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‘There will be some who are baffled. . .some who will profess a dislike of being duped, some who claim to know the secret, and some, the happy majority, who will simply take the illusion for granted and enjoy the magic for the sake of entertainment.’

ALFRED BORDEN IN THE PRESTIGE, BY CHRISTOPHER PRIEST
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Christian Bale as sleight-of-handy magician Alfred Borden in The Prestige.






INTRODUCTION

As I write, I’m looking at a leaving-gift cover of Empire magazine that hangs on my office wall. It was created for me in the summer of 2016 when I left my job there to go freelance. This is an Empire tradition: design a bespoke (and utterly unpublishable) front page that roasts the outgoing staffer. Under a slightly disturbing photoshopped image of yours truly as Heath Ledger’s Joker, it reads: ‘The Dork Knight: How Dan Became Someone Christopher Nolan Vaguely Remembers’.

Thanks to my former position as Empire’s features editor, I was granted a front-row seat to some of Nolan’s biggest productions. (Actually, a front-row standing spot, as there are no seats on a Nolan production.) I watched the Joker wreak havoc on a funeral procession staged in Chicago’s financial district. I observed the detonation of a fortress on a Canadian mountainside during the last day of the Inception shoot. I witnessed Christian Bale’s Batman and Tom Hardy’s Bane exchanging blows amid a massive battle on Wall Street. And I sat at the controls of one of Interstellar’s marvellously tactile spaceships in a vast Hollywood soundstage.

Never once during these unforgettable experiences did I see Nolan relaxing at a monitor, or even breaking for lunch. He’d always be in the thick of the action, flask of Earl Grey tea in hand, climbing in and out of camera helicopters, or dodging around fighting stuntmen, or, in the case of Interstellar, personally controlling the movements of a virtually life-sized spaceship. He is the very definition of a hands-on filmmaker. The very exemplar of professional focus. And if he never had the time or headspace to say more than a quick hello to me while I lurked on his sets, I still enjoyed the opportunity to converse with him at length during the edits for his films, usually at his home office in Los Angeles (where he does sit down). Articulate, polite and good-humoured, he remains among my favourite-ever interviewees.

I consider myself uniquely fortunate that my film journalism career coincided with the rise of someone who few would disagree is one of the world’s greatest living directors. My first by-line appeared in a movie magazine just a year before Nolan released his debut feature Following in 1998. As a reviewer, I appeared in Polaroid-portrait form as part of the UK advertising campaign for his second film Memento (doing, if I recall correctly, a cheesy two thumbs up). I joined the staff of Empire, the world’s biggest movie mag, a year before he released Batman Begins, his first big Hollywood picture. And I watched, in real time, as Inception proved a surprise hit phenomenon and lifted Nolan to a level of blockbuster auteurism rarely experienced by any other director.

It has been quite the journey. But, of course, it is nothing compared to the journey Nolan himself has taken – entirely hand in hand, it should be said, with his wife and producer Emma Thomas (the ever-welcoming host for most of my Nolan adventures). Nolan started out as a self-taught DIY filmmaker and, with astonishing swiftness, became one of modern cinema’s most successful directors. To date, his movies have grossed more than $6 billion worldwide, won 18 Oscars and, in the United Kingdom, earned him a knighthood, with a damehood for Thomas. He is now a figure who occupies the same lofty stratum as Alfred Hitchcock, Billy Wilder, Stanley Kubrick and Steven Spielberg: someone who makes art within the studio system. ‘There’s nothing better than an adventurous, daring Hollywood film,’ Nolan once said. ‘It doesn’t often happen, but when it does, I feel satisfied. Excited. Challenged.’


[image: Christopher Nolan looks in the eyepiece of IMAX while shooting for The Dark Knight Rises.]


Nolan shooting on IMAX, his favoured format, on the set of The Dark Knight Rises in 2011.



That is how most audience members feel when they’re watching one of his movies, too. Amazing as it was to venture behind the curtain and become someone who Nolan vaguely remembers, it is as an audience member that I’ve most deeply appreciated what he does. His films have a texture and style that distinguishes and elevates them from the vast majority of mainstream Hollywood output – the result of a diligent approach and unwavering commitment to achieving as much as possible in-camera, with all its beautiful imperfection.

This book, then, is no replay of my adventures on Nolan’s productions. Rather, it is a viewer’s tour of the Nolanverse itself, focused on the lucid dreamer at its core, simultaneously its creator and protagonist. It is an odyssey of bold genre redefinition and singular determination to entertain in the freshest way possible, from the early mind-bending noirs, to the superheroic game-changers, to the sci-fi epics, to the historical immersions. Popularity and inventiveness, Nolan has confirmed, are not mutually exclusive qualities.


[image: Nolan leans forward against the back of a chair and looks in the distance.]


Nolan surveys his domain, during the shoot for 2006’s duelling-magician thriller The Prestige.



‘Non, je ne regrette rien’

EDITH PIAF (LYRICS BY MICHEL VAUCAIRE)
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‘A completely different headspace.’

PROLOGUE

If you happened to be on the campus of University College London (UCL) in the early 1990s, you might have noticed one student who stood out from all the rest. While many of his peers would have sported Nirvana T-shirts and grungy plaid, or the bright baggy trousers and bucket hats of ravers, this guy strode around in a linen suit and open-collared shirt, his blond hair neatly trimmed but not too short, allowing a floppy fringe to give his self-assured demeanour a little touch of the debonair. Having taken a year out (to travel, earn a bit of money and make short films), he was a little older than the others in his year, but had an air of maturity that went even beyond that.

‘He was very serious,’ recalled Jeremy Theobald of Christopher Nolan, with whom he connected over a shared passion for filmmaking. ‘He was never the guy who went out and got completely lashed on cocktail nights on Thursdays. He was old before his time.’ Perhaps ‘outside his time’ might have been more accurate. Nolan was, and remains to this day, immune to the whims of fads and trends.

Which did not mean he was by any stretch unadventurous. Nolan ostensibly attended UCL to study English literature, but he had an ulterior motive. Studying literature, he later said, ‘got me thinking about the narrative freedom that authors have enjoyed for centuries. It seemed to me that filmmakers should enjoy those freedoms as well.’ For in truth, he’d been drawn to the university by the reputation of its Film Society, which he immediately joined and swiftly made his domain, becoming its president in 1992.

Located in a basement beneath Bloomsbury Theatre, ‘FilmSoc’ was ‘an Aladdin’s cave for budding filmmakers,’ according to Matthew Tempest, who was the society’s secretary during Nolan’s reign. It had a couple of 16mm cameras, a dolly for tracking shots, old costumes and, most impressively, an old-school Steenbeck editing suite. ‘For me, the whole place was a wonder – a completely unexpected bonus to my English degree,’ wrote Tempest. ‘For Chris, it was his office.’


[image: The façade of University College London’s Bloomsbury Theatre.]


University College London’s Bloomsbury Theatre, beneath which Nolan made a second home of the university’s ‘FilmSoc’.



Film had been Nolan’s passion ever since childhood when, in 1977, his father Brendan (a London-born advertising copywriter) gave him his Super 8 camera, which the budding director used to make explosive mini-epics with French bangers and stop-motion-animated Star Wars figures. ‘It was an expensive piece of kit to give a seven-year-old,’ Nolan reflected. ‘And indeed, in my teenage years, I did manage to destroy that camera by strapping it to the bottom of a car.’ Still, both his parents were encouraging. Even if, Nolan noted, his mother Christina (an English teacher from Evanston, Illinois) had hoped he’d become an architect.

With a British father and an American mother, Christopher and his two brothers Matthew (older) and Jonathan, or ‘Jonah’ (younger), grew up on both sides of the Atlantic. He was captivated by the big-screen likes of Star Wars and Raiders of the Lost Ark in the States (primarily in suburban Chicago, where John Hughes set his Eighties teen romances), while the most impactful cinematic experience of his childhood happened almost 4,000 miles away in London’s Leicester Square Theatre, when Brendan took him to a re-release screening of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey. ‘That has always stuck with me as just being taken to a completely different headspace,’ Nolan said. ‘You know, being shown a completely different reality than the one I’d walked in off the street with. The sheer size of that just stuck with me.’ (The last film ever shown at the Leicester Square Theatre, incidentally, was a 70mm print of Interstellar, Nolan’s expansive tribute to Kubrick’s masterpiece.)


[image: Jonathan ‘Jonah’ Nolan on the set of The Prestige.]


Jonathan ‘Jonah’ Nolan, Christopher’s brother and occasional co-writer, on the set of 2006’s The Prestige.



The thrilling concept of being ‘a director’ first occurred to Nolan just a few years later, when he was 12. By this time, he’d already watched Ridley Scott’s future-noir Blade Runner several times on VHS. Then he saw Scott’s previous film, the seminal sci-fi horror Alien. ‘Totally different stories, totally different casts, but somehow the same mind behind them,’ Nolan realized. The visual and stylistic connections between the two films fizzed and sparked in his young head, like a completed power circuit.


[image: Nolan and his wife, Emma Thomas, direct scenes from Batman Begins along with their crew.]


Nolan directing Batman Begins (2005), alongside his producer and wife Emma Thomas (in the red jacket).



Even when a screen wasn’t available, the teenage Nolan still found a way to absorb cinema. His fusty, Victorian boarding school, Haileybury and Imperial Service College in Hertford Heath, just north of London, didn’t have a film club. So, Nolan would wait until lights out, then sneakily listen to movie scores on his Walkman tape-cassette player, conjuring scenes in the inky darkness of his dorm. Among his favourites was Chariots of Fire by groundbreaking Greek composer Vangelis. ‘It’s a remarkable piece of film score,’ Nolan said years later, ‘because it’s done in a very futurist way, but it’s a film about the past and a film about nostalgia. So, in a way, it’s sort of nostalgia for the future. Which is an interesting concept.’

While many creative boarding-school graduates reflect on their experiences in this cloistered and often repressive environment with resentment or even horror, Nolan has no negative reflections on his school days. Even though, by the time he was taking his A levels, his parents were living far away in Chicago with Jonah, who was in high school. ‘It’s a very Darwinian environment, Nolan recognized of boarding school. ‘You either thrive or you don’t.’ He made sure to abide by the rules (or at least not get caught breaking them), and took advantage of his size to join the rugby team, giving him, he said, ‘a bit of an edge in that environment.’ It wouldn’t be the last difficult environment in which he found a way to thrive.


[image: A scene from Blade Runner features a flying car in a futuristic, dystopian city in front of a high-rise building with a digital display of a woman’s face.]


Ridley Scott’s seminal sci-fi Blade Runner (1981), which Nolan watched repeatedly on VHS as a young teen.




[image: A scene from Alien features an astronaut walking on a metal beam in an alien landscape with a torch.]


Scott’s 1979 breakthrough film Alien, another Nolan favourite, which revealed to him the concept of a film director.



By the time Nolan graduated from UCL in 1993, it was clear to those around him he was going places. He’d fallen for fellow student and FilmSoc member Emma Thomas on their first day at university; they married four years later, now have four children (Flora, Rory, Oliver and Magnus), and Thomas has produced all of Nolan’s films. But he was also already showing a nascent mastery of his beloved medium and would continue to use FilmSoc’s resources for the short films he’d make during the following years, while cutting his teeth professionally in his day job putting together corporate videos for Electric Airwaves, a London-based media training agency.

‘I thought his career might even go all the way,’ wrote Tempest in 2011, ‘and he might shoot a few adverts before eventually (if he got lucky) directing episodes of The Bill and Coronation Street. That was simply how the UK film industry was back then.’

But, of course, Christopher Nolan was different.


[image: A scene from Interstellar features four astronauts walking in a single file on a rocky surface.]


Nolan’s space-exploration epic Interstellar was heavily inspired by Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968).




[image: A scene from 2001: A Space Odyssey features a character in a white head covering and clothes standing on a curved surface.]


A shot from the genre-redefining 2001, for which Kubrick constructed rotating sets to replicate zero gravity – a technique adopted by Nolan for Inception.
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