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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Background
Over the past twelve years, Christopher Nolan has earned a reputation for being a director
who produces films which are critically-acclaimed and well-received and are major box office
successes (Hill-Parks, 2010). He is one of the few directors who understand both how to craft a
compelling story, and then support that story through very precise cinematic techniques
(Lannom, 2020).
Christopher Nolan’s films, despite their seemingly disparate natures, remain in many
ways thematically and stylistically similar, through his unique exploration of psychological and
epistemological themes such as time, memory and personal identity (Hill-Parks, 2011). His
choices have significantly influenced filmmaking, proving that complexity can exist in the
commercial.
This paper aims to unpack the unique artistic vision of Christopher Nolan and explore
how this vision has shaped the style of his movies. This paper also attempts to explore the unique
elements and design of Nolan’s films that have made his films widely popular and defined him as
a trademark author of the movie making industry. We intend to use Auteur Theory (Sarris, 1962),
Postmodernist Theory (Foucault, 1970 ) and Mise-en-scène (Cahiers du Cinéma, 1950s) as the
core frameworks used in this study to analyse his movies.
Auteur Theory will be one of the three theoretical scaffolds that will act as the framework
for our analysis of Christopher Nolan’s unique vision. Auteur theory is a film theory that
suggests that the director and his vision are the major creative forces in a motion picture, and
considers he/she to be the ‘author’ of the movie rather than the writer of the screenplay

(Britannica, 2017). Andrew Sarris (1962), a leading proponent of the auteur theory, has outlined
three premises in which a director is to be defined as an auteur:
1. The technical competence of the director
2. The distinguishable personality of the director
3. Interior meaning in the director’s films
Using these three premises as a guideline to study Nolan and his films, one is able to dissect his
personal vision and style that differentiates himself from other directors, enabling one to
understand the reason many critics consider him an auteur.
The Postmodernist Theory (Foucault) is used in this study as a framework to study the
inherent philosophy and beliefs of Christopher Nolan, in order to clarify the intent and message
behind the postmodernist themes in Nolan’s films.

The analysis of postmodernist elements of film incorporated in Inception (2010) and
Memento (2000) listed above enables us to understand the role these elements play in
characterising Nolan as a unique postmodernist director and enabling his personal filmmaking
style to stand out in the industry.
Lastly, Mise-en-scène (Cahiers du Cinema,1950s) will be used in our study for analyzing
specific freeze frames in Christopher Nolan’s films to understand and unpack his unique vision

and style of filmmaking. The premise of Mise-en-scène is summarised by Charles Barr (1963) as
such: “The director selects or stages his ‘reality’ and photographs it; we perceive the image, on
the screen, in the course of the film. The process in itself means that the experience belongs to
the ‘imaginative’ as opposed to the ‘actual’ life…” (Bordwell, 1985). Such a framework is
focused on criticism of the director himself, the author of the film, and how he expresses his
personal artistic style and personality through the medium of film to the spectator. This
framework compliments the framework of auteur theory used, unpacking the unique style of the
director through examining the various elements of mise-en-scene in the freeze frame, including:
Sets, Props, Lighting, Costumes, Actor Blocking, Shot Composition (Studiobinder,2020).
Specific freeze frames will be broken down for the listed elements to be examined and to identify
patterns across the frames as part of the analysis.

1.2 Rationale
Despite there being many instances of Christopher Nolan’s films being analysed, there
has yet to be an in-depth analysis regarding the portrayal of his filming techniques dreams and
memories, as shown in his films like Inception (2010), and Memento (2000). These two films
were particularly chosen as they have received much box office success and won many awards.
These two films both have fairly high approval ratings on review aggregator Rotten Tomatoes,
Memento (2000) with 93% and Inception (2010) with 87%. Both films have also been awarded
with various awards and accolades such as “AFI Movie of the Year” (2011) and “AFI
Screenwriter of the Year” (2002), along with Academy Awards, for the directorial efforts of
Christopher Nolan in the movies. The great popularity and awards and acclaims achieved by
both films show how widely approved these films are, making them a good choice to be used to

analyse Christopher Nolan’s signature style as they reflect society’s attitude toward Nolan’s
movies, especially for Memento (2000), where Nolan was still a fairly new director. This paper
thus contributes to this aspect which could potentially be missed by many in film study. Using
both Auteur Theory (Sarris, 1962) and Postmodernist Theory (Foucault, 1977) as our
frameworks, coupled with the Mise-en-scene technique (Cahiers du Cinéma,1950s) to evaluate
the films, this provides a unique perspective through an unusual combination of frameworks
specifically targeted at further exploring the themes of dreams and memories in Nolan’s films,
hence enabling us to gain fresh new insights into Nolan’s style of filmmaking.
When it comes to films from Nolan, much analysis has been focused on him as a director.
More research can be done on specific topics and themes, in the case of Inception (2010) and
Memento (2000), it is dreams and memories. This paper adds on to the current field of study by
going in depth and examining the presence and effects of topics like dreams and memories on the
scenes in the film.

1.3 Research Questions
a. What does Inception (2010) and Memento(2000) reveal about Christopher
Nolan’s filmmaking vision and personality, that of which sets him apart as a
unique auteur, from other directors?
b. How are the ideas of memory, identity and time portrayed in Inception (2010) and
Memento(2000), and what does this suggest about the intended purpose and
message the film is trying to convey?
c. What do the elements of stage design in specific movie frames in Inception
(2010) and Memento(2000) reveal about Nolan’s artistic style of filmmaking?

1.4 Scope of Research / Delimitation
The scope of research is limited to the analysis of Christopher Nolan’s work in Memento
(2000) and Inception (2010). This popularity of these movies ensures that links drawn between
the movies and Christopher Nolan’s are more reliable and justified in accordance with the
principles of Auteur Theory in which the director is viewed as the major creative force in a
motion picture (Britannica, 2017). Since these movies are of high popularity, it indicates the
support of people towards Nolan’s movies, expressing their affirmation towards his status as an
Auteur.
Another reason for choosing these films is that the overarching concept of time that runs
through both movies is presented in a postmodernist fashion, in which a rejection of the
traditional notion of time is apparent, as time rarely ever runs in a linear, straightforward fashion
in the two movies. In Memento(2000), time is split between a receding past and a stagnant
present that changes the shape of knowledge and memory with every revelation it produces. In
Inception (2010), time has collapsed upon itself many times over, with a singular moment in one
tier of consciousness extending to a multiplied time scale in others.
Hence, it is important to note that this paper will focus on Christopher Nolan’s directing
style and not other themes or topics in the films, unless related to the topic.

1.5 Methodology
Through close analysis of Memento (2000) and Inception (2010) in terms of the
characterization and an analysis of his motives, a deduction on how dreams and memories are
presented in Nolan’s movies can be obtained.

The Mise-en-scene scenes are chosen based on their significance in the movie. These
scenes are chosen for analysis if they contribute to his unique auteur persona, and contain
postmodernist film characteristics.
For example, in Memento (2000), judging by the reverse linear layout of the plot, the
scene where Leonard punches Natalie is also chosen for it highlights the theme of the fluid
nature of memories and that memories are not necessarily what they are remembered to be as
they can be lost or altered by external and internal factors.
Hence, the methodology utilises both visual and linguistic aspects of the movie in order
to conduct a more wholesome and systematic analysis of Nolan and his films.

Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1 Overview of theoretical frameworks for analysis
This study adopts an integrated approach in its analysis of Christopher Nolan’s directing
style by combining the three core frameworks of Auteur Theory(Sarris, 1962), Postmodernist
Theory(Foucault,1970) and Mise En Scene(Cahiers du Cinema, 1950s) as the basis of our

analysis. Auteur Theory holds that a director's film reflects the director's personal creative vision
. The film analysis process will then incorporate the use of the framework of Postmodernist
Theory to study the postmodernist film characteristics in Nolan’s films and the framework of
Mise En Scene will be used in our study for analyzing specific freeze frames found in the two
films in order to understand and unpack his unique vision and style of filmmaking. Together
these three approaches will provide a well-rounded and comprehensive framework that will be
used in our analysis of Christopher Nolan’s directing style.

2.2. Auteur Theory (Sarris, 1962)
The Auteur Theory is the idea that the director is the author and primary creative force
behind a motion picture. (StudioBinder, 2019). This theory first arose in France in the late 1940s,
and was dubbed by the American film critic Andrew Sarris as an outgrowth of the cinematic
theories of André Bazin and Alexandre Astruc (Britannica, 2019). When the concept of the
auteur was coined in the 1950s and 1960s, it was an initiative to clarify the obscure matters of
authorship in cinema. Because a film must necessarily be a collective work, understood as the
result of a large number of creative contributions, it was often unclear who the decisive power
behind a certain film was. If the auteur critic in the 1950s and 1960s could identify one
outstanding artistic mind behind the collective making of a film, both the film and the medium as
such would gain artistic prestige. Here, the director is the obvious choice, as he is the singular
person

who

is

in

charge

of

the

artistic

decisions

of

the production,

as an

artist-in-control(Schepelern,2004). However, this claim is assailed by critics by denying the
collaborative nature of cinema and maintaining a romanticized vision of individual genius
around the director’s role (Morrison, 2018).

Auteurship indicates a certain level of quality that separates artists from functionaries
(Hill-Parks, 2010). Auteurship involved the creation of an auteur portfolio of specific themes and
styles found across several films by the same director, along with surrounding discourse and
extra-textual materials.(Hill-Parks, 2010, pg 17) In contemporary Hollywood, another function
of the auteur was that of a unifying force behind each individual film as well as connecting a
seemingly disparate set of films and other texts into a particular filmography. (Hill-Parks, 2010,
pg 23)
What separates auteurs from other technically gifted directors is their unmistakable
personality and style. When looking at an auteur’s collected works, you can generally see shared
filming techniques and consistent themes being explored. One of the primary tenets of auteur
theory is that auteurs make movies that are unmistakably theirs. This is in sharp contrast with the
standard studio directors of the era who were simply translating script to screen with little
interrogation of the source material or editorial input. Directors are generally regarded as auteurs
by film analysts and critics. This idea will be later explored in terms of Nolan, where there are
unmistakable trademarks in his movies that one will automatically associate with him.

2.3. Postmodernist Theory (Foucault, 1970)

Postmodernism films are works that articulate the themes and ideas of postmodernism,
which, roughly speaking, is a late 20th century movement characterised by broad skepticism, a
general suspicion of reason and an acute sensitivity to the role of ideology in asserting and
maintaining political and economic power (Britannica, 2020). These films contain postmodernist
film characteristics that influence the audience to think in such a manner. These films often have
aims of subverting the mainstream conventions of narrative structure and characterization, and to
test the audience’s suspension of disbelief. They often upend typical portrayals of gender, race,
class and time in order to create something that does not abide by traditional narrative
expression(Wikipedia).

2.4. Mise-en-Scène (Cahiers du Cinema, 1950s)

Mise-en-scene can be labelled as a cinematic narrative technique with illustrative thrust,
represented by graphically creative skillfulness by a fusion of carefully orchestrated storyboards,
the artistry of filmmaking, panoramic stage plan and metrical fashion as steered by thorough
supervision of an absolute radically-driven and artistically inspired cinematic director
(filmtheory, 2014, pg 1). It enables the director to create a scene which uses all elements in it,
presenting the film as a whole.
This is used in our project as a means to analyse how Nolan, as an auteur, sets the scene.
Mise-en-scene technique acts as a guide which aids with the selection of specific
landmark scenes, and the elements of mise-en-scene contribute to the building of Nolan’s auteur
persona.

Chapter 3: Discussion and Analysis
First Landmark Scene of Inception(2010)
One of the more renowned scenes in the movie Inception (2010), this scene is considered a

landmark scene, portraying an amazing, gravity-defying fight occurring in the dream state. Even

more impressive about this scene is that no CGI was used. In fact, very little CGI was used to
film the entire movie. This is a significant part of Nolan’s auteur persona. He has gained a
reputation for his lack of CGI in his movies. He often sets up elaborate stages in order to film
scenes, while other directors may just use CGI to film scenes instead.
As can be seen from the above picture, Nolan did not use any CGI in the making of the
hotel fight scene. In this scene, which takes place in a dream, the hotel lobby is constantly

spinning around. This can only happen in a dream, and most other directors would decide to
make use of CGI to show that the events were taking place in a dream. Yet, Nolan, unlike these
other directors, decided to set up an elaborate stage specifically for this scene. This makes him
unique, while other directors make elaborate use of CGI to show dream sequences, Nolan simply
makes use of real life stages to do so. A good comparison would be this Black Panther (2018)
scene where the protagonist is in a dream. This scene was filmed using CGI, as the actor only
stood in front of a green screen. This scene exemplifies Nolan’s filmmaking brilliance and
technical competence, with his incredulous ability to film such scenes without the use of CGI or
a green screen. He is able to skillfully create images that would be extremely difficult to produce

without the help of CGI. Instead he turns to using real life stages for such scenes, and yet is still
able to produce very realistic movie scenes that contain high quality visual effects which other
directors would only be able to achieve with the help of such technology. It takes a director of
extremely professional and high technical skill to achieve such a feat.\
This manner of filming dreams and memories has not been seen in other auteurs, making
his directing ability one of a kind. One of the criteria for a director to be considered an auteur is
“the technical competence of a director”(Sarris, 1962). As such, he creates for himself a very
recognisable and unique directing style which builds a strong case for his auteurship.

Second Landmark Scene of Inception(2010)

Arguably the most significant scene in Inception (2010), this ending scene has attracted
endless debate about its actual outcome. In addition, this scene perhaps contains much more
complex themes and a deeper message that Nolan is trying to communicate with the audience.
From an auteurship perspective, this scene contains interior meaning, one of the criteria that
would qualify a director as an auteur. Nolan is trying to express his own views on the human

condition. He is trying to communicate the idea that there is no true or false reality. Reality is
merely what we choose to believe it is. Thus, an individual defines his/her own reality, and
dictates his/her own happiness and future.
This is a scene in which Cobb, the main character, spins his top to determine if he is in
the real world or still stuck in the dream state. However, he chooses not to look at the outcome of
the top, and instead turns to join his children. Before the outcome is determined, the scene is cut
and the movie ends. This famous cryptic ending of Inception (2010) suggests several deeper
ideas. Firstly, Cobb’s indifference to the outcome of the spinning top implies that knowing
whether he was in reality or the dream state no longer mattered. This is contrary to his earlier
actions, in which he desperately spins his top on several occasions to check which state he is in,
and even goes to lengths to plant an idea in his wife, Mal’s mind, that their world was not real
and they had to kill themselves to return to reality. With all that he is looking forward to,
spending time with his family, already within his reach, Cobb perhaps does not want to know
whether he is in reality or not, and instead just settles for what he has: finally being able to be
reunited with his children. Thus, Cobb takes the world he is in as his own perception of reality
because in this reality, he is satisfied and fulfilled with what he has. This signals to the audience
that we choose the way we want to live, and the happiness that we get, by choosing the world
that we live in. Hence, the message is that it matters not whether our world is real or not, merely
if we are satisfied with it.
Looking from a postmodernist perspective, we can observe that in the film Inception
(2010), the dream state is present to conceal the fact that it is the apparent reality state, the state
in which the characters are perceived not to be dreaming in, is still the state of the dream, the
simulation itself. The characters in the dream go deeper into it, layer by layer. This could

potentially mean that the reality state is also the actual dream state, a mere layer preceding the
other layers. The dream state is just utilised by Nolan to obscure the fact that the characters are
living in a third-order simulation (Baudrillard,1988). According to Baudrillard, the third order of
simulation is one in which reality is produced by images and functions unrelated to the real
world, yet they behave as though they were real. This representation precedes and determines
what is real, and there is no clear distinction between representation and reality; thus there is
only the simulacrum. Nolan takes this to a further level, by constructing the simulacrum, i.e. the
dream state, as one which has exact resemblance to the supposed ‘reality’ state. The simulation is
exactly the same, in terms of sensual experience, as the reality state. Furthermore, Nolan then
opens the possibility that there is no reality state, that the supposed ‘reality’ is another layer of
the whole dream, and that everything is within the simulation. Nolan suggests such a fact to be
true in the ending scene of Inception (2010), in which the spinning top, used to differentiate
reality from dream, continually spins in the supposed reality state, when the scene is cut.
The crux of the ending was that Cobb doesn't stick around to watch the top spin because
he did not actually care whether it falls or not, he’s home, reunited with his children and where
he wanted to be; he’s not about to go anywhere, no matter what the totem had to say, and that
was all that mattered.
Hence, Inception (2010) manages to draw audiences to an unusually satisfying
conclusion. The film’s main heist---complete with high-octane chase scenes, mind-bending fight
sequences, and utterly thrillingly tense narrative beats-ensures that its ensemble barely has time
to catch a breath. Nonetheless, the devil is in the details still. The only true navigator guiding
these characters through their near-impossible job is the power of emotion. The dreams of
Inception (2010) allow characters to dig deep and explore themselves. Although this doesn’t

necessarily free them of their responsibilities, the potential for reprieve is undeniably
powerful.(filmschoolrejects, 2019)
Yet, Inception (2010) does not portray a direct conclusion for readers to see. The very
spinning of the top at the end is the thin line between dreams and reality. It leaves the reader
questioning whether they are watching Cobb in the real world or the dream world. This is part of
the postmodernism idea, where the viewers may be able to view more than one possible outcome
of the movie. By “drawing attention to the plot letting the spectators see different
conclusions,”(filmtheory, 2014) the viewers are reminded of how the top represents the dream
world should it continue spinning forever, or the real world should it stop spinning. The readers
are not given a clear view on the ending of the movie, and are only left with their own
conclusions without a definitive one.

First Landmark Scene of Memento (2000)

Memento (2000) and Inception (2010) have many things in common, with the ever
constant presence of hyperreality as a theme being one of them. Characters in both films are
unable to separate reality from a simulation of reality. In Inception (2010), it is Cobb who cannot
separate reality from the dream world, while in Memento (2000) it is Leonard who cannot
discern reality, the truth, from a simulation of reality, his memory. As Leonard is unable to form

new memories, his perception of reality is created by the everyday objects around him. A state of
hyperreality, a characteristic of postmodernist film, is shown, as the line between what’s real and
what's not is blurred.. As a result, his memories can be altered as other people see fit, as in this
case Natalie. Natalie wants to manipulate Leonard, and thus chooses to do so through altering his
perception of reality (making Leonard perceive a simulation of reality). She lets Leonard hit her,
causing an injury, which allows her to then come back to him and lie that another person hit her.
Leonard then believes her and kills an innocent person because of Natalie’s lie and manipulation
of his perception of reality.
In this scene, the focus is on both Leonard and Natalie. This focus is to accentuate the
consequences of both Leonard’s and Natalie’s actions. The first picture shows Leonard hitting
Natalie, which results in the injury Natalie has in the second picture, while the second shows
Natalie lying to Leonard to change Leonard’s memory. Them being the focal point of this scene,
allows Nolan to showcase his unique directing style and postmodernist ideology. Leonard’s
reliance on external factors to form and remember memories makes it difficult for him to
separate reality (what actually happened) from a simulation of reality (what other people told
him or he wrote down to remember). Leonard’s handicap can also be interpreted as a theme,
hyperreality, making Nolan both an auteur and a postmodernist.

Second Landmark Scene of Memento (2000)
Both Memento (2000) and Inception (2010) have complex ending scenes which echo
similar sentiments, both containing interior meaning. At the end of the film, the main character,
Leonard, lights his Polaroid photos on fire, as shown in the picture above. These photos are his
only way of remembering anything, and he decides to destroy them all. Leonard is trying to erase
his memories and past so he can start on a new path. In the ending scene, he is seen thinking to
himself. “I have to believe in a world outside my own. I have to believe my actions still have
meaning. I have to believe that when my eyes are closed, the world is still here…we only need
memories to remind ourselves who we are”. His identity is predicated on the beliefs that he has,
that his actions still have meaning and reality still exists. Hence, he chooses to forge his own
identity by forgetting about everything in the past, and relying only on his own beliefs. Leonard
chooses to frame reality in his own way, in order to fit himself so that he can choose his own
future. This communicates with the audience that it does not matter whether one’s identity is
truthful or not, merely that it is one chosen by the individual that enables him to determine the

future he wants, even if that means erasing his own identity for a new one. This draws a similar
comparison to the ending scene of Inception(2010). Since both films contain a consistent
message, that individuals determine their own reality and thus dictate their own future. The
interior meaning of both films create a strong auteur persona for this masterful and unique
director.
In Memento (2000), this aspect of a non-linear narrative is also used. Leonard’s
flashbacks are shown in a linear fashion, in black and white, yet the events which he is going
through are shown in a non-linear fashion, in colour. This scene in the picture above was played
at the end of the movie, yet it was an event which took place earlier in Leonard’s life than the
other scenes portrayed in colour. Aristotle’s theory determines that a narrative has a beginning, a
middle, and an end. This is true in the fact that all stories have to start and end somewhere,
however it can be disproved that they happen chronologically in that order. Nolan, in particular,
disproves this idea, portraying the events that take place in a nonlinear fashion, while still having
a beginning, a middle and an end, even though they may be mixed up.
Furthermore, because of the film’s nonlinear narrative, there is an open-ended conclusion
given to the viewers, which is yet another unique characteristic that can be attributed to his films.
In Memento (2000), due to the nonlinear narrative structure, the viewers are left uncertain as to
who “John G” really is. This is a portion of the movies, unique only to Nolan. Most other movies
leave their viewers with a definite conclusion to the movie, which will be something which they
will discuss as they leave the cinema, yet for Nolan-directed movies, the viewers leave the
cinema considering their own conclusions for the movie.

Chapter 4: Conclusion
4.1 Conclusion
From the above analysis of Nolan as an auteur and a postmodernist while making use of
similarities found in scenes in Inception (2010) and Memento (2000), we can conclude that while
the years have passed, Nolan’s filming techniques have not changed. What sets him apart from
other directors as a unique auteur is his ability to delicately design and produce scenes which
have deep and profound themes and messages behind them.
We are shown that these movies are not only good movies worthy of their box office
successes, but also contain their own interior meanings, causing the audience to question
themselves on these meanings. In particular, the ideas of memory, identity and time, show the
audience that one’s memory can be so dilated that one’s perception of his own identity can be
twisted, and so can his perception of reality, and time which has passed. This leads the audience
to question what is their true identity. Nolan has shown to be a highly skilled director at
communicating his personal ideas to his audience through the medium of film, proving to have a
unique auteur persona.
This paper hence provides a fresh new perspective, by making use of a unique
combination of theories in order to gain deeper understanding and insights about Nolan. While
his works have been thoroughly analysed many times, this paper is able to present his films in a
different manner, shining light on certain unique aspects of his films that others may have
overlooked.
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