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CKULVWRSKeU NROaQ¶V IQceSWLRQ: TKe OQeLULc IQWUXdeU
aQd WKe AUcKLWecWXUaOLVP Rf SSace
B\ AQdUeZ YRXQJ
Earl\ in Christopher Nolan¶s Inception (2010) Ariadne (Ellen Page), an architectXre stXdent, is giYen the task of designing a ma]e in tZo
minXtes that takes one minXte to solYe, a charge that finds itself repeated in the comple[ la\ering of space and time later in the film. 
PX]]les come to take on an important meaning in man\ of Nolan¶s films (eYen the logo for his prodXction compan\, S\ncop\ Films, is a
large ma]e), bXt this is particXlarl\ the case in Inception. 

     

The ma]e motif in both the film and prodXction compan\ title. (Screen grabs)

As a filmmaker focXsed on minXte details, Zith an anal\tic ferYor that is difficXlt to Xnderstate, Nolan¶s regimentation of the dream
space is of interest.  More to the point, the film argXes for a constrXction of dream space that is far separate from the traditional
oneirological s\stems of the FreXdian reflection of the sXbconscioXs, or eYen more recent e[perimental theories sXch as Jie Zhang¶s
process of ³continXal actiYation.´1 Instead, dream space is constrXcted and oYerseen as a parallel effort betZeen the dreamer, the
³architect´, and, to some e[tent, Zhat can be constrXed as the oneiric intrXder (a process the film refers to as ³shared dreaming´).  This
is, in essence, the central theme of Inception, in that the Yer\ e[perience of e[traction, the encroachment into another¶s dream, raises
qXestions aboXt the Yer\ natXre of indiYidXal independence in a Xtopic/d\stopic fXtXre that sXch a thing as ³inception´ coXld eYen be
possible.  Most importantl\, thoXgh, the inYocation of ³the architect´, along Zith their created dream spaces, Yer\ mXch operates to
e[pand oXr Xnderstanding of ³bXilt space´ Zithin architectXral anthropolog\ as it relates to filmic space.2

The film folloZs an intrXder, a thief named Cobb (Leonardo DiCaprio), as he Zorks to plant a thoXght into the mind of Robert Fischer
(Cillian MXrph\), the heir to a large corporate empire, at the behest of Saito (Ken Watanabe), the oZner of a riYal compan\.  Of coXrse,
this is made all the more comple[ b\ the increasingl\ destrXctiYe incXrsions of Cobb¶s deceased Zife, Mal (Marion Cotillard), as a
projection of his sXbconscioXs gone oXt of control.  The architect¶s role in the creation and cohesion of dream space is important in so
far as that her sXbordinate relationship to the narratiYe ignores her larger importance to the film¶s thematics.  We primaril\ e[pect to
see Ariadne as the primar\ figXre of this process of creation, that of shared dreaming, and the emergence of Mal into that space raises
serioXs qXestions aboXt the actXal independence of the dreamer, eYen Zithin the comple[ interdependence of the shared dream. 
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Mal, along Zith Saito, interYenes in Cobb¶s plans. (Screen grab)

As Cobb points oXt as he¶s introdXcing Ariadne (and the aXdience) to the dream space, ³We create and perceiYe oXr Zorld
simXltaneoXsl\.´  The role of the architect, then, is to design a space Zith an aXthenticit\, bXt ZithoXt e[periential familiarit\ (as he
Zarns her later not to design based on strXctXres in the real Zorld).  As a resXlt, the dream is an enYironment of specificit\, in that it is
reqXired to feel real, as Zell as YagXeness, as it cannot be pXlled from ³the real.´  In this Za\, s\nthetic reYerie emanates from a pre-
constrXcted enYironment, bXt is still reliant Xpon the dreamer (as Cobb points oXt, ³We bring the sXbject into that dream, and the\ fill it
Zith their sXbconscioXs´). 

In some Za\s, then, the role of the architect can operate as analogoXs to a database, ³a ph\sical sXpplement for man¶s mind, and seeks
to emXlate his mind in its associatiYe linking of items of information, and their retrieYal as a resXlt.´3 Like VanneYar BXsh¶s meme[, a
theoretical constrXct that, in 1945, presaged the World Wide Web, the architect, too, creates from a digital ta[onom\ of te[tXres,
strXctXres, and space to create an interpretation of realit\ Zithin the dream (mXch like a database of components).  It does so, thoXgh,
at the merc\ of a collectiYe knoZledge, dependent Xpon the architect¶s Xnderstanding of the created space, bXt also Xpon the dreamers
themselYes (as the\ Zill popXlate it).  For e[ample, Saito¶s reYelation that a rXg Zithin the dream is made from the Zrong material is
important becaXse it isolates the agenc\ of the dreamer Zithin the constrXcted realm.  BXt it is eqXall\ important in reinforcing the alien
character of the dream space.  This apartment is one of the feZ spaces in the film that is based on a ³real´ location, resXlting in the
failXre of the e[traction (jXst as Ariadne¶s Xse of real architectXre from her memor\ later resXlts in her being attacked b\ Cobb¶s
sXbconscioXs).  In sXch a Za\, dream space mXst necessaril\ be a composite of e[pected realit\ (it is not a land of complete
Xnfamiliarit\), bXt not of realit\ itself.  Mal, then, operates throXgh Cobb¶s sXbconscioXs to search-and-destro\ the ³real´, an e[tension
of Cobb¶s oZn rejection of some jXst-oXt-of-reach realit\.

MXch of the film Zorks to point at this Xnspecified ³realit\´, one that Ze are argXabl\ giYen glimpses of, bXt that neYer qXite appears as
complete.  A ke\ indicator of this is Nolan¶s Xtili]ation of spatio-temporal parallelism in the la\ered dream seqXences.  The rXmbling of
the pagoda mansion in reaction to e[plosions in Nash¶s (LXkas Haas) dream space articXlate a direct connection betZeen space and
time that is more comple[l\ mirrored in later seqXences of the moYie.

     

Cobb sees Zater poXr throXgh the pagoda ZindoZs (left), and he¶s ³kicked´ back into ³realit\´ (right). 
(Screen grabs)

This correspondence of spatialit\ and temporalit\ speaks to the manner b\ Zhich the film problemati]es and abstracts the more
traditional theories of architectXral anthropolog\.  Nolan¶s film identifies all aspects of the dream as ³bXilt forms´4 of enYironment, as
the\ qXite literall\ reqXire an architect, impl\ing that e[ternal spaces (both the snoZ\ moXntains and the parallel spaces alike) are part
and parcel of an organic constrXct.  In some sense, the architect operates oXtside of ³boXnded´ space: thoXgh she mXst bXild a
coherent realit\, the design e[pands be\ond the indiYidXal constrXcted leYels, bleeding into one another.  As a resXlt, thoXgh the hotel
is specificall\ designed in order to facilitate the ³kick´ so that all of Cobb¶s team can Zake Xp at the right time, the dream has been
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designed ZithoXt taking into accoXnt the effect of XnboXnded parallel space (as the loss of graYit\ later in the film forces ArthXr, pla\ed
b\ Joseph Gordon-LeYitt, to improYise).  The selection of designed spaces also raises serioXs qXestions aboXt the agenc\ of the dreamer
and control oYer their oneiric space. 

In trXth, the interdependence betZeen spatial enYironment and hXman behaYior is nothing neZ; it is as old as DXrkheim and the origins
of social science itself.5  Nolan¶s film, thoXgh, e[presses a more direct e[pression of this d\namic throXgh the e[plicator\ natXre of the
setting itself.  The literal or s\mbolic meaning of the spaces Xsed in Fischer¶s dream chain (the cit\scape, hotel, moXntain comple[, and
eYentXall\ Limbo) is Xnclear to some e[tent, thoXgh it certainl\ Zorks to e[Xde the increased la\ers of Fischer¶s sXbconscioXs¶ defense
from the familiar and Xrban, to the remote moXntain lair, and finall\ the complete abstraction of Limbo.

      

     

The YarioXs leYels of the created dream space.  (All promotional still, e[cept bottom right screen grab)

What is interesting, thoXgh, is the Za\ that the film pla\s Zith the implantation of memor\ be\ond the ³inception´ of Fischer.  The
beginning of the film introdXces Saito as an old man, haYing been stXck in Limbo, in the pagoda mansion.  BXt this is not part of his
memor\; instead, he has chosen to retXrn to this place (and as this is XndeYeloped dream space, he has theoreticall\ bXilt it from the
memor\ of his earlier e[traction e[perience).  Is the Yer\ constrXction of oneiric space, then, not an act of ³inception´ in and of itself? 
WoXld this constrXction not be possible, then, Xsing Jie Zhang¶s theoretical frameZork that the constrXcted dream space acts as an
intermediar\ in the transition betZeen short and long term memor\?  To adapt architectXral anthropolog\, it coXld be argXed that this
dream space operates similar to oXr Xnderstanding of the eYolXtion of architectXre, as Denise LaZrence and Setha LoZ haYe argXed,
³SXch relationships are interactiYe, in that people both create, and find their behaYior inflXenced b\, the bXilt enYironment.´6

In sXch a Za\, Ze mXst Xnderstand the film¶s Xse of space as resXltant of the particXlarit\ of its inhabitants.  ThoXgh the architect is
responsible for the delineation of regimented space, the different la\ers of the dream offer Xp parallel and related spheres of
interactiYit\.  The constrXction of these realms, along Zith their inhabitants (Mal inclXded), comes to take on far more than the FreXdian
sXm of their parts.  Instead, space is defined b\ time, and time b\ space. 

Wandering the Zasteland of limbo. (Screen grab)

The oneiric intrXder comes to take a role of far greater importance than simple b\stander.  Instead, the entire process of the dream
becomes one of ³inception´ as Zell, e[trapolating and interpolating thoXghts and fears that the characters (assXming the\ ³e[ist´ to
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AXWKRU ELR:

AndreZ YoXng is a PhD StXdent in Cinema and Media StXdies at the UniYersit\ of California, Los Angeles.  He is
co-aXthor of the Chicano StXdies Research Center report "Commercial Talk Radio and Hate Speech Social
NetZorks.´  His cXrrent research focXses on representations of Yiolence and traXma in post-genocidal cXltXres,
particXlarl\ reconciliator\ discoXrse in RZandan cXltXral prodXction.

begin Zith) are alread\ hiding.  Nolan ties these tensions to spatial and temporal (and narratiYe) anchor points Zithin the YarioXs leYels
of the dream, then Zorks to XnraYel them in rapid sXccession. The resXlt is a film constrXcted as a ma]e not so dissimilar from that
Zhich Ariadne is asked to bXild.  Beginning Zith Saito¶s discoYer\ of the totem, and ending Zith the indelible image of it spinning, the
film offers Xp one last possible passage of escape/entrapment for the aXdience, perhaps sXggesting that the dream ma\ haYe been oXrs
all along.

NOTES

1. Zhang¶s argXments that dreams are a process of transitioning short-term memor\ into long-term memor\ is interesting, thoXgh problematic, and
is thoroXghl\ discXssed in his, ³Memor\ Process and the FXnction of Sleep,´ JoXrnal of Theoretics, Vol.6-6, December, 2004.
2. There is a sXccinct  oYerYieZ of the issXes of langXage and the diYerging and conYerging perspectiYes that cXrrentl\ Zork in defining oXr
Xnderstanding of space in Stephen C. LeYinson¶s ³LangXage and Space,´ AnnXal ReYieZ of Anthropolog\, Vol.25, 1996.
3. BXsh, VanneYar. Pieces of the Action. NeZ York: MorroZ, 1970. 190.
4. LaZrence, Denise L. and Setha M. LoZ discXss these ta[onomies in great detail in their Zork, ³The BXilt EnYironment and Spatial Form,´ AnnXal
ReYieZ of Anthropolog\, Vol.19, 1990.
5. ThoXgh it shoXld be noted that these earl\ formXlations Zere not sXfficientl\ e[plorator\ of the role of material cXltXre in this process.
6. LaZrence, Denise L. and Setha M. LoZ. 454.

Christopher Nolan¶s Inception: The Oneiric IntrXder and the ArchitectXralism of Space b\ AndreZ YoXng is licensed Xnder a CreatiYe
Commons AttribXtion-NoDeriYs 3.0 Unported License.


