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‘A critical review is the summarization and evaluation of the ideas and information in an article. It expresses the writer's (your) point of view in the light of what you already know on the subject and what is acquired from related texts’. In this dissertation I will aim to conduct a ‘Critical review of Christopher Nolan’s work in 5 films. The aim to analyse his work and find patterns, to understand his work and to ultimately see if he can be considered successful or not. This dissertation will be broken down into three areas and will be further explored in detail. In chapter one I plan to look at Understanding Christopher Nolan this will ultimately give me better insight into him as a film maker. To do this I will explore what it means to be a film maker, Nolan’s use of Human nature and Nolan’s use of culture and world events.  In the second chapter I will breakdown Nolan’s work of five films having analysed scripts and films in a variety of ways such as Nolan’s use of semiotics, his use of a range of cinematic techniques and themes and recurring patterns in his work. Finally, chapter 3 will look at ‘Is Nolan a good film maker’ Critical Thinking has the potential to be a deeply creative process.  To obtain the necessary information and data to fuel my investigation I shall use a variety of types of research from Books such as ‘The cinema of Christopher Nolan to obtain background information on his work to online articles and video interviews. This will give me a wider range of views opinions and a chance for a more in-depth view into the work of Christopher Nolan. 


To understand the work of Christopher Nolan, we must first look and understand what a film maker is. A film maker is more commonly known as either the director or the producer of the film. They are the ones responsible for seeing the film from the development stages (Pre-Production) to the Final stage (Post-Production). Christopher Nolan is known for not only directing films but also writing them. As the director of the films he writes, it allows his vision for the narrative to be fully expressed via artistic and dramatic aspects when visualising the script this ultimately will allow for an easier approach when guiding the technical crew and actors in being able to fulfil the vision. “They develop a vision for a film, decide how it should look, what tone it should have and what an audience should gain from the experience”. As a director Christopher Nolan is able to take full creative control over the implementations of themes “When we apply this definition of theme to film and literature we get: A theme is an underlying message, idea, or concept that motivates characters to behave the way they do”. Nolan is renowned for creating script with a large depth of layered subtext. An example of Nolan influencing not only the visual styling of the film, but the narrative can be seen with in the film Batman The Dark Knight.               
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This is the marketing poster used for the Dark Knight Rises Cinematic release.
This film is the squeal to Batman Begins which was the first of Nolan’s Trilogy. In this film batman is faced with a criminal unlike any he has come across before, this criminal plans to induce the city of Gotham into a state chaos (The fictional city that Batman resides). He plans to do this by creating fear amongst the citizens terrorizing them. Fear is a key theme that is implemented through the Nolan Batman trilogy, particularly in Batman Begins where Batman as a young boy develops a fear of bats. This fear would then fuel his new ident many years later but with fear being his weapon of choice as he plans to intimidate the mobs of Gotham city. How ever in this film he chooses to implement the key theme of chaos. The idea of chaos is shown not only visually but it shown through the script too for example Bruce Wayne (Batman’s other identity) is talking to his butler after the loss of someone he cared for and a close friend due to the chaos caused by this films antagonist ‘The Joker’ during this exchange of words Bruce asks Alfred how he was able to catch the thief who had been stealing the jewels from them years before. He replies, "We burnt the forest down”. This is the moment where Batman realises the only way to stop the cause of the chaos (The Joker) is to stop being Batman as the only reason The Joker was ever hired by the gangsters in Gotham to put an end to Batman physically. But the Joker has already told Batman that he doesn’t want to kill him and that if he wants to stop The Joker then he has to break his only rule which is that he will not kill. The idea of fighting fire with fire and someone will end up getting burned is shown through this as a symbol of without violence there can be no chaos. This is not only shown via the script itself but visually in a scene at the end where Batman takes the blame for the death of Harvey Dent who was considered a hero in the eyes of the law and people of Gotham this way the Batman could end, and this would hopefully lead to peace and resolve to the chaos inflicted by the Joker. This is actually based upon a theory created by Philosopher René Girard. His theory Mimeses ‘, “foundation of all societies and the foundation for conflict in those societies.”  He claims our most basic aspects of relationships with people is imitation.  This can be seen in the protagonist and antagonist of this film both use fear as a weapon of manipulation how ever this is just one aspect of imitation between the two of them. Rene Girard states that this can become a problem and will lead to mimetic desire.  This is when the goals of one are then reciprocated via another person. In this case the Joker wants to cause chaos and Batman wants to stop the chaos. Which leads me to the next step of Rene’s theory which goes on to talk about the fact that rivalries will escalate and then impact communities. Batman begins mimeses in this film the rivalry between the Mob Gangsters and Batman lead them to the point of desperation to which they hired the Joker. Someone with a different persona but on the opposite side of the table a rival for Batman. Rene says that it is impossible to get away from violence. 



Nolan’s use of character to explain the human condition, is a common theme throughout his work.  By definition the human condition is "the characteristics, key events, and situations which compose the essentials of human existence, such as birth, growth, emotionality, aspiration, conflict, and mortality". By giving his characters common human experience and emotions it allows the audience to be able to connect and relate to the character on a more personal note.  “Moviegoers and readers identify with stories through the characters. The most powerful way to reach an audience is through the characters' emotions. For only when we connect with the characters on an emotional level, does the interaction become deep and meaningful. Well-written scenes that include characters' emotions allow the audience to viscerally take part in the story and bond with the characters”. This is something that Nolan does particularly well with when constructing characters for his narrative for example. In the 2008 film Inception the main protagonist named ‘Dom Cobbs’ this character throughout the film shares experiences of loss and love. These are emotions that every human experience, in this film Cobb’s wife dies trying to get back to reality from the dream world this is something that is shown to us throughout the film until we find out what happened to her and encourages the audience to feel sorrow and loss on behalf of this character. Which ultimately leads to more entertaining movies for film views. (USE OF SELF) 


Nolan looks to cultural and world events to ground his stories to make them more relatable for the audience. To understand how Christopher Nolan use these can only be answered by explaining what is meant by both and how they can be implemented and their purposes. By definition Cultural Event is ‘A day or time of religious or other celebrations’ but when using this type of aesthetic, the word culture becomes more important and the representation it portrays via the film or scene itself. However, this is not just limited to the perception of a culture and its art but can include influences from belief systems and Trible foke law. World Events means something that effects everyone around the world whether it be social, economic or cultural.  Nolan not only uses a variety of mythologies to create layered depth to his movies but also incorporates cultural and world events into his films. An example of Christopher Nolan of reflecting on modern day society through his movies is The Dark Knight (2008) as it mirrors the war on terror and post 9/11 America.  This film highlights how as people of post 9/11 our perception has changed to risk and how we view ourselves and society. This film not only reflects this world event but shows us visually, during a scene where Batman is sent by Gotham Police to bring back a key witness for a case who has fled back to Hong Kong. The scene is of a sky scraper having a large hole blown out of it with a large explosion visually reflective of the 9/11 event which allows the audience to connect on a personal level with the story world itself so that it is more grounded. Film makers use these influences to usually reflect aspects of our own societies more often than not this is done to either imply a message such as anti-racism in the 2018 ‘The Greatest Showman’ or a reflection of post 9-11 America such as Nolan used as stated previously. This is a good way to ground the story world for the audience. 
  
 




As previously mentioned Nolan use characters to create a connection for the audience via the human condition but he also implements a lot of semiotics. “the study of signs and symbols and their use or interpretation”. He implements this use of signs and symbols in a variety of ways and example of him using semiotics would be the 2006 feature film ‘The Prestige’ a film about two magicians and their rivalry but its also about obsession and class welfare. This can be show through the film the first of which is the obsession it can be seen carried through out the film as the rivalry between the two men of different classes try to upstage each other’s performance. It escalates to the point where they are disguising themselves to sneak into each other’s performance without the other one knowing. These underlying themes through the film are semiotics in the form of when combined with the narrative structure give a message for peace and to not allow yourself to allow greed and obsession to guide your path is a metaphorical example of semeiotic. Nolan has used the themes and narrative for the audience to arrive at a conclusion on a subconscious level. He also uses semiotics in a more visual way such as the flower Bruce Wayne has to carry up a mountain to the League of Shadows in Batman Begins this flower later on would be revealed as the key ingredient of the hallucinogenic that the League of shadows would try to realise on Gotham so that it could be burnt to the ground.  Another visual approach to symbolism would be Batman himself although Christopher Nolan was not the creator of the character Batman he drew upon the idea that Batman should be a symbol of hope for the people of Gotham someone in which could inspire good when the Batman was no longer needed. This symbol itself is even alluded to in the script in the film Batman Begins when Bruce Wayne is speaking to Alfred his butler he says he wants to show the people of Gotham that their city doesn’t belong to the criminals and the corrupt.  “As a man I’m flesh and blood, I can be ignored, I can be destroyed. But as a symbol, as a symbol I can be incorruptible. I can be everlasting”.  This is really the beginning of the sub journey that Christopher Nolan has scripted for his interpretation of Batman. 



 ‘The techniques used in a film have an impact on the way a viewer interprets the story or characters. For example, different angles and shots can be used to make a character look scary, strong or frightened.’ Nolan uses the use of cinematography to dictate the power structure in his Batman trilogy, he not only uses cinematography but also implements the use of sound via diegetic and non-diegetic purposes for example  in the third film The Dark Knight Rises there is a scene with Bane (Antagonist) and Batman (Protagonist) where they meet for the first time in Banes hide out during this scene the angles of the shots show of Batman are from a lower position looking up which is used to imply power status. However when Bane starts to walk up to Batman the power shift changes and so does the angles both become level and as they move closer Christopher Nolan said during an interview that he deliberately made Banes footsteps louder and louder to help aid the visual que that Bane was the one in power by the end of this scene by the end the angles have changed and batman is now being looked down on where as the angles for Bane are now looking up to show the power change. This is how ever just one method of influencing the narrative with film techniques.  As both a writer and director of his movies Christopher Nolan is able to be more creative as a director because of his clarity and vison of the film. He uses methods such as Mise en sene to highlight semiotics so that his audience understands them.  Mise en sene by definition means ‘put into a scene or frame’ this refers to the visual information that is provided in front of the camera it essential communicates narrative information to the audience. Mise en sene can be broken up into five categories, settings and props, Costume, hair and makeup, Facial expressions and body language, Lighting and colour, Positioning of character and props in frame. These combined ultimately are used to create a meaning and communicate it to the audience and can even influence how the audience should react and or feel during a certain scene. Christopher Nolan utilizes his depth of knowledge and film techniques such as the ones explored above but not limited to through his work, an example of which is during the opening scenes of Batman Begins, a young Bruce Wayne falls down a hidden well during this sequence Nolan uses the positioning of both lighting and the Camera to provide a message of Bruce’s trails to over come his fear. So to achieve this he first of all uses a  poor lit bottom of the well and then when the camera is added we as the audience view it from the perspective of Bruce looking upward towards the opening of the well this opening is well light and this combination is meant to symbolise that Bruce must rise from the darkness and ascend into the light and become the symbol of hope that Gotham needs. Another example would be “during the ensuring funeral sequence, a fixed camera frames young Wayne and his butler, Alfred (Michael Cane), who stand motionless as others sweep past, again suggesting their isolation in grief whilst the mise en sene of rain soaked sorrowful gathering, punctuated by black umbrellas, adds to the melancholic ambience.” 




 ‘Themes are the central focus of the story or narrative. Themes express the intended lesson, conclusion, message, or point of view of the author. Themes connect all the parts of the story such as characters, plot, problem (conflict), setting, and event(s). A theme keeps the writer on point.’ Christopher Nolan uses themes as the meaning for discussions in the narrative. A theme is a universal concept that is applicable to everyone the theme is bigger than the characters or plot points. This usually is a subconscious message that is implanted into the narrative by the screenwriter/ director in this case Christopher Nolan. Themes can also be used conflictingly to such as revenge and revenge causes more problems. Nolan as a screenwriter and director and utilise themes to his advantage and allow for a greater depth in the overall creation of the narrative. Nolan through out his work uses recurring themes such as in Prestige the key theme is obsession and jealousy and that film implies the message of how those two aspects can lead to pain and unbalance. The other message it subconsciously implies is that as the audience members we should be grateful for what we have got rather than what we have not. Then in Nolan Batman films he uses Fear as a core theme for Batman Begins. The first example is when Bruce over comes his fear of Bats this a is a link to the human condition it is a natural thought to be fearful of something. In interstellar the key theme is love and the message is that love can bring us from the darkest corners of our minds to the light. The truth of human nature is that every human desire love in some aspect or another whether that’s physical or psychological. In the Dark knight film, the second of Nolan’s Dark Knight Rises Trilogy the theme of Chaos is implanted by the Joker (Antagonist) but the underlying moral of this implementation of this particular theme is we can not allow one personal to divide society and together we stand stronger than we do if we give in. The idea in this film is visually shown during a scene with the two main characters Batman and the Joker. The Joker tells Batman the only way to stop him is by killing him but if he does this then this would influence members of society that its okay to kill someone if they’ve done something wrong rather than letting the justice system take its part. This ultimately is what the metaphorical mean of this story is meant to convey to the audience while using the them of chaos as the core foundation of this film. 




To be considered an Auteur a director must influence their vision of the narrative so much so that they rank as its author. Christopher Nolan is known for screenwriting and directing the films he works on. As a director he has to have an ability of creativity to give depth and meaning to their work. Nolan states that he always aims to make his films rewatchable as in the 21st century people tend to watch films more than once.  A director needs to have good decisiveness in order to clearly communicate their vision to not only the actors who will create his vision but the technical crew such as the Director of Cinematography, Nolan has gone on record stating his preference for using 65mm film instead of digital as he feels this attributes to the overall ascetical realism of the piece. He used this method in Dunkirk.  Finally, a Director must be driven, this can be key in many aspects for example production schedules can be long and tiresome so being able to keep cast and crew members focused and driven with your own positivity is ultimately going to reflect in the quality of work produced. Christopher Nolan has shown on many occasions that he is not afraid to challenge himself as a director by directing films with different genres and utilising his abilities as a film maker to make each one a success with the perfect combination of both artistic and entertainment values for audience members. Typically, movie goers are split into two types those who go to see films for the artistic meaning or metaphorical message and then there are the movie goers who go to be entertained. Christopher Nolan manages to do this it is highlighted during his Batman Dark Knight Trilology where the influence of cultural and artistic symbolic meaning and cleverly shot action sequences where he allows the visuals to do the talking rather than the characters themselves such as Disney’s Marvel does when they use jokes during the action. Doing this allows the atmosphere of his story world to remain a constant so keep the movie goers engaged in the action sequences. 
As previously mentioned Christopher Nolan is known not only for directing but for writing the films he works on. “Responsibilities of a screenwriter. Screenwriters develop scripts derived from their own ideas or other existing ideas or work. When writing scripts, screenwriters are responsible for describing the stories in detail, including physical environments and moods of the characters.’ After this they create shoot script. 



To examine whether or not Nolan can be considered a successful film maker such as financial profits, review ranks of his films and award nominations. “Successful individuals are those who have creative skills, to produce a vision for how they intend to make the world a better place for everyone; analytical intellectual skills, to assess their vision and those of others; practical intellectual skills, to carry out their vision and persuade people of its value; and wisdom, to ensure that their vision is not a selfish one.” First looking at some of the films previously mentioned we can examine their lifetime gross profit Batman Begins the first of Christopher Nolan’s trilogy this film had a budget of $150 million USD but its lifetime gross now lies at $206,852,432 million USD. Which in financial terms is a very successful return on the investment of the original $150 million.  Another film that was previous mentioned is The Prestige this film had a lower budget that the previously examined film, The Prestige had a $40 million USD budget and the films lifetime gross as of date of this dissertation is $53,089,891 million USD making it one of Nolan’s lowest profiting films of his later career. How ever this does not mean the film wasn’t well received by the critics which will be explored in the next point on determining if Christopher Nolan can be considered successful. The second of Nolan’s Dark Knight trilogy ‘The Dark Knight’ was one of the most anticipated sequels at the time and had a block buster budget following the success of the previous film. This films budget was $180 million, and it returned Nolan’s to date, largest lifetime gross profit of a total of $534,852,432 million USD.  In between Nolan’s Dark Knight trilogy, he turned his attention to a new project this being ‘Inception’ this films budget of $160 million. With a return of $292,576,195 million. Finally looking at the last in the Batman trilogy ‘The Dark Knight Rises’ this would be the final instalment in Nolan’s Batman and received a block buster budget of $250 million the largest budget that Christopher Nolan had ever worked on. This film did profit well making a lifetime gross profit of $448,139,099 million USD, however the film didn’t go down too well with audience members which will be addressed by the end of this investigation. 
The next method in which we can use to aid in the investigation into if Christopher Nolan can be considered successful would be too look at official critic’s scorings of his films. The Prestige averaged as 8/10 using IMDb, IGN.com and Rotten Tomato’s scorings. Batman Begins received an average score of 8.5/10.  If the same method is used to work out the average of the other 3 films of Nolan’s (The Dark Knight, Inception, The Dark Knight Rises) we can work out that on average Nolan’s films get a score of 8.5/10 which can again be considered successful. So, after looking at two areas in which Nolan can be considered successful the last area to consider is awards and nominations but to make a fair comparison I have chosen another 21st century director Martin Scorsese. Out of the films previously discussed Nolan’s most nominated film is Inception where he received 2 nominations for Academy Awards one for Best Picture 2010 and another for Best Original Screenplay. He also received 3 Golden Globe nominations for Best Director, Best screenplay and Best Motion Picture Drama. He also received 3 British Academy Film Award Nominations for Best Film, Best Director and Best Original Screenplay. A total of 8 nominations for Best Director and film of which he was a credited screenwriter and director. Which just highlights his success in terms of representation amongst other film makers. Christopher Nolan has received 219 nominations and won 134 of those, Martin Scorsese has been nominated for 213 and won 146. Meaning in terms of award success Nolan has a 61% conversion rate where as Scorsese has a 68.5% conversion rate.  So, in comparison Christopher Nolan could be considered the more successful director in two of the three areas explored where as Martin Scorsese can be considered more successful in his conversion of nominations to wins. Success can be described as the accomplishment of an aim or purpose. Dependant on the point of view in this case I would determine that Christopher Nolan should be considered a successful director in the 21st century. ‘Your definition doesn't have to be wildly exciting or flashy or even necessarily measurable. It just has to be something you know you want, and the know you can achieve if you put in the work. Whether that's making millions as a big shot director or just making cool short films with your friends on the weekends.’



[bookmark: _GoBack]In this dissertation I set out with the goal of critically analysing the work of Christopher Nolan using 5 films. I set out goals at the beginning of this dissertation which were the following to analyse his work and find patterns, to understand his work and to ultimately see if he can be considered successful or not.  To do this I utilised a variety of research methods in order to conduct a well-informed investigation into Nolan’s work. I first looked at ‘Understanding Nolan as a film maker’ in this I explored the idea of what a film maker is how Nolan uses the human condition in his narrative to ground it on an emotional level for the characters to resonate with the audience. The use of culture and world events through Nolan’s work were explored such as the use of Post 9-11 America in grounding the story world of Nolan’s Batman Trilogy this enabled the audience to be more immersed in the story world and the illusion of that fake reality feeling more real. In the second chapter of this critical review Nolan’s work in whole was analysed, such areas as the use of mise en sene is used in his films to highlight semiotics which is the use of symbols to give meaning to something. For example the use of characters positioning and framing to give a symbol of isolation during the scene the proceeded the funeral of young Bruce Wayne. such as the use of  a closer look at the cinematic techniques and methodology of Christopher Nolan’s work and Exploring the use of themes and conflicting themes in his work. Finally, I raised the question is Nolan overall a good film maker, in this the idea of Auteur was explored and a statistical reflection of Nolan’s work such as profits, awards/nominations and reviews. Inconclusion to this critical review I believe Christopher Nolan can be considered a successful film maker of the 21st century, his ability to create layered depth in his films using a variety of methods makes for highly successful films this can be backed up by the evidence of the lifetime gross profit of the films that were explored via this critical review.
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