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               Nolan in Cardington, England, while shooting The Dark Knight (2008).
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               Don Levy’s Time Is (1964).
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               Nicolas Grospierre, The Library (The Never-Ending Corridor of Books) (2006).

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A child of six was telling himself stories as he lay in bed. It was a new power, and he kept it a secret … ​ships ran high up the dry land and opened into cardboard boxes … ​gilt-and-green iron railings that surrounded beautiful gardens turned all soft … ​so long as he remembered it was only a dream. He could never hold that knowledge more than a few seconds ere things became real, and he sat miserably upon gigantic door-steps trying to sing the multiplication-table up to four times six.

            —RUDYARD KIPLING, “The Brushwood Boy”

            
                

            

            Time is a river which sweeps me along, but I am the river; it is a tiger which destroys me, but I am the tiger; it is a fire which consumes me, but I am the fire.

            —JORGE LUIS BORGES, “A New Refutation of Time”
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               Floor Mosaic, Basilica di San Giovanni in Rome.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         A MAN WAKES UP in a room so dark that he cannot see his hand in front of his face. How long he has been sleeping, where he is, or how he got there he does not know. All he knows is that the hand he is holding in front of his face is his right hand.
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         Swinging his feet out of the bed, he places them on the ground, which is cold and hard. Maybe he is in the hospital. Has he been hurt? Or maybe a barracks. Is he a soldier? With his fingers, he feels the edge of the bed—metal, with rough wool sheeting. A memory comes back to him—of cold baths, a bell ringing, and a dreadful feeling of being late—but just as quickly the memory is gone, leaving him with a piece of knowledge: a light switch. On the wall somewhere. If he can just locate this switch, then he will be able to see where he is and everything will come back to him.

         Gingerly, he pushes one foot across the floor, his sock snagging on something: splintery wood. Floorboards. These are floorboards. He takes a few steps forward, feeling his way with outstretched arms. His fingertips brush a cold, hard surface of some kind: the metal frame of another bed. He is not alone.

         Feeling his way around the end of the second bed, he triangulates its position with respect to his own and determines where he imagines the central aisle of the room to be. Then he proceeds to inch down it, hunched over to better feel the way. It takes him several minutes—the room is a lot longer than he thought—but eventually he comes up against a wall, the plaster cool to the touch. Flattening himself against it, he spreads his arms wide, catching a few flakes of plaster with his fingertips, and, with his left hand, finds the light switch. Bingo. With one flick of the switch, the room is bathed in light and he knows instantly where and who he is.

         He does not exist. He is a hypothetical figure in a thought experiment by the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. In a 1786 essay entitled “What Does It Mean to Orient Oneself in Thinking?” Kant attempted to determine whether our perception of space is an accurate reflection of something “out there” in the universe, or an a priori mental apprehension, something intuited “in here.” A former geography teacher, he was well placed to address the matter. Just a few years earlier, the invention of the telescope by his countryman William Herschel had led to the conception of “deep sky” and the discovery of Uranus, while the invention of the hot-air balloon had spurred mapmakers to new advances in meteorology and the understanding of cloud formation. It was to their example that Kant looked first. “If I see the sun in the sky and know it is now midday, then I know how to find south, west, north, and east,” he wrote, “even the astronomer—if he pays attention only to what he sees and not at the same time to what he feels—would inevitably become disoriented.” Kant thus posited the example of a man who was awakened in a strange room, unsure which way he was facing. “In the dark I orient myself in a room that is familiar to me if I can take hold of even one single object whose position I remember,” he said, “and if someone as a joke had moved all the objects around so that what was previously on the right was now on the left, I would be quite unable to find anything in a room whose walls were otherwise wholly identical.” Left and right are not something we are taught or observe. It is a priori knowledge that we simply wake up with. It derives from us, not the universe, and yet from it flows our entire apprehension of space, the universe, and our place within it. Unless some joker has been tampering with the light switch, in which case all bets are off.

         The career of the film director Christopher Nolan has spanned no less convulsive a period of technological change than Immanuel Kant’s. In August 1991, Nolan’s second year at University College London, the World Wide Web was launched by Tim Berners-Lee on a NeXT computer at the European Organization for Nuclear Research. “We are now living on Internet time,” said Andrew Grove, chief executive of Intel, in 1996. In 1998, the year Nolan released his first film, Following, U.S. vice president Al Gore announced a plan to make the GPS satellites transmit two additional signals for civilian applications, and Google was launched with the Faustian mission “to organize the world’s information.” A year later came wireless networking, Napster, and broadband, just in time for Nolan’s second feature, Memento. By the time of his third movie, Insomnia, in 2002, the world’s first online encyclopedia, Wikipedia, had arrived. In 2003, the anonymous bulletin board 4Chan was launched, quickly followed in 2004 by the first source-agnostic social media platform, Facebook, and then by YouTube and Reddit in 2005. “It’s hard to overstate the flabbergasting speed and magnitude of the change,” Kurt Anderson has written. In the early 1990s, less than 2 percent of Americans used the Internet; by 2002, less than a decade later, most Americans were online, overseeing the biggest shrinking of our conception of distance since the invention of the steam engine. With Euclidean space fragmented by the simultaneity of the Internet, time has become the new metric of who is available, but rather than unite us, it has made us aware as never before of the subjective bubble of time in which we each sit. “People ‘stream’ music to us and video, the tennis match we’re watching may or may not be ‘live,’ the people in the stadium watching the instant replay on the stadium screen, which we see repeated on our screen, may have done that yesterday, in a different time zone,” writes James Gleick in Time Travel: A History. “We reach across layers of time for the memories of our memories.”

         A simpler way of putting this is that our lives have become a Christopher Nolan movie. Like the maze that adorns the logo of his production company, Syncopy, Nolan’s movies have entrances that are clearly marked. You probably have seen them advertised on TV. They are likely playing in your neighborhood multiplex. They occupy traditional genres like the spy thriller or heist movie. Many of them begin with a simple shot of a man waking up from a dream, like Kant’s hypothetical subject. The world around them is heavily textured, solid to the touch, lent granular texture by immersive IMAX photography and enveloping sound design. The evidence of our eyes and ears compels our investment in this world, this hero, as the familiar tropes of genre filmmaking—heists, car chases, shootouts—surface around him in alien, unfamiliar configurations. The streets of Paris fold back on themselves like origami. An eighteen-wheel truck flips like a beetle. Planes are upended mid-flight, leaving the passengers clinging to the now perpendicular chassis. Some joker seems to be playing with the light switch. Looped narrative schemes and shattering second-act twists further rock the ground beneath our feet, lending the otherwise solid narrative architecture a gauzy metafictional shimmer, as all we had thought solid melts into air, resulting in a delighted astonishment in the audience, which is a million miles away from the bluster and bombast of a typical Hollywood blockbuster. Enlivened by the unshakable sense of a great game being afoot, of having engaged in delicious conspiracy with the film’s maker against the Punch and Judy shows that pass for entertainment on screens elsewhere, we wander dazed out onto the street, still debating the ambiguity of the film’s ending or the Escher-like vertigo induced by its plot. Easy to enter, Nolan’s films are fiendishly difficult to exit, ramifying endlessly in your head afterward like plumes of ink in water. The film we have just seen cannot be unwatched. It isn’t even really over. In many ways, it has only just begun.
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               Nolan when I first met him in 2000, on the eve of Memento’s release.

            

         

         
            *

         

         I first met Nolan in February 2001 at Canter’s Deli on North Fairfax Avenue, not far from the Sunset Strip in L.A. The director’s second film, Memento, had just earned great reviews at Sundance, after a long, anxious year spent trying to secure distribution. A devilishly structured neo-noir with the eerie, sunlit clarity of a dream, Memento concerns an amnesiac trying to solve the case of his wife’s death. Everything up to that point he can remember; everything after he loses every ten minutes or so—a discombobulation mirrored by the film’s structure, which unspools backward before our eyes, plunging the audience into a permanent state of in medias res. It seemed almost blasphemously smart in a way that made you wonder how it might fare, exactly, in a film landscape typified that year by the likes of Dude, Where’s My Car? The film’s knack for winning fans but not distribution had become something of an open secret in Hollywood after a screening the weekend of the 2000 Independent Spirit Awards, at which Nolan had been turned down by every distributor in town with some variation of “This is great,” “We love it,” “We really want to work with you,” and “But this is not for us.” Director Steven Soderbergh was moved to comment on the website Film Threat that the film “signaled the death of the independent movement. Because I knew before I saw the film that everyone in town had seen it and declined to distribute it … ​And I watched it and came out of there thinking, ‘That’s it. When a movie this good can’t get released, then it’s over.’”

         After a year in movie limbo, the film’s original production company, Newmarket Films, took the risky decision to distribute it. So the Nolan I met that day, sitting in a red banquette at Canter’s Deli, was a relieved man, although outwardly he projected an air of confidence, his blond forelock of hair falling into his eyes as he talked about the influences on his film—the short stories of Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges, the novels of Raymond Chandler, and the films of David Lynch. He seemed a very familiar type of Englishman to me, the kind of upper-middle-class son of the home counties one could imagine with a career in the City who plays rugby with his fellow brokers on the weekend; and yet here he was in Hollywood, with his backward-running film about a man fleeing unfathomable emotions, betrayed by his treacherous head. The dissonance was striking, as if a young Howard Hughes were fronting a start-up representing the interests of Edgar Allan Poe. As he picked up his menu, I couldn’t help but notice that he leafed through it backward. He was left-handed, he said, and always leafed through magazines and such from back to front. I wondered if this had anything to do with the structure of his film, which plays its scenes in reverse order. He told me I may have hit on something, explaining that he had long been fascinated by notions of symmetry, mirroring, and inversion. As Nolan talked, his powder blue eyes betrayed the distant glint of someone doing math problems in his head three weeks in advance, and it became clear to me that the film, for all its sunlit geometries, was as personal to him as any Sundance-farmed coming-of-age movie or down-in-the-hood first feature. Memento was borne into the world on the back of obsession, powered by a voice whose failure to find expression would have been almost inconceivable to its owner. Nolan made it because he had to.

         “Always in the back of my head, I was like, Can you really do this? You’re going to make a film backward,” he told me. “It was like, at some point someone is going to break in and go, ‘I think that’s crazy.’ What happens when you make a film is you burrow into it or dig in, so you kind of can’t see it anymore, you’re so immersed in it, and the film stops being real. So you have to kind of go, Well, okay, I wrote the script six months ago and it seemed like a good idea at the time…. ​I had an odd empathy for the central character, who has to trust these notes that he’s written to himself. The only thing you can do is trust your initial instincts. You just have to say, This is what I’m making. This is what I’m doing. This is why I wrote this script. It is going to work. Just trust it.”

         
            [image: ]
               The poster design for Memento (2000). “To understand recursion, you must first understand recursion,” as the joke has it.

            

         

         Finally released into eleven theaters a few weeks later, on March 16, the film took in $352,243 in its first week, expanded in its second week to fifteen theaters, where it took in $353,523. Among the distributors who had initially turned the film down was Miramax, which circled back and frantically tried to buy the film from Newmarket, but as word of the picture spread, and it expanded in its third week to seventy-six theaters, taking in $965,519, Miramax could only watch as the film took off, spending four weeks in the top ten, sixteen in the top twenty, eventually playing in 531 theaters, a larger number of venues than even Jaws played in during the summer of 1975. Memento would gross over $25 million in North America and $14 million overseas, making the film’s total worldwide tally nearly $40 million—the sleeper hit of the summer. It earned two Oscar nominations, one for Best Original Screenplay and the other for Best Film Editing, and won Best Director and Best Screenplay for Nolan at the 2002 Independent Spirit Awards, two years to the day after that disastrous screening for distributors.

         Nolan’s ascent since has been near vertical. Of all the directors to break through in the late nineties to win either popular or critical success, or both—Paul Thomas Anderson, the Wachowski brothers, David Fincher, Darren Aronofsky—“no other filmmaker of his generation has had as meteoric a career,” film historian David Bordwell has written. In the space of two decades, the British-born director has gone from eking out micro-budgeted three-minute shorts to making such billion-dollar blockbusters as the Dark Knight (2008), Inception (2010), Interstellar (2014), and Dunkirk (2017). Collectively, Nolan’s films have earned over $4.7 billion worldwide, making him the most successful filmmaker to come out of the British Isles since Alfred Hitchcock. To the studios, he is as close to a sure thing as a director gets, one of a few filmmakers who can walk into a studio with an original script idea—one that is not part of a pre-existing franchise, intellectual property, or a sequel—and exit with the $200 million necessary to make it. Like Spielberg and Lucas before him, he has become a franchise unto himself. Even the Dark Knight films, the closest Nolan has come to accommodating the reigning economic logic of Hollywood, comprised a deeply personal vision of a society teetering on the very edge of chaos, channeling the darker currents of the Bush years just as the noirs of Fritz Lang and Jacques Tourneur did the America of the thirties and forties. Unusual for a director working at his level, he has either written or had a hand in writing all eleven of his movies to date, granting him entry to a very exclusive club of directors with a genuine claim on the title blockbuster auteur, the only other two being Peter Jackson and James Cameron, and unlike them, he is still focused on making original movies, rather than acting as caretaker to his most successful franchises.

         “He works within the system here in a very commanding way,” said Michael Mann, whose 1995 movie, Heat, influenced Nolan’s Dark Knight trilogy. “He has large ideas. He invented the post-heroic superhero. He came up with an idea for a science-fiction heist inside the moving contours of a dreaming mind and he had the boldness and audacity to have that singular vision and make it happen. I think that the reason he has such a great response and great resonance with people is because he operates very much in the present, in the now. He’s tuned into the reality of our lives, our imagination, our culture, how we think, how we try to live. We’re living in a post-modern, post-industrial world with decaying infrastructure. Many feel disenfranchised. Seclusion is difficult. Privacy is impossible. Our lives are porous. We swim in a sea of interconnectedness and data. He directly deals with these intangible but very real anxieties. The quest to understand that and to tell stories from there, that is a central motivator for him, I think.” The late British director Nicolas Roeg, whose films Performance (1970), Don’t Look Now (1973), and The Man Who Fell to Earth (1976), inspired some of Nolan’s more audacious manipulations of time and cinematic space, spoke to me not long before he died, in 2018. “People talk about ‘commercial art’ and the term is usually self-negating. Nolan works in the commercial arena and yet there’s something very poetic about his work. They’re marvelously disguised. Memento has this backward-running time scheme, and yet you automatically find yourself applying the situation to oneself, to one’s daily life, which is very strange. The slipperiness of time, especially when it involves memory, that feeling of subjectivity, of ‘It’s all true … ​but it wasn’t like that,’ he’s got that on film, somehow. It’s a very rare thing, what he has done.”

         Among his collaborators, he is known for his punctuality, discipline, and secrecy. Of the more than six hundred people who helped bring Nolan’s World War II drama Dunkirk to life, only twenty or so crew members were allowed to read the script, copies of which were kept on-set or watermarked with the actors’ names, so that any missing copies could be traced back to their negligent owners. The first time Nolan met Michael Caine, who has been in all his films since Batman Begins and whom the director has come to regard as something of a lucky charm, Nolan came around to the actor’s house in Surrey with a copy of the script for Batman Begins. Caine thought the blond, blue-eyed young man on his doorstep was a messenger.

         “My name’s Chris Nolan,” he said. “I’ve got a script for you.”

         Caine asked what role Nolan had in mind for him. “I want you to play the butler,” Nolan replied.

         “What do I say, ‘Dinner is served’?”

         “No. The butler is Bruce Wayne’s stepfather.”

         “Well, I’ll read it and get back to you.”

         “No, no, can you read it now?”

         Nolan insisted on staying with him, drinking tea in the actor’s living room, until he had finished the script, then took it away with him. “He stayed there drinking tea while I read it,” said Caine. “And then I gave it back to him. He’s very secretive. He’s made all these millions and millions of dollars, but none of that has rubbed off on him. He lives exactly the same way. No Rolls-Royce, no gold watch, no diamond cuff links, none of that; he still has the same watch he always had, still wears the same clothes. You wouldn’t know he’s the director. Very quiet, very confident, very calm. No bombast at all. Just standing there in his long coat whatever the weather, with a flask of tea in the pocket. I asked him once, ‘Is that vodka in there?’ ‘No, it’s tea.’ He’ll drink it all day. It’s how he solves problems.”

         Visually, he is a classicist, eschewing monitors while filming, preferring to be on an eye line with his actors, seeing what the camera sees, and he likes to watch dailies with the cast and crew the old-fashioned way. He refuses to use a second unit, preferring to shoot every frame himself. “Minds don’t wander on a Chris Nolan set,” said Matthew McConaughey. Nolan is known by his crews for shooting fast, starting at 7:00 a.m. and finishing at 7:00 p.m., with a single break for lunch. He likes to shoot in IMAX, the granularly detailed format originally used for documentaries about space, which fills the viewer’s field of vision and eschews computer-generated imagery as much as possible, preferring effects recorded in-camera—using models, mattes, physical sets, projections—to those added in postproduction with a computer. His postproduction coordinator says he has worked on romantic comedies with more effects than The Dark Knight Rises, which featured only 430 effects shots out of a total 3,000. And yet this devotion to cinema’s analogue powers of illusion have only further recommended his films to a generation reared on wraparound digital imagery, attracting the kind of passionate following one associates with a cult director—a Paul Thomas Anderson, a Tarantino—not a commercial one. Critics have received death threats when they give his films a bad review. “The IMDB F.A.Q. about the meaning of the end of ‘Inception’ makes ‘Infinite Jest’ look like a pamphlet on proper toaster installation,” noted The New York Times in 2014. Online, debate about his work approaches the density of a black hole, the reporter added, “with intersecting wormholes tunneled by warring pro-Nolan factions … ​watching his movies twice, or three times, bleary-eyed and shivering in their dusky light, hallucinating wheels within wheels and stopping only to blog about the finer points…. ​ If the fact that the white van is in free-fall off the bridge in the first dream means that, in the second dream, there’s zero gravity in the hotel, then why is there still normal gravity in the third dream’s Alpine fortress?????”
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               Nolan signing autographs at the New York premiere of Interstellar (2014). A franchise unto himself, Nolan’s fame sometimes eclipses that of the stars of his films.

            

         

         Of Nolan himself, little is known, the filmmaker having long perfected the art of talking about his films while giving away nothing about himself, leaving profile writers circulating the same half a dozen facts. He holds dual nationality, and was raised in London and Chicago. His English father worked in advertising; his American mother was a flight attendant and later a teacher. He spent most of his teens at a boarding school in Hertfordshire and attended University College London, where he met his future wife and producing partner, Emma Thomas. They have four children. Beyond that, he has the matte mystique of the magician played by Hugh Jackman in Nolan’s 2006 film, The Prestige, who takes his applause below the stage, having just disappeared through it. “People will say to me, ‘There are people online who are obsessed with Inception or obsessed with Memento,’” Nolan told me during the first of the interviews that form the basis of this book. “They’re asking me to comment on that, as if I thought it were weird or something, and I’m like, ‘Well, I was obsessed with it for years. Genuinely obsessed with it. So it doesn’t strike me as weird.’ We put a lot into the films. I had lunch with a producer a few years ago, a very successful producer, not somebody I’ve worked with, and he was curious about my process. At some point, I said, ‘Every film I do, I have to believe that I’m making the best film that’s ever been made.’ He was absolutely shocked by this. It just never occurred to him that someone would think like that. And that, to me, was truly shocking, because films are really hard to make. I’m not going to say it’s the hardest job in the world—I’ve never tried coal mining—but they are all-consuming. Your family life, everything goes into it for a couple of years. So it had never occurred to me there were people doing it who weren’t trying to make the best film that ever was. Why would you otherwise? Even if it’s not going to be the best film that’s ever been made, you have to believe that it could be. You just pour yourself into it and when it affects someone that way, that is a huge thrill for me—huge thrill. I feel like I have managed to wrap them up in it the way I try to wrap myself up.”

         
            *

         

         The first time I suggested the idea of collaborating on a book with Nolan, he didn’t think he’d made enough films for a career-length retrospective. At that point, having just completed Interstellar, he had made just nine pictures. Three years went by. Meeting again on the eve of the release of his film Dunkirk, in the offices of his production company, Syncopy, a two-story tan bungalow nestled on the Warner Bros. lot, just a stone’s throw from Clint Eastwood’s Malpaso Productions, I pointed out that his argument against a book had just grown one film weaker. We talked some more via his assistant—Nolan does not have an email account or a cell phone—and finally he agreed to meet in Manhattan, where he was going to be for a meeting of the Directors Guild of America to vote on whether to strip Harvey Weinstein of his membership: The New Yorker had just blown open the story of the mogul’s abuses. Dunkirk, meanwhile, had taken in almost $527 million at the box office and was on its way to eight Oscar nominations, including Best Director for Nolan, breaking the shutout he had received in that category for The Dark Knight and Inception.

         “I’ve definitely retired from the business of just doing another film for the sake of doing it,” he told me. “I can’t do that anymore. I find filming very difficult. I find it totally engaging, but it’s an arduous process; there’s a lot of strain on family, on personal relationships; it takes a lot of physical strength. So it’s got to be great. It’s got to be something I love. I think the problem is I am a writer and I don’t want to give that up. The first time I was nominated for a DGA award, I got to meet Ridley Scott, and he was asked about choosing his next project. He said that looking back at his career twenty years in, he had done ten films, which while not inordinately slow, made him think, ‘why not just get on with it?’ But he doesn’t write. I think that’s a big difference. I’m not really looking for a script to come fully formed and land on my desk. No project that I have ever been involved with has ever been like that. I would never want to give that up. Steven [Soderbergh] has found a way: He stopped writing, so he could work faster. He found a way of being able to do a more whimsical production, something small. It just takes me too long to make a film. And if they were smaller, they wouldn’t be any quicker. They’d be quicker to shoot, but the writing, the conceiving of the thing, takes time.”

         He had an idea for a story, he said, but there was no guarantee it would turn into anything. “It’s happened to me a couple of times, and it’s a huge sidetrack,” he said. “I’ve lost years.” And so, while he researched the idea that might or might not turn out to be his next screenplay, he agreed to a series of sit-down interviews over a period of a year, while the Oscar season played itself out. I got the impression he was happy for the diversion. “In the introduction to the published screenplay of Dunkirk, I unwisely revealed the fact that I had gone to Emma [Thomas] and said, ‘I think I can make this film without a screenplay.’ She immediately shot me down, saying, ‘You are being an idiot.’ Which she was right about. Of course, I’ve been asked about that ever since. ‘You were going to try and do it without a script?’ It was a mad idea, but it was expressive of something, which is that the relationship between a written screenplay and a finished film is very inadequate. A script is not a great model of what a finished film is going to be. It is too difficult for a filmmaker to put your visual ideas into words, without getting bogged down in style. I enjoy writing screenplays because they are very stripped-down, simple documents. And the more stripped down they are, the better they are. The less literary they are, the more they approximate the direct experience of what’s going to happen on-screen. I’m always looking for ways around that, or ways to help myself understand the narrative beyond that. Once you start pushing that cursor forward on the screen, once you go into the world of words and start pushing forward in a linear fashion, you’re very, very trapped by that process until you finish. Until you get there, you’re trapped in the maze.”
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               The maze logo of Nolan’s production company, Syncopy.

            

         

         Clearly, the only way to properly understand Christopher Nolan or his films was to follow him into the labyrinth.

         
            *

         

         This book is not a biography, although it starts with an account of Nolan’s early life and is followed by a chronological march through his films. Nolan was happy to talk for the first time about his transatlantic upbringing, his experience of boarding school, all his influences, inputs, and inspirations prior to picking up a movie camera, but he remains almost physically allergic to biographical readings of his work. “I don’t want to be comparing myself to Hitchcock, but I think I risk suffering the same sort of misunderstanding because there are a lot of very clear connections between the films I’ve made, and I don’t really fight that, but it’s more from a craftsman’s point of view than from an inner obsession, and I see Hitchcock the same way. He’s a terrific craftsman, but there’s no Freudian subtext. Yeah, you can go to the next level with the analysis of his films, but you do so at the risk of ignoring what the more obvious engine of the work is. I feel that what I do is based more in artifice and abstraction and theatricality. I feel more of a craftsman than an artist, genuinely. I’m not saying that with false modesty. I think there are filmmakers who are artists. I think Terrence Malick is an artist. Maybe it’s the difference between saying are you using it to express something purely personal, that comes from inside that you’re just trying to get out there, or are you trying to speak to, are you trying to communicate with, people, and tap into their expectations and their experience. My films are much more about filmmaking than people think.”

         What is perhaps most striking about this assessment is how much it lines up with the opinion of Nolan’s fiercer critics, who regard him as nothing more than a neatnik showman making the cinematic equivalent of Magic Eye puzzles—expert but empty technical tricks un-warmed by the imperatives of creative expression and drawing no breath beyond their own immaculately beveled edges. Nolan differs from his critics only in the value placed on that glasslike quality. Where his critics sense impersonality, Nolan takes a magician’s pride in his skills of self-vanishment. I wrote this book because I believe both to be wrong. Nolan’s films may not be autobiographical in the way that, say, Mean Streets is autobiographical, or even E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, but they are personal. Shot under code names frequently borrowed from his children—The Dark Knight was “Rory’s First Kiss,” Inception was “Oliver’s Arrow,” The Dark Knight Rises was “Magnus Rex,” and Interstellar was “Flora’s Letter”—Nolan’s films map out a landscape and mythology every bit as personal to their maker as Scorsese’s dive bars or Spielberg’s suburban subdivisions. They are set in cities and countries Nolan has lived in, echo the architecture of buildings that housed and educated him, draw on the books and films that have shaped him, and shuffle the themes of his own path to adulthood: exile, memory, time, identity, fatherhood. His films are deeply personal fantasies lent urgency and conviction by their maker’s need to view fantasy not as some secondrate version of reality but its coequal, as vital as oxygen. He dreams with his eyes open and asks that we do the same.

         Nor is this a book of interviews, although it is the result of dozens of hours of interviews conducted at Nolan’s home in Hollywood, over what turned out to be a three-year period, during which Nolan wrote, prepped, shot, and edited his most recent film, Tenet. Does he have any rules? What separates a great plot twist from a merely good one? How personal are his films? What moves him? What frightens him? What is the ideal plot duration measured in weeks, days, and hours? What are his politics? One of the first things you quickly learn about interviewing Nolan is that if you ask him point-blank about the origin of some of his most distinctive themes and obsessions, you get nowhere. Ask him about how he first became interested in labyrinths, for example, and you very soon end up in one yourself. “I don’t remember, actually. I’m not being coy. I think I got more interested specifically in labyrinths and all the rest as I got into storytelling, as I got into making films.” Press harder on the obsession and it reveals yet more obsessions, in a long, recursive chain. “I think my fascination with identity probably really stems from my fascination with subjectivity in storytelling,” he will say, or “I think the fascination with time actually comes from the fascination with movies.” A rhetorical habit born of his desire to observe an absolute distinction between his life and his films, his obsessions—or “fascinations,” as I came to call them—float in midair like an Alexander Calder mobile, connecting up with one another, and all lead back, eventually, to the original fascination: cinema itself. All roads lead to Rome.

         The second thing you learn is that he uses the word fascinating a lot. Here is a partial list of the things he found fascinating over the course of our interviews:

         
            The imagery of blurred heads in the paintings of Francis Bacon

            The absence of heroics in David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia

            The orphaning of Howard Hughes

            Kubrick’s use of miniatures in 2001: A Space Odyssey

            The moment in Heat where De Niro’s gang slashes the vacuum-sealed bag of money

            The work of Jorge Luis Borges

            Brando’s recital of T. S. Eliot’s “The Hollow Men” at the end of Apocalypse Now

            Pink Floyd: The Wall

            The work of Industrial Light & Magic

            His father’s work in advertising for Ridley Scott

            The illusion of scale in movies

            Gothic architecture

            Einstein’s thought experiments involving separated twins

            The “great game” in Southeast Asia between the British Empire and Russia

            Wilkie Collins’s novel The Moonstone

            The way morality is expressed through architecture in Murnau’s Sunrise

            The fact that nobody understands how iPads work

            The work of David Lynch

            The way GPS satellites factor in the effects of relativity 

            Wikipedia

            A nature documentary he watched unspool backward at age sixteen

            The hydrofoil

         

         His use of the word fascinating has a slightly archaic feel, reminding you of its etymological origin—from the Latin fascinatus, past participle of fascinare, “to bewitch, enchant, fascinate,” from fascinus, “spell, witchcraft.” I had a hard time placing the literary sources at first, but finally I realized whom the word reminded me of. Determined not to delay until “the fascination of the wanton undead have hypnotised him,” Van Helsing finds himself “lapsing into sleep, the open-eyed sleep of one who yields to a sweet fascination” in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. The bloody muzzles of the hounds of the Baskervilles are “a malignant and yet fascinating sight,” remarks Watson in Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles, “so awful and yet so fascinating.” As often with the Victorians, you get the sense of rationality bulging beneath the weight of fixations not strictly speaking rational, and so, too, with Nolan’s films, which ripple and bulge at the edges of the explainable: They are films of traumatized rationality. Scratch a Christopher Nolan film and you frequently find a Victorian source. Goethe’s Faust looms large over The Prestige and the Dark Knight trilogy. The Dark Knight Rises reworks Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities (1859). There is a surprising amount of Thomas Robert Malthus in Interstellar, alongside a 382-stop pipe organ and the Collected Works of Conan Doyle. The boat in Dunkirk is named after Wilkie Collins’s 1868 novel, The Moonstone, while its score, by Hans Zimmer, echoes Edward Elgar’s Enigma Variations. “I saw huge buildings rise up faint and fair, and pass like dreams,” says H. G. Wells’s time traveler after fashioning a time machine of nickel, ivory, brass, and quartz—a more sophisticated version of the forty-pound bicycle that Wells loved to ride up and down the Thames Valley—that transports him thirty million years into the future. If Wells’s traveler had sent his machine instead to the year 2000, dropping him off at Canter’s Deli in order to embark on a twenty-year filmmaking career in Hollywood, the career he ended up with might not look so very different from that of Christopher Nolan. His eventual critical reputation has yet to come to rest, but Nolan can with some legitimacy lay claim to being the greatest living filmmaker of the Victorian era.

         Of all the influences that feed into his work—from Raymond Chandler, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Jorge Luis Borges to T. S. Eliot, Francis Bacon, and Ian Fleming—the artistic antecedents that proved the most helpful to me in an understanding of his work and in the writing of this book were musical. The name of his production company, Syncopy, is a play on syncopation, and was suggested to him by his father, Brendan, a classical music fan who, before he died in 2009, loved to visit the recording sessions for the scores of his son’s movies. As Nolan’s films have grown larger and more epic in scope, their sound tracks have become an ever more crucial means of structuring them, and Nolan’s input ever more integral, to the point where composer Hans Zimmer called Nolan “cocomposer” of the score for Dunkirk. “The music of Dunkirk is Chris’s work as much as it is mine,” said Zimmer of their work on the film, which is essentially fugal in form, playing a series of variations on a theme, sometimes inverted or reversed but always harmonizing and leaving the viewer with an impression of ceaseless movement.

         
            [image: ]
               Edward Elgar’s drafts for the Enigma Variations, which composer Hans Zimmer reworked in his score for Dunkirk (2017).

            

         

         “Music has been such an increasing and fundamental part of the films I’ve made,” Nolan says. “I read a quote from Angelo Badalamenti many years ago in which he said David Lynch used to say to him things like ‘Play big chunks of plastic.’ The funny thing is, when I first read the quote, I remember thinking, Wow, what a crazy thing, but now I make complete sense of it. Good film music does something you can’t articulate in other ways. If you would, you could, but you can’t. What I’ve done with the bigger film scores over the years is figure out a way to build the machine, and then use the mechanism of the music to get the heart of it, to get the emotion into that form. With Interstellar, it was essential that that happened. I didn’t want to leave that to chance at the end. I wanted to try and totally reverse the process and start with the emotion, start with the basic heart of the story, then build the mechanics out from that. I really took Hans up on that more and more with each film, Dunkirk being the most extreme example because it was conceived in musical form. There’s a part of me that doesn’t really understand why I’ve gone that way, and to that degree, but I have and it works for me. It helps me express a bit of myself, and it’s the only way I can express it.”

         This book follows suit. Each chapter takes a film of Nolan’s as its starting point, detailing how it was made and what he thinks of it now, paying particular attention to the writing, designing, editing, and scoring of the film—all the points in the process in which a film draws closest to the intentions of its creator—as opposed to the court intrigues of production that preoccupy many film books. Nolan’s virtues are chiefly conceptual, which is not to say that his films do not contain vivid, often startling performances—as anyone who has seen Guy Pearce in Memento, Rebecca Hall in The Prestige, Heath Ledger in The Dark Knight, or Mark Rylance in Dunkirk can attest—but Nolan’s films, more than most, stand or fall by the strength of their ideas. “What is the most resilient parasite?” asks Leonardo DiCaprio’s Cobb in Inception. “Bacteria? A virus? An intestinal worm? An idea. Resilient … ​highly contagious. Once an idea has taken hold of the brain it’s almost impossible to eradicate.” Nolan’s is the patron saint of the idée fixe and midnight thought. As each chapter progresses, it develops a theme—time, perception, space, illusion—cutting loose from the forward march of chronology to tunnel down into Nolan’s fascinations, be they a book or film that influenced him or a piece of music that took up residence in his head and refused to budge. “The Enigma I will not explain,” wrote Elgar of the hidden theme said to be woven into the fabric of the Enigma Variations, each of which was dedicated to one of the composer’s friends. “Its ‘dark saying’ must be left unguessed.” Some, like Elgar’s biographer Jerrold Northrop Moore, have argued that it is not a melodic theme at all but an idea—the idea of self-development through the personality of others. “The real subject of the Variations would be the creation of self in music.” So, too, with Nolan’s films, which are variations on a series of themes, repeated in different voices and keys, inverted, slowed down or sped up, creating an impression of ceaseless movement. As with the Enigma Variations, there is a final figure interwoven among all the others, hidden in plain sight but present in every frame. That figure is Christopher Nolan. 

      

   


   
      
         
            ONE

            STRUCTURE

         

         EVERYONE in my family loves planes, loves travel,” says Nolan. “Aviation was always a big part of growing up. We were always flying back and forth. My mother worked as a flight attendant for United Airlines for many years, so I got free plane tickets, just flying standby—I would get on a plane and go anywhere I wanted—and my dad traveled a lot for his work. My dad worked for some of the big advertising agencies when he was younger; he was a creative director of commercials, and spent time in Los Angeles in the sixties. They would fly him out there and they would do five commercials in one go. Then he ran his own marketing consultancy for twenty years. It wasn’t about TV advertising so much; it was more about launching brands and figuring out packaging. So Cadbury’s Starbar, for example, was one of my dad’s. I remember him bringing home chocolate samples for us to try.”
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         One of Nolan’s earliest moviegoing memories was going to see Alan Parker’s musical Bugsy Malone (1976), starring Jodie Foster. He can remember looking at the advertisement in the paper and his parents saying, “Oh, that was directed by a friend of your dad’s”—a slight exaggeration, but his father, Brendan, had shot a commercial with Alan Parker. Not long after, Nolan was taken by his parents to visit Pinewood Studios on the studio’s fortieth anniversary, in 1976, and remembers seeing the pedal cars from Parker’s film. “That to me was very significant because there was this group of five British directors who all came from advertising in that period. I remember my dad explaining to me that he’d worked with some of these men—there was Ridley Scott and Tony Scott and Adrian Lyne and Hugh Hudson and Alan Parker. My dad always thought Hugh Hudson was the most interesting of them. He was always waiting to see what he would do—this was in the days before he made Chariots of Fire. Fascinatingly for me, I later learned that my dad had worked with Ridley Scott, very briefly, not to say hello to on the street, but he’d done a couple of jobs through Scott’s company years before.”

         His father spent long stretches of time in Africa and Southeast Asia for his work, always returning with presents and stories of where he’d been. The three boys—Matthew, the eldest, Chris, and Jonathan (known in the family as “Jonah”)—used to play a game of figuring out where in the world he was. Brendan met their mother, Christina, while working in Chicago. A flight attendant for United Airlines, she was forced to quit her job upon her marriage to Brendan because airlines in the sixties insisted their female flight attendants be single, although a class-action lawsuit would eventually win her job back, by which time she had forged a second, successful career teaching English. They spent much of Nolan’s childhood trying to figure out where they wanted to live, London or Chicago, with occasional visits to see his maternal grandmother in Ohio, where Nolan remembers seeing George Lucas’s Star Wars upon its release in 1977, when he was seven.

         “I saw it in a small suburban theater in Ohio,” he says. “We were visiting my grandmother. Those were the days when England used the same film prints as America, so nothing would open in the UK until months after it had opened there first, so the summer movies would always open at Christmas. I remember going back to school in Highgate and trying to tell my friends what we’d done that summer, trying to tell them about this film, how there’s a guy with this black mask, and there’re these storm trooper guys who are in white, but they’re not the good guys—and I remember nobody really getting what the hell I was talking about. Then when it came out over Christmas, everybody was obsessed with it. Everybody had their Stars Wars claim—I remember a friend whose dad had played in the orchestra that recorded the music—and mine was I saw it months before anybody else. Then I was the kid who’d seen it the most times. I had a real fascination with those films and with the technology behind them—the tricks of it. I remember I had a magazine about Industrial Light and Magic that I read obsessively. Anything about the behind the scenes and how they made these films was fascinating to me.”
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               Keir Dullea in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968).

            

         

         Not long after seeing Star Wars in Ohio, he was taken by his father to see a rerelease of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) at the old Leicester Square Theatre in London. “That was a big event; he was taking us out to see it on a huge screen. I think I had been warned that it wasn’t going to be like Star Wars, but when you look at the Discovery passing, each one of those miniature shots was deeply fascinating to me. It’s just such a primal atmosphere—the bit in the beginning with the cheetah, his eyes glowing, the image of the star child appearing on the screen at the end, and being baffled by it, but not in a frustrated way. I remember seeing the film again in Chicago with a bunch of friends and talking to them about what it meant, because if you read Arthur C. Clarke’s novel, which I did at some point after I’d seen the film, it’s a bit more specific about the meaning of things. In some ways, I think I understood it better then than I do now, because it’s an experience and I think kids can be more open to that. There’s a level of pure cinema, of pure experience that’s working there. 2001: A Space Odyssey is the movie that first showed me that movies can be anything. It’s the punk rock of movies.”

         In the summer of 1978, Nolan and his family moved to Chicago to be closer to Christina’s side of the family. Initially, it was just going to be for a year, but one year turned into three, the family settling in the affluent, leafy suburb of Evanston, on Chicago’s North Shore, land of ivy-covered mock-Tudor brick mansions with station wagons in the driveways and backyards with woodlands beyond, soon to be immortalized as Teenland USA by director John Hughes. “My experience was entirely suburban,” Nolan recalls. “You know, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, Uncle Buck—it’s that exactly. Those John Hughes films were all filmed on the North Shore, in Chicago suburbs like Evanston. We lived out in the suburbs, across from the school, and there was a small park, a forest reserve, with paths running through it, which we could bum around in. I found it liberating. My friends and I rode bikes everywhere. The weather was better, at least in the summer, and then in the winter you had these incredible snowy winters. I remember very vividly visiting London as a kid, after we had moved to Evanston, coming back to our house in London that we had rented out. We had been gone probably a year and I remember everything seemed tiny—obviously, because things tend to be bigger in America. The houses were bigger. The streets were laid out a bit wider. But also, I’d grown a few inches. I was developing so quickly. I remember that very clearly. I remember simply looking at the staircase in the front hall, thinking, I don’t remember this place being this tiny.”
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         Even the local movie theaters were vast, the biggest being the old Edens Theater in Northbrook, a stunning sixties-era futuristic structure next to the Edens Expressway. The building was acclaimed as “the world’s largest hyperbolic paraboloid” when it opened in 1963. You couldn’t miss it as you drove along the Edens Expressway on Skokie Boulevard—it looked like something out of The Jetsons or Gene Roddenberry’s Starfleet, with walls of corrugated concrete broken up by long, undulating swaths of glass and a roof that shot off into the sky. The main lobby featured ultramodern furniture in a color scheme of gold and off-white. There was a huge screen, complete with red curtains, carpeted partitions in the front of the first row, and a small stage area. “It was incredible-looking,” he says. “I remember going to see Raiders of the Lost Ark there with my mum. It was packed. It was a huge screen. We had to sit toward the front; I don’t know if it was literally the front row, but I remember being slightly off to one side. I can still remember the scale of the image and the distortion; I could see the grain of the film because we were that close to the screen. I very much remember that. It’s very much that sort of larger-than-life feeling of being sucked into the screen.”

         When he turned eight, his father gave him his Super 8 camera to play with. It was pretty basic, using little cartridges that ran for two and a half minutes and recorded no sound, but it opened up a whole world for him. Together with his new school friends in third grade, Adrian and Roko Belic, the sons of Czech and Yugoslav immigrants, who would go on to successful documentary careers of their own, Nolan shot a series of homemade space epics in his parents’ basement, using primitive stop-motion techniques to animate his Action Man and Star Wars figures. He remembers fashioning sets from egg boxes and toilet-paper rolls, throwing flour across the Ping-Pong table to re-create explosions, or heading outside into the Chicago winter to re-create snowscapes inspired by the ice planet Hoth in The Empire Strikes Back (1980). “One was called Space Wars,” he recalls. “It’s safe to say Star Wars was more than a heavy influence. Carl Sagan’s TV series Cosmos had just aired and I was obsessed with anything to do with space and spaceships. One of my big disappointments in life was to go back and look at the films again and realize how crude they are. Everything I did in filmmaking was a slow evolution. As a kid, it was just about putting interesting images together and getting a narrative to it, because Super 8 was silent, of course. So, unlike kids today, who have sound at their disposal, it was purely an image-making process. I was reading Eisenstein’s book Film Form the other day, and the argument he makes—it’s funny that it would ever have been controversial—but you take shot A and shot B and put them together and that gives you thought C. And that, I realize now, is what I was working out for myself.”
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               The old Edens Theater in Northbrook, Illinois, where Nolan saw everything from Steven Spielberg’s Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) to Adrian Lyne’s Jacob’s Ladder (1990).
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         The son of a master mason in Riga and trained as an architect and civil engineer at the Institute of Civil Engineering in Saint Petersburg before turning his attention to set design and filmmaking, Eisenstein was cinema’s first great structuralist thinker. Famously, he compared the art of cinematic montage to Japanese hieroglyphs, where the combination of two hieroglyphs of the simplest series is more than just the sum of its two parts—it creates a third meaning. So if you cut from the shot of a woman with pince-nez to a shot of the same woman with shattered pince-nez and a bleeding eye, as Eisenstein did in Battleship Potemkin (1925), you create a third thing entirely: the impression of a bullet having hit the eye. One day, Nolan’s uncle Tony brought him some footage of the Apollo missions on Super 8. “What I wound up doing was filming some of the Apollo stuff off the TV screen and then splicing that into my humble little movie to fool people into thinking that maybe I had done the shot. One of the friends I used to make these films with, Roko Belic, saw the trailer for Interstellar, called me, and said, ‘Those are kind of the same shots, because these are classic camera-mount shots.’ We tried to make it look as absolutely real, but it was kind of the same thing.”

         When Jonah, who cowrote Interstellar with Nolan, came to visit his brother on Stage 30 in Culver City, he found the actors strapped into a life-size space Ranger mounted on hydraulic rams while the effects team projected, via computers situated in London, a moving starfield onto a massive three-hundred-by-eighty-foot screen to simulate the effects of interstellar travel. “He said to me, ‘Of course we’re doing something like this—this was our whole childhood,’” says Nolan. “We were always going to do this kind of thing. It is kind of weird we hadn’t before. It felt like coming home in a way.”

         
            *

         

         Home would always be the movies, as the family moved back and forth across the Atlantic. In 1981, when Nolan was eleven, they moved back to England, where Brendan wanted his sons to have the same Catholic prep-school education he had had. Brendan’s father, a pilot on a Lancaster bomber, had been killed in the war; the discipline of boarding school had been a godsend. “There was a lot of Catholic indoctrination,” says Nolan, who was enrolled at Barrow Hills, a Catholic prep school in Weybridge, Surrey, run by Josephite priests, a Roman Catholic brotherhood who ran a series of seminaries and boarding schools as far afield as the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Housed in an Edwardian manor house with baronial-style gabled roofs, Barrow Hills was then a grim, unkind institution, with teachers who reminisced about their service in World War II and delivered two lashes of the cane for even such minor infractions as talking after lights-out. The food was largely inedible, so they frequently went hungry, their lives revolving around the tuck shop. “At the time, it’s like you’re a bunch of kids and they’re the enemy,” says Nolan. “It’s like they’re trying to make you take it seriously and praying, and you’re sort of naturally reacting against that, not in any intellectual way or anything, but I come from that era, the seventies, when there wasn’t any doubt in anybody’s mind that science was supplanting religion. Of course, now I’m not sure that’s the case. That seems to have shifted somewhat.”
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               Ridley Scott directing Harrison Ford on the set of Blade Runner (1982).
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               Rutger Hauer as replicant Roy Batty.
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               Directing Sigourney Weaver on the set of Alien (1979). Together, the two films opened Nolan’s eyes to the job of director.

            

         

         There was no film club, although every week war movies like Where Eagles Dare or The Bridge on the River Kwai were shown, and Nolan does remember being allowed to watch a pirated VHS of Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982) on a TV in his housemaster’s lodge. “We were allowed to pop down to the master’s house and watch half-an-hour chunks of it,” he says. It was only later that he caught Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979) and put it together with the film about replicants he had seen in half-hour chunks in his housemaster’s study. “I can remember this very palpably, identifying some tone to those films that was common and not really understanding it and wanting to understand it—something that almost felt like a sound, a low throbbing, a particular lighting, or an atmosphere to those films that was clearly the same. Then what I found out was, same director. So, totally different story, different writers, different actors, different everything, all the things that as a kid you identify as making films what they are—you think the actors basically make the film up—all those things are different, but there’s a connection, and that connection is the director. I can remember thinking, That’s the job I want.”
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               Haileybury and Imperial Service College in Hertfordshire, England, where Nolan boarded from 1984 to 1989.

            

         

         Every filmmaker has a eureka moment where the lightbulb goes on—Ingmar Bergman’s first encounter with a magic lantern, Scorsese seeing Gary Cooper in a long shot in High Noon and realizing that films were directed by someone. Nolan’s eureka moment was staggered, involving patience, cunning, and a certain amount of detective work, qualities his own films would require and reward in their audiences.

         After three years at Barrow Hills, Nolan went to Haileybury and Imperial Service College, a boarding school just north of the M25 London circular. Originally founded in 1862 to train the sons of empire for the Indian civil service, Haileybury in the early eighties had the feel of a school for a country that no longer existed, its vast grounds whipped in winter by winds from the Urals and dotted with war memorials commemorating the brave old boys who had died in the Boer War or won the Victoria Cross, imparting the Victorian virtues of manly self-sacrifice to children from the middle-class suburbs of north London. Things had improved since RAF group captain Peter Townsend claimed, “Survive your first two years at Haileybury and you could survive anything,” but it was a spartan, old-fashioned institution, with not many carpets or curtains, barracks-style dorms with radiators conveying modest heat. When John McCarthy, the journalist taken hostage by Hezbollah in the late eighties, said upon his release that the one thing that prepared him for the rigors of imprisonment had been his time as a boarder at Haileybury, he was only half joking. “It was remarks like this that made me wonder from time to time what kind of world I was
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