Along with the use of natural materials the house appears to sit seamlessly in its landscape and seems to belong there (The Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation Archives, 2022).			Wright’s ideas can be executed in a far more literal way as is done in Doug Aitken’s ‘Mirage’ house. Inspired by Wrights ideals on the links between landscape and architecture, the installation artist created a house in California’s Coachella Valley in 2017 entirely surrounded by mirrors. The mirrors reflect all that surrounds it, jagged rocks and varied topography of the valley (Aitken, 2017). The house has since moved to Gstaad in Switzerland to observe the changing seasons through the reflections of the house (Block, 2020).
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	      Figure 34 - Mirage Desert X exhibition (Banning, 2017)
	Figure 35 -Spring time Mirage house (Luma Foundation, 2020)
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	 Figure 36 -Mirage house in the winter (Luma Foundation, 2020)
	Figure  37- Mirage house in the winter (Luma Foundation, 2020)



 The architectural philosophy stated by Wright can and has been interpreted in many different ways. Through his blending of house to landscape in ‘Falling Water’ and then in the more abstract way of reflecting nature onto the house itself. The basis of the idea is articulated through Nolan’s use of architectural reference and storytelling. The mirrors transform into the landscape, creating a new set of scenery for the characters to continue the narrative through, this is convenient and casually done, displaying the ease of building during dreams. By using architectural ideas such as moving elements and Wright’s blending of landscape, Nolan is able to effortlessly transition the route of the scene making the impossible dream like events feel possible. 



     

 CHAPTER 2-
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Figure 38- Nathaniel West concept art (Nolan, 2010, pp. 20-21)



THE DREAM LEVELS- 
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	  Figure  39- Nolan’s original concept diagram (Nolan, 2010, pp. 16-17)
	Figure 40– Dream levels (Andersson, 2010)


As aforementioned, the film centres around a dream heist. The heist consists of five levels each with a distinct scenery and environment. This distinction separates the levels for both the characters experiencing the heist and for the viewer to comprehend. Figure 39 below shows Nolan’s original sketch diagram of the dream level process. Though meticulously planned out and difficult to understand on paper, Nolan manages to create a clear distinction between the levels through his use of architecture and architectural references. The film up until this point has been a variety of examples of architectural distortion to give the viewer knowledge on what can be achieved within these dreams. Paradoxical architecture and moving scenery shown before this is set up to foreshadow its use throughout the heist.

 The first level of the heist is reality itself; this sets the scene and becomes the comforting beginning and end point. Set on an airplane, the characters are seen settling into their first-class seats. The warm lighting through the windows adds to the idea of comfort in this setting, creating the safe space for the viewer to relate to for when the mission is complete. Although this scene doesn’t feature many architectural references, it is an important scene to show the stark contrast between reality and the second level. 
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	                   Figure  41- Reality level (Inception, 2010)
	        Figure 42- Second level (Inception, 2010)



In order to differentiate between the levels, they need to have an identity of their own that the viewer can reference back to. Similar to the last scene there is not much architectural distortion, though Nolan instead uses weather, lighting, colouring and practical effects set within an architectural landscape to relay the distinct character of this dream level. The second level jolts the viewer into a dark cityscape pelting down with rain, an abrupt contrast to the previous warm toned comfort of the plane. This colouring change can be likened to the techniques used by Andrei Tarkovsky in his 1979 film ‘Stalker’. Much like Nolan, Tarkovsky uses colouring to create a distinction between two places or scenes. 
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Description automatically generated]Figure 43- Sepia toned village (Stalker, 1979)
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]Figure 44- The zone (Stalker, 1979)



The sepia tones are used throughout ‘Stalker’ to signify the village of the three men within the film, the sepia creates an old dusty view of the industrial setting. Colour is used to contrast with this to show when the men are in the ‘Zone’ (Stalker, 1979). The overload of vibrant and rich greens contrasts with the previous industrial setting to provide a completely different feeling and landscape. Tarkovsky uses colour throughout his cinematography as a tool to show various things such as different places or past and present. Classic filming techniques such as this are utilised as a way to control the narrative and depict an idea as clearly as possible to the viewer. Nolan’s use of this technique combines not only colouring but the use of weather. The sunlight in the airplane provides the warmth to the scene and comparatively the heavy rain of the next scene completely alters the warm comfortable feeling to a cold and dark one. 												Colour can in-fact play a major part in the language created by architecture. Much like colour can create an identity within moments or places in a film, colour can be the distinction between spaces of a building. Colour can be used to separate living areas or guide the user through an unfamiliar building. It can also be a powerful tool in different climates to combat sunlight. Le Corbusier, world renowned architect, famously created a palette in 1931 comprising of harmonious colours to use throughout architecture (Les Couleurs, 2020) . 
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Figure 45- The colour palette of 1931 Le Corbusier (Les Couleurs, 2020)                     
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Figure 46- Unité d’Habitation in Marseille, France 1945 (Les Couleurs, 2020)


"Colour in architecture – a means as powerful as the ground plan and section. Or better: polychromy, a component of the ground plan and the section itself.” -Le Corbusier (Les Couleurs, 2020)


 The idea that colour can be used as a tool to convey an intention, whether that be an intention of use or emotion, can be utilised throughout architecture and film. It can act as another parallel between the two arts. Corbusier’s ideology on the use of colour can be translated across the different mediums and manipulated to suit the scenario. Colourisation of scenes to distinguish between the levels continues to be a significant tool throughout the film as it progresses.
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Description automatically generated]         Figure  47- Third level using warm tones (Inception, 2010)
	[image: A group of people walking on a snowy mountain

Description automatically generated with low confidence]Figure 48 - Fourth level using cool tones (Inception, 2010)
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                            Figure 49- Fred Astaire dancing on the ceiling (Royal Wedding, 1951)


The third level is prominent for its use of paradoxical architecture and moving scenery as mentioned in chapter one. The level takes place in a hotel with warm orange lighting and is set entirely indoors which distinguishes it from the other levels. In this level more than any other we see the idea that architecture can respond to its environment and surroundings. Using moving architecture, Nolan is able to launch the viewer into the dream worlds, using such techniques as a tool to express his narrative and storytelling. At this point in this film, we start to see the repercussions that each dream level has on the next, and vice-versa. We see how the movements in the previous dream world or ‘level’ can effectively turn the world upside down. There are two main examples of this in the third level. These being a rotating corridor and through zero gravity. When the van in the previous level gets attacked and is sent rolling through the street, the same movements happen to the hotel. The same scenario occurs. The van drives off a bridge and the characters in the sequential level are sent into a zero-gravity state to mimic the movements of the van. The repercussion of the van rolling is the corridor of the hotel also rolling, executed by Nolan using practical effects. This has been seen before in classics such as ‘Royal Wedding,’ a 1951 film directed by Stanley Donen (Royal Wedding, 1951). We see (below) Fred Astaire dancing on the walls and ceilings of a room, seemingly defying gravity. Though this was done using a rotating room and keeping the camera stationary. This same technique was used by Nolan to enhance the reality of outside forces effecting this dream world.
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Description automatically generated]Figure 50- Original sketch by Guy Dyas (Toomer and Tabrys, 2020)
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 Nolan’s crew constructed a 100 feet long corridor which was raised 20 feet off the ground to make room for electric motors which made the entire shaft rotate a full 360˚ (Toomer and Tabrys, 2020). Nolan wanted the scene to feel as realistic as possible to enhance the experience of the viewers and increase immersion. By making the entire scene with practical effects it negates the chance of the scene appearing too contrived and full of impossible CGI additions. As a result, the scene becomes a possible impossibility. Much like the Quadracci Pavilion by Calatrava, architecture responds to its environment. The pavilion responds and adapts to the wind and sunlight, closing immediately if threatened by high winds, and the dream worlds respond to outside forces, adapting the environment to respond to outside context.		
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 The fourth level takes the viewer to an entirely different setting, a snowy mountainside in Alberta, Canada (Nolan, 2010, pp.236-239). Again, the change of scenery and colouring can relate to the use of colour to separate the levels. Not only the colour but the whole scenery changes here, we travel from an entirely indoor level with the comfort of the hotel room, to a freezing snowy landscape. This level features a large mountainside fortress which is an ultra-brutalist compound. This is the end goal for the heist. They trick Fischer into thinking that they will be breaking into his Godfathers subconscious to find out important information about his father, though they have actually designed the whole dreamworld themselves in order to plant ideas into Fischer’s mind. As Fischer believes that they are going into a dangerous mission, it was important that the dream world mirrored this idea. The isolated brutalist building sitting on the side of a mountain resembles a traditional isolated villain’s lair, in films such as James Bond or Star Wars. They are oppressing and emit a sense of fear or the unknown, often a reflection of the villain to add to their dangerous character.
                       
In the film the fortress represents the impenetrable mind of Fischer’s Godfather, isolated and intimidating. This makes it all the more believable as a ‘mission’ to Fischer. Nolan uses the architecture to control the narrative of a certain character, using the fortress to portray the Godfather’s secretive disposition. Brutalism emerged in the 1950s with architect Peter Smithson birthing the term (Curl and Wilson, 2015). In Britain the style was used heavily in low-cost social housing, later becoming a popular style for government buildings, universities, libraries, and car parks. Brutalism as an architectural style has a strong emphasis on the materials used, prioritising the display of structural elements over small facets of design. The key to the style is that the design reflects the basic function of the building and the materials, leaving an expressive form of its intended function. It’s use in the film as the fortress is significant, it portrays the idea that the building is intended for one main use (the heist) meaning the team didn’t have to create an intricately designed structure. The brutalist style of the fortress mirrors the storyline itself and the Godfather. The design of the fortress is comparable to the Geisel Library in San Diego. Designed by architect William Pereira in the late 1960s, the library consists of 8 storeys, the lower two providing the pedestal for the other 6 to taper out of (Langdon, 2014). The defined stacking of the floors at each level captures the essence of brutalism, expressing the function. Though no confirmation has been made by Nolan as to the inspiration for the fortress, brutalist structures such as the library have driven some design inspiration. It is through Nolan’s appreciation for architecture that he is able to manipulate such styles as brutalism to fit his narrative and storytelling.
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                                   Figure 55- Geisel library, San Diego (Bradley, 2022)
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                                   Figure  56- Snow fortress in ‘Inception’ (Hunter,2022)




LIMBO-
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Description automatically generated]                Figure 57 - Divine Comedy Illustrated, Sandro Botticelli (Botticelli, 1476)
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 The idea of ‘Limbo’ has been theorised for centuries, with famous religious figures, poets and philosophers sharing their depictions. Perhaps the most famous of these depictions is Dante Alighieri’s. Written in the 14th century in his three-part poem ‘The Divine Comedy’, the poem follows Dante’s journey into the nine circles of Hell, accompanied by Virgil, an angel sent to guide Dante (History Lists, 2022). The first circle they enter is known as Limbo, a place for those who have not followed Christ, even if they have not sinned. They encounter historical figures such as Homer, Socrates, Aristotle, and Julius Caesar . Limbo in Dante’s depiction is a dark and misty forest. It is sad yet peaceful as it avoids the violence of the other levels of Hell. Dante’s view of Limbo as this dark in-between level has influenced society’s view of Limbo as a space and as a phrase. Many works and depictions in popular culture have all expressed their own idea of what Limbo would look like, more often than not appearing exactly how Dante had described. The word Limbo has in turn taken on another meaning. It can be used to describe a feeling of emptiness, used to describe somewhere that you wait, or an in-between stage of something such as an architectural project, instead of directly referring to the level of Hell. 												In relation to architecture Limbo spaces are spaces that you wait in, spaces that aren’t usually designed or thought of, the ‘in-between’ spaces (WA Contents, 2018). Limbo spaces may even be considered as a paradox as Limbo is a nothingness, a non-space. Dante’s depiction of Limbo is the consequence of not following Christ, whereas spatial Limbo is the consequence of a lack of design. When it comes to ‘Inception’, Nolan takes Dante’s idea of Limbo and adds the ability to create whatever you want. The Limbo level is a shared state of consciousness for the characters, meaning each person can create what they want. It’s a place which is misty and eerie, but what sets it apart from Dante’s depiction are the endless amounts of buildings created by the characters. Nolan manages to use architecture as a tool to display his own depiction of Limbo. By giving the characters the ability to design buildings in what is essentially a blank sandbox world, Nolan is able to create a distinct level with its own laws and limitations, while at the same time redefining what a Limbo world could entail. It is through Nolan’s use of architecture, through scale, arrangement, and relation to the characters, that the traditional understanding of Limbo is reinvented. To analyse the dreamworld it is beneficial to follow along the scenes in sequence as they can tell the story of the journey through their Limbo experience. 
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  The characters wake up on a beach surrounded by the waves, as the scene progresses we see the first glimpse of the Limbo world. Right on the edge of the water are large decrepit buildings, lining the perimeter of the world for as far as the eye can see. The stone buildings are clearly old and we see them completely deteriorated, crumbling into the sea. Nolan starts the Limbo world off in this way to represent time and memory. Throughout the film we discover that Cobb and his wife Mal were stuck in Limbo for many years, and this is the viewers first glance at anything they did together whilst stuck in the world. The buildings being at the edge of the world and breaking down is like time catching up to them, imagining this was once the begininng of their paradise and now it’s crumbling away. The erosion of the buildings represents their memories fading. The longer you stay in Limbo, the more the boundaries between imagination and reality are distorted. As they walk further into Limbo the buildings are less ruined, both a representation of their timeline in Limbo and of their memories of reality fading away. In real life we see deteriorated buildings as a sign of their age and history. Roman buildings such as the Colosseum are visibly decaying with large parts missing, they are a marker of time and show their history. This is similar to building remains in war torn areas showing their history’s effects on its current state of reality. Just like these buildings the decaying ones in Limbo show just how long they’ve been there. By using clear indicators of time such as ancient buildings, Nolan can express the complex ideas of the character’s time and mental state in Limbo. As he does throughout the film, he lets his architectural choices speak for themselves, using the various types of architecture to convey a storyline or narrative. Here the architecture aids the viewer with their understanding of the world.
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Description automatically generated]             Figure 60- Colosseum, Rome Italy  (FeaturedPics, 2020)
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Following on from the crumbling buildings we get to see the rest of their limbo world. In a shot starting at the top of a tall building, the camera pans upwards to reveal massive amounts of skyscrapers, which along with the camera pan, continue to ascend in height. In a modern metropolis we are accustomed to exceptionally tall buildings, however it is the way the buildings are arranged that emphasises their eerie presence. 
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Description automatically generated]                      Figure 62– Limbo world showing skyscrapers ascending (Inception, 2010)



Above is the final shot of the camera pan showing the Limbo city the characters had created. In the foreground are the crumbling buildings which fade into newer ones that sequentially get taller in every row. The quality that makes this city shocking for the viewer is through the use of scale and arrangement. Hong Kong, for example, has the most skyscrapers in the world, though it’s skyline is not as harsh as the Limbo city because of the variation in sizes, placements and overall design. Hong Kong’s skyline is a reflection of the life in the city whereas the Limbo city is a reflection of the loneliness of the world, with no variation, design or freedom of expression. As a result, the city becomes overbearing, emphasising Dante’s original depiction of Limbo.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]                                            Figure 63 – Hong Kong skyline (Morningstar, 2021)
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Nolan’s goal here is to utilise something normal to the viewer such as a skyscraper, and manipulate its portrayal so that it becomes something irregular and uncomfortable. The arrangement tells the viewer the story of how long they’ve been in Limbo, with the buildings getting progressively taller, almost as if they became bored and started testing the limits of what they could build. The city becomes comparable to other fictional cities such as the city in 1982’s ‘Blade Runner’ and 1927’s ‘Metropolis’. The films both display dystopian cities with towering skyscrapers, monolithic brutalist buildings which appear foreboding. Comparing these to Nolan’s Limbo you can see the visual effect Nolan was aiming to achieve. The utilitarian style of the buildings in Metropolis translates across to the concise arrangement of the buildings and their uniform design in Limbo. Nolan interestingly has designed a dystopian city within the bounds of Limbo, a place which is universally seen as a stagnant waiting place. The skyscrapers continually being built up and exhibiting the dystopian design can relay a message of insanity from the characters, and their struggles to contemplate the true nature of limbo. Dystopian is a term commonly used to describe an unjust future, something that the characters are afraid to face, yet they continue to build and their misplaced hope is translated across into the architecture.




	[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]

















                                  Figure  65- Syd Mead concept art for Blade Runner (Mead, 1981)
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                                                       Figure  66- Dystopian city (Metropolis, 1927)
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 The final major distortion of architecture can be seen when Cobb is taking Ariadne through the limbo world and they come across rows of smaller houses. Each building is a place where either character has lived, either together or a childhood home. The buildings are evenly spaced in a line and are set back on an island of water. It is almost as if it is a museum displaying their memories, each building perfectly organised in sequence. Memories in films are usually displayed as flashbacks, Nolan uses this trope in one of his earlier films ‘Memento’ . The character experiences flashbacks of his life throughout the film, using colour filters to separate what is past and present (Memento, 2000). However, Nolan takes a different approach to memory in ‘Inception’. He instead uses physical markers of memory, the buildings. The other method used to distort this architecture is the context in which the buildings are set. Rarely do we see a small house such as the one above set amongst a plethora of skyscrapers. The bizarre setting and dramatic difference between the scales is yet another reminder for the viewer that they are in a ‘blank canvas’ dreamworld.
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                                   Figure 68 - Row of past houses in Limbo (Inception, 2010)
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Description automatically generated]                                Figure 69 - Old house from memory in Limbo (Inception, 2010)



  Throughout the heist portion of the film Nolan manages to use architecture to both relay his narrative and enhance his cinematography. By focusing on architecture being the key thread between each level, Nolan was able to play with what society is accustomed to in terms of architecture, and then manipulate it while allowing the architecture to still be familiar. Nolan’s architectural choices throughout these scenes allow for not only the individual levels to be distinct but also the heist as a whole is dissimilar to the rest of the film. Nolan constantly uses various architectural and cinematography references. Referencing multiple times to brutalism and using its visual impact to convey themes of fear, importance and time. Nolan utilises ideologies from architects such as Le Corbusier, and implements them to separate each level. Nolan even manages to use architecture to change the generalised depiction of Limbo that Dante created, bringing to life the in-between world through crumbling buildings and sprawling skyscrapers. The general idea of the dream levels and the heist can be convoluted to some, so much so that Nolan had to create a complex diagram to explain the mechanics. The key driver of this throughout is the architecture. Without the architecture taking precedent as the translation of these ideas, the viewer would be lost. Nolan uses architecture as a tool throughout the heist, this is a welcome change to architecture being a background feature, as it often takes the backseat in modern cinematography. Nolan recognises that architecture is an important part of daily life, and its manipulation throughout the film can help the viewer to understand certain narratives and themes. 



CHAPTER 3-
THE INFLUENCE
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                      Figure 70 - Spinning top art produced by Ai
A COMPARISON TO INTERSTELLAR-

Widely regarded as Nolan’s other magnum opus, Interstellar is a science fiction adventure film co-written, produced and directed by Christopher Nolan and was released in 2014. In the film a team of researchers must travel through a wormhole and visit multiple planets to see which could be mankind’s new home as Earth is becoming inhabitable (Interstellar, 2014). Though Interstellar has prominent themes of space compared to Inception, both of the films have many architectural similarities. Both films use references to architecture in order to enhance their themes of both other worldliness and dream like spaces. 								    Nolan carries across the same theme of paradoxical architecture into Interstellar. As previously seen in ‘Inception’, the Penrose stairs and paradoxes throughout the film were greatly influenced by M. C Escher. Escher uses architecture in his art to express impossible ideas such as multiple counteracting things existing at once. Much like the Penrose stairs in Inception, Escher’s architectural artwork helps to explain difficult theoretical things which can then be translated into physical examples. Interstellar showcases a hypercube called the Tesseract, which shows the main character’s reality in five dimensions as opposed to the three dimensions that we experience (Interstellar, 2014). As well as height, width and depth, within the cube they experience past, present and future simultaneously. This to mostly anyone is an extremely hard concept to grasp so Nolan needed to find a way to best visually represent it, similarly to the Penrose stairs and the paradox behind it.          
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	[image: ]Figure 72- Convex and Concave (Escher, 1955)


    		
	[image: A group of people walking down a flight of stairs

Description automatically generated with low confidence]                            Figure 73- Penrose steps (Inception, 2010)
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                                     Figure 74- Relativity (Escher, 1953)



















By carrying across the inclusion of Escher’s architectural artwork into interstellar it shows Nolan’s continued adoration of architecture. Although Escher’s work is not inherently classed as architecture, Nolan uses the inspiration to then translate it into physical architectural pieces throughout his cinematography. 										“What if we designed a robot as if Mies van der Rohe designed a robot?” - Christopher Nolan expressed this idea to his designer Nathan Crowley during production for Interstellar (Lang, 2014). Further showing his appreciation of architecture, Nolan designed the TARS robot in Interstellar based on the work of Mies van der Rohe. The most notable reflection of the robot in Interstellar to any of van der Rohe’s work must be the 1973 IBM building in Chicago. The 670 feet skyscraper has an imposing façade of black aluminium and grey glass, wrapping around the entire building creating a singular unit (Sveiven, 2011).
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Description automatically generated]Figure 76- Mies van der Rohe, IBM building, Chicago 
(Schroeer-Heiermann, 2017)
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Figure  77-Limbo skyscrapers (Inception, 2010)
 The design of the TARS robot clearly takes precedent from the form of the IBM building and the use of Mies van der Rohe’s famous phrase “less is more” (Astbury, 2018). From the clean straight lines of the form to the materials used, synonymous with the modernist movement of architecture, the steel used on the robot emulates Mies’ clean lines and architectural style. Linking the designs to the work in Inception, it is easy to see that the towering uniform skyscrapers in the limbo world take precedent from Mies’ modernism. When looking at the photos together the robot looks as if it could be pulled apart and slot into Limbo as separate structures. When creating a collection of cinematography, or any body of art for that matter, it is important to create an identity, one that could be recognised as yours throughout all items of work. Nolan chooses to have a strong focus on architecture throughout all projects and links like this allow Nolan and his works to be symbiotic.				The last major comparison between the films is Nolan’s repeated use of warping architectural scenery. Seen as one of the most memorable parts of inception, the folding and warping scenery is a great way for Nolan to use the architecture to portray the theme he wants. Whether it’s a dream like state or a sci-fi space ship, the surrounding architecture is warped to show exactly what he wants. In interstellar the spaceship itself is warped to be tubular in shape, something non sensical on Earth yet completely justifiable in space.
	[image: A picture containing light, night sky

Description automatically generated]














                                                Figure 78 - Tubular station (Interstellar, 2014)
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                                            Figure 79 - Inception promotion poster  (Inception, 2010)         




The continuation of these iconic scenes is another thread between his films, creating that identity previously mentioned, and doing so through the use of architecture. The picture shown above figure 79 was not in the film but it was used in one of the official film posters and used for promotional purposes. The bright white light at the end of the tube in both pictures above could be argued as being intentional. As the film poster was seen all around the world it became an important image associated with Nolan. Therefore in Interstellar when the viewer gets a momentary flash of light at the end of a tubular structure, it reminds the viewer of the film Inception’s similar promotional pieces. Threads like this that link bodies of work together are what is key to creating an artistic identity. Many famous architects follow the same formula, so much so that it can create a new movement of architecture. Take Mies van der Rohe for example, his persistence to following the same aesthetic throughout his designs in turn sparked a new movement of modern architecture. The same way of producing art can be translated to filmmaking. 		















INFLUENCES ON ARCHITECTURE- 
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Description automatically generated]Figure 80- Chongqing Zhongshuge bookstore (X+Living, 2019)
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Description automatically generated]Figure 81– Bookstore staircases (X+Living, 2019)


  As Inception is inherently a film about architecture, you start to wonder if the many architectural distortions throughout the film have had any effect on the world of architecture since its release in 2010. X+ Living architects have created numerous library interiors that have much resemblance to various tropes throughout the film (X+Living, 2019). Chongqing Zhongshuge bookstore, completed in 2019 in Chongqing,  features a number of staircases in sequences with each other to look almost Escher-like, paired with the mirrored ceiling the book store looks like something directly out of the film. The mirrored ceiling perfectly reflects the thousands of books on the shelves, making the room look never ending. It bears resemblance to the folding Paris scene, where Paris is stacked onto itself such as the books and shelves are here.
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Description automatically generated]                                 Figure 82 - Building reflection in Paris (Inception, 2010)
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Description automatically generated]             Illusion architecture distorts how the building is perceived by the user and by utilising such techniques it opens a world of possibilities for the design. You can create the look of never ending stairs much like Escher’s drawings or the Penrose stairs, create the illusion of a never ending room by reflecting all surfaces off each other, or fool the eye into thinking something is much larger or smaller than it truly is. This relates to the idea of forced perspective, making something a certain way to force a certain view of it. Much like Inception does in many aspects, all of its illusion architecture, distortions and use of architecture is working to force a particular perception onto the viewer, one curated by Nolan to make you think or feel a particular way. In these examples Nolan’s architectural influences have come full circle, himself becoming an architectural influence. 
                          Figure 83 + 84     - Dujiangyan Zhongshuge bookstore (X+Living, 2019)





CONCLUSION-

 As of the time of research, the film has grossed over $836 million worldwide from a $160 million budget, making it the fourth highest grossing film of 2010 and the 81st of all time (IMDB Pro, 2010). Inception’s success led to 220 award nominations and winning 157 of them (IMDB, 2022). Some of these awards include the prestigious Oscar’s, winning for best cinematography, sound mixing, sound editing and visual effects. Inception also won three BAFTA awards for best production design, sound, and special visual effects (IMDB, 2022). The film has been written about in several publications including Archdaily, Forbes and Vanity Fair and has inspired numerous scholarly papers. On IMDB it scored 8.8/10 from over 2.2 million reviews, leading it to be the 13th highest rated film on the entire website (IMDB, 2022). While awards are not always appreciated as definite measures of success, it is clear from the audience and critic reviews that the film was incredibly well received.				Inception’s principal tool for translating the different levels, themes, and ideas of the film, is architecture. This is often achieved through distortion of traditional and pre-existing architectural techniques and influences, to create an otherworldly but realistic dream-like state. The vast array of influences and uses of architecture by Christopher Nolan highlight how architecture can be used as centrepieces of blockbuster films. This also displays that architecture is not only used as a tool for Nolan, but as his ‘homage’ to the architectural pioneers that have influenced his work. In many ways, this film is Nolan’s own contribution to the architectural craft and industry. Using such a commercially and critically successful film to do so only further proves the power of architecture in film, but also how key it is for Nolan in Inception, and Interstellar alike. Architecture is the key translating component for this film’s ideas and themes. Nolan not only acknowledges this, but actively uses it as a tool for both mainstream promotion and scholarly appeal, in the subject of architecture.			Nolan, throughout Inception and Interstellar, shows his love of both traditional and theoretical architectural ideas. Taking precedent from Escher, he implements theoretical ideas such as architectural paradoxes and uses physical versions to showcase what the characters can achieve within the dreamworlds. The implementation of illusions such as the Penrose stairs allowed for Nolan to play with the architecture and have it act as the focus of a scene. Tschumi’s ideology of the architectural paradox shines through clearly in instances such as the illusions and the impossible movements created with the architecture, though it is also prevalent throughout the entire film. The notion is that architecture is the driving force that constitutes our reality, but it is also the reality of the moment that hinders the overall vision. An example would be the Penrose stairs. The stairs are the reality and the reality we experience is the look of the stairs looping forever, but that reality isn’t what we are actually experiencing. We are experiencing an illusion. They are simply a trick of the eye. The same idea is achieved through Nolan’s use of moving scenery, homages to techniques used in the architectural world, and its significance to the film is obvious. Such techniques make for some of the most memorable scenes in the film as they transport the viewer to another place. Tschumi’s paradox plays through to the moving scenery also, while they are experiencing what they perceive as ‘reality’ (the dream world) they are in-fact distracted by the architecture which when distorted brings them back out of that ‘reality’, therefore getting in the way of the whole vision. 				     								            Through the heist portion of the film Nolan displays his love for architecture through his portrayal of the architecture itself. Rather than using architecture as purely an element of the scenery, he uses it to reflect on the storyline and narrative of the scenes and characters. He uses it to convey emotion, express the idea of external consequences, as metaphors to describe the personality of characters, and displays the concept of time through his distortions. Instead of allowing the architecture to be static scenery Nolan uses it as a tool throughout the film. He sets us the idea in the beginning of the film that architects are a key part of the heist, head hunting Ariadne to make sure they had a talented architect on board. This key inclusion in the film sets the precedent that architecture is the key driver for the entire heist. Yes, they need talented con men to deceive their target, but the entire thing would not be possible if the architecture wasn’t there to manipulate the narrative. What Nolan is doing with Inception is incredibly important to the world of architecture and how it becomes portrayed in mainstream media. Many films have used architecture to convey a singular theme before, take the villains lair in ‘James Bond On Her Majesty’s Secret Service’ as an example of the way a character can be portrayed through architecture. The building shows that the villain is secluded, dangerous and cold hearted, yet that’s where the architecture’s usage in the film ends, as a character description. Nolan takes it a step further and uses it to convey every possible theme that the storyline includes. In simple terms, architecture is the artistic ‘crux’ for Nolan in Inception.												       Nolan’s appreciation for architecture doesn’t stop with ‘Inception’, he uses similar themes in his later film ‘Interstellar’. Through his cinematography he has architecture as a key thread linking all his work together, making his work cohesive and inextricably linked to him. Throughout his artistry he consistently uses the distortion of architecture to his advantage, using key architectural ideas and themes and implementing them to display his chosen themes.											          Inception features numerous instances of great architectural themes, Escher’s impossible architectural lithographs, Tschumi’s architectural paradox, Frank Lloyd Wright’s of the landscape ideal, a parallel to Tarkovsky’s cinematography and so much more. Throughout all these important references, Nolan manages to keep the theme of the film inherently clear, the heist is done through the means of architectural distortions. The distortions take something normal and distorts it to create something which is reflective of time, space, and reality. The distortions help the viewer to understand complex themes, which without the familiar visuals of the architecture, would be convoluted. The relationship Nolan creates between architecture and cinematography throughout ‘Inception’ is a symbiotic and harmonious one. The architectural distortions are used as a tool to distinguish the separation of dream and reality. 

As after all- 
“Everybody dreams, Cobb. Architects are supposed to make those dreams real”- (Inception, 2010)
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