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Six Impossible Things before Breakfast: 
Dream-worlds, Labyrinthine Journeys, Imaginary Shapes
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Abstract:
For many observers, the incessant processes of urban growth that started at the beginning of the twentieth century 

had transformed the cities fin de siècle into foreign and crowded places of a labyrinthine tangled metropolitan space. 
Inspired by several cinematic and textual analogies, our purpose as urban explorers will be to read the imagistic and 
textual codes and attempting to discover the fascinating pathways of interpretation. Without confining ourselves to a 
simple flanêrie, to a subjective gaze objectifying urban space, as once required by the Modernist view, our approach 
seeks to think about cities in various ways, but mainly as imaginary constructs – coincidentia oppositorum of rationality 
and sensitiveness, of conscience and inspiration. By setting out precisely some similar features between the city as 
organic form and the human body, our study doesn’t aim to provide any historical or chronological frame but attempts 
to bring together complex ways of analysis from the privileged terrain of urban studies to geocriticism, art history, 
mythology and even psychoanalysis.
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Besides the whole range of cultur-
al and artistic practices that register, re-
spond and refl ect the experiences of 
Modernity, there are always some steady 
traits of the imaginary architecture, a 
changeless background that cannot be re-
straint neither to a historical period, nor 
to a univocal aesthetic tradition. Even to-
day, the geographical dimension of the 
city is by far less important than the sym-
bolic dimension of its image. By taking 
into account that real cities are all the re-
sults of some architectural, social, politi-

EKPHRASIS, 1/2014
URBAN SYMPHONIES

pp. 176-182

Iulia MICU
Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca

Email: juliamicu@gmail.com



177Six Impossible Things before Breakfast:
Dream-worlds, Labyrinthine Journeys, Imaginary Shapes (I)

cal, cultural and economic exigencies, the study of the imaginary cities implies instead 
a cultural journey beyond these common features to the poetics of interpretation, to a 
symbolical hermeneutics. Psychology, geography and art emerge in the fi guration of 
imaginary worlds of being. Thus, the city is not only a living space with certain limits, 
landmarks and proximities but it is rather a mental image, a cognitive map intended 
to refl ect the subject’s strolling through these spatial structures, in order to search for 
his lost identity and to register a subtle form of urban memory. 

Highlighting the relationship between the body of the city and the creative cog-
nitive process, this urban identity defi nes itself through certain archetypal symbols. 
These possible worlds made of dreams, or springing from imagination, objectify a cer-
tain need of the human psyche to defend himself in order to survive to some limit sit-
uations or anxieties. Recalling the notion of the production of space as rendered by the 
French philosopher Henri Lefebvre, along with the three verbs that describes it: per-
ceive, conceive and live (Lefebvre, 1991: 246), further discussions bring into question two 
other methods: mythopoetics and phantasmatical interpretation.

Since we are talking about imaginary architectures, everything has labyrinthine 
structure. Hence, the subject who declares itself interested in making this journey has 
the incumbency to fi nd the right way out. Making some notes on Eliade’s fantastic 
works, Culianu states that there are two ways of such an initiatic journey: the quest and 
the call. Corroborating this equation with the Freudian theory of instincts from Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle – about the two driving instincts that shape human behavior: the 
life instinct (Eros), and the death instinct (Thanatos) – we can sum up a fi rst conclu-
sion. As a result we have a bipolar distinction: the quest of an active subject, driven by 
heroic urges, governed by life and love instincts and belonging to a chivalry ethos of 
warriors and the call of the passive subject, driven by visionary passions, governed by 
death instinct and belonging to the mystical ethos of saints, artist and thinkers. René de 
Solier concludes a similar point about the subject drifting in the imaginary labyrinth. 
He notes that in such a task, the artist is rather psychic than guidance (De Solier, 1978: 
88). We can also recall that Freud’s structural model of the psyché was inspired by the 
conversation from Plato’s Phaedrus (246a-254e) upon the myth of the human soul. Plato 
allegorically imagines the psyche as a chariot drawn by two winged horses, a beautiful 
and noble steed; the other, restive, and modest origin. 

Tessellated shape of the worlds within worlds

Right before testing the aforementioned distinction on our further demonstration, 
we must begin our cinematic analysis by considering a very short but suggestive scene 
from Nolan’s Inception, where young Ariadne – the new recruit of the dreamers’ team 
– shape shifts the imaginary architecture of Paris. Namely, this is the third moment 
of her fi rst dream as an architect. First she bends in half the café street – the buildings 
on each side folding in until they form the inside of a cubic city, as a Chinese box with 
catoptrics att ributes and – gravity functioning independently on each plane, then she 



178 Iulia MICU

telescoped a bridge across the Seine, and last she dragged a huge mirror between two 
pillars across the bridge and closed it as if it were a giant gate and does the same in 
the opposite direction; she broke the mirrors obtaining a crossed-shaped bridge, infi -
nitely repeating the same architectural patt erns – her own three-dimensional version 
of a dromenon. 

Fig. 1. Christopher Nolan, Inception. 2010. 

This regular division of the plan with mirrors and geometric distortions calls to 
mind the mathematical lithographs of Escher, the Dutch graphic artist well known 
for the impossible constructions imagined in his works such as: the Necker cube or 
the Penrose triangle, never-ending spirals and stairs looping into Möbius strip-like 
irregular perspectives, hyperbolic plane rising from a fixed two dimensional stand, 
infinite three dimensional series of spheres, columns, cubes and polyhedra in repeated 
tilling called tesellations, as a perfect symphony of right proportions. Therefore, the 
optical illusions used by Ariadne in order to change the visual perspective inside the 
dream world remembers the image from Escher’s lithograph Magic Mirror (1946), a 
cubic shaped space, with a mirror inside, perpendicular on a plan surface. The light 
descend on a diagonal line from the upper side left corner to the lower left corner 

Fig. 2. M.C. Escher, Magic Mirror. 1946. Lytograph.
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highlighting an angle shape on the right side of the mirror. Two spheres, one on 
each side, and a griffin string loop from the center to right and left, multiplying, and 
vanishing right in the center into a tessellated pattern. 

Comparing the two images – the fi lm shot and the lithograph – we can easily iden-
tify the two structures previously discussed, even more clearly this time. If the griff on 
recalls the symbols for the erotic passion and courtly love as described in Qatrocentt o 
and Early Renaissance romances (Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso or Hypnerotomachia Poliphili 
att ributed to the Francesco Colonna), the sphere renders a Chthonian vision of a har-
monic and balanced personality, a small scale image of the Mother Earth. As a result, 
the griff ons and the sphere embody two distinct ways of contemplation, of interact-
ing to optical support the lover atomizes himself while the visionary stays the same. 

Fig. 3. Christopher Nolan, Inception. 2010.  (Cobb’s dream world atomizes).

For better understanding this equation and also the imaginary architecture of 
a tessellate world, we have to return to Inception. While tested for designing skills, 
Ariadne is requested to draw in two minutes a maze to be solved in one. Drawing on 
a grid, constructing the maze, tracing straight lines and concentrating, she fails twice. 

However, third time, after frustrated 
by failure, flips over the notebook 
and starts drawing on the blank 
cardboard, drawing circles, creating 
a maze based on concentric rings and 
succeeds. As seen in film, the drawing 
looks seemingly with the dromenon 
on the floor of Chartres Cathedral. In 
contrast with the first two drawings, 
square-shaped and thus enclosed, 
Chtonian and thanatic, the image of a 
rounded word, divided in concentric 
circles, looks more appropriate, 

Fig. 4. Christopher Nolan, Inception. 2010.
(Cobb trying to solve Ariadne’s dromenon).
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as we have seen, for someone who needs to stop 
the Self from dissolution. Consequently, without 
taking into account that since early Christianity, 
the European Culture has seen these labyrinthine 
structures as imaginary substitutes for the subjects 
mystical journey to Saint City of Jerusalem and 
imagined after them the late medieval utopias like 
Campanella’s City of the Sun, or as Andreae’s City 
of God, they continue to be the unaltered volumetric 
structures of the healthy Self enlighten from inside. 

Surprisingly but diffi  cult to see at fi rst glance, 
Nolan fi lm basically renders an upside down vision 
of the world. Even the time seems to fl ow in reverse, 
as seen in the diagram Cobb sketches on the paper 
table cloth: a circle made of two arrows running 
counterclockwise and split in a half by a straight line. 

Once again, recalling the Early Medieval maps of 
the spherical Earth, and further, the coincidentia op-
positorum of ancient mythologies and religions, he 
actually explains the birth of genuine inspiration as 
the simultaneous act of creating and perceiving the 
world. For that reason, the explanation is close to the Indian mythological motif of the 
all mighty god Mitravarunau, from the Rig Veda and his two-faced shape: the unre-
vealed and eternal Varuna and Mitra, the revealed and subject of becoming. As Eliade 
notes in The Myth of Reintegration, this dialectical concept of an upper-lower, seen and 
unseen Deity, reshaped the world’s instruments of cognition (Eliade, 2003:49). As a 
result, only by suspending this contradiction, the subject overcomes the profane cos-
mic level, the human condition, and reopens himself to the transcendent and becomes 

Fig. 5. The Dromenon on the floor
of Chartres Cathedral

Fig. 7. Hildegard von Bingen. Spherical 
Earth in Early Medieval Christian world.

Fig. 6. Christopher Nolan, Inception. 2010.
(Cobb sketches the Genuine inspiration).
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consubstantial with the Divine. In order to enable such paradox, a breaking of level is 
requested, as well as the disintegration of the universe and its re-composition as an-
drogynous being. Yet, opposed to the conventional vision, Cobb sketches the imagi-
nation process, crossing from “create” to “perceive” in a counterclockwise movement. 
And, by explaining that while dreaming the mind could actually perform wonders 
and while awake it just uses only a fraction of the true potential of the brains, he con-
sequently point that in a state of genuine inspiration the architectural dream-space 
lets the mind to fl y from the simple act of imagining a building to a much more com-
plex process of discovering it. Practically, that sums up the old diff erence between in-
spiration and knowledge, as in the old Victorian leitmotiv riddle from Carroll’s Alice 
in Wonderland about the diff erence between a raven and a writing desk. But in order 
to gain this the genuine inspiration the subject must be prepared to descend to the un-
derworld of its subconscious. 

Fig. 8. Tim Burton, Alice in Wonderland, 2010. (Down the Rabbit-Hole).
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