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DISCOMFORT MOVIES

Climax

As Climax opens to the sound of Gary Numan’s recording of Satie’s
Gymnopédies, and an overhead shot of a bloodied, barely dressed woman
running screaming through clean white snow fills the screen, one has the
perverse feeling of being in a safe pair of hands. It will hardly be a surprise to
anyone who knows Gaspar Noé’s oeuvre when the credits run before the film
itself (presumably in case we don’t make it through to the end). Nor when the
film plummets into a neon-lit interior, shot through with the grotesque horror-
porn aesthetic familiar from works such as | Stand Alone (1998) and Enter the
Void (2009). With his fifth feature, Noé seems to have completed the transition
from French cinema’s enfant terrible to mature auteur in full control of his
material. Climax confirms him as one of a few contemporary directors —
alongside Michael Haneke, Agnes Varda, perhaps the Dardenne brothers —
whose work shows real consistency of vision.

Noé is probably most infamous for the nine-minute rape scene, shot in one
unflinching take, in 2002’s Irréversible. Climax, which is based on the
supposedly true story of a troupe of 1990s dancers who drank LSD-spiked
punch during a post-rehearsal party and succumbed to a collective bad trip, is
mostly composed of what appear to be two extremely long takes: the rehearsal
itself (a virtuoso musical number) and the gruesome descent into the inferno.

In between them comes the party itself, constructed as a series of quick-fire
conversations between various pairings of dancers. As was often the case in
Noé’s Love (2015), these short scenes are punctuated by sudden, brief fades
to black, not-quite-jump-cuts that sometimes return to find the scene exactly
as it was and sometimes reveal another, similar scene. It's a sequence marked
by the inattention, excitement and nerviness of the early stages of a party.

All of this is set to a soundtrack of mostly 1990s French electronic dance
music, in keeping with the period setting (itself a neat trick for ensuring that
there are no mobiles available when chaos falls). Noé is typically attentive to the
layering, timbre and overall impact of sound design on the audience. His cast
of mostly non-professional actors speak little, but the film’s meaning — so far as
there is one - lies beyond language, in pulsing beats, inarticulate sounds:
grunts, cries and gibbering screams. It is something of a cliché that the films of
what has been dubbed the new European extreme cinema — for which Nog is
the poster boy — dare you to look away. There were moments when Climax
made me want to rip up the seat covers and stuff them in my ears.

The film isn’t without its antecedents or influences. An early sequence — a
precursor to the action proper — opens with a very Haneke-like TV screen
embedded amid VHS tapes that include Salo, Suspiria, Possession and
Querelle, as well as books by Fritz Lang, Luis Bufiuel and Nietzsche. There'’s a
series of Godardian intertitles offering up nonsensical truisms. And everywhere
is the push-pull of the Artaudian Theatre of Cruelty — a practice intended to
‘wake us up. Nerves and heart’, through ‘immediate violent action’ that
‘inspires us with the fiery magnetism of its images and acts upon us like a
spiritual therapeutics whose touch can never be forgotten.” One critic has
described Climax as ‘Fame directed by the Marquis de Sade'. Fittingly, the fim
that Climax most put me in mind of was Peter Brook’s Marat/Sade (1967).
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Brook, though, along with fellow artists such as Jean Genet, used brutality as a
way of depicting class struggle and human suffering in the midst of changing
social structures. It’s unclear what the political stakes are for Noé, though it
seems some political allegorising is afoot. France is described, variously, as
‘hell on earth’ and ‘the home of Western culture’. The production credits
present ‘A French Film and Proud of It’, while a huge, glittering tricolour forms a
backdrop to much of the action. Sofia Boutella (the film’s one professional
actor, here playing choreographer Selva) declares the rehearsal a success with
a cry of ‘God with us!” And it is surely no coincidence that the group’s first act
of violence claims as its victim Muslim dancer Omar, who falls under suspicion
precisely because the rules of his faith have kept him from drinking the

spiked booze.

The dancers themselves are a mixed bag racially and sexually. Controversial
gay icon Kiddy Smile plays DJ ‘Daddy’ as a kind of benevolent uncle figure.
The dancing itself — a stunning, contortionist version of voguing — is developed
out of France’s multiracial, polysexual ballroom scene. Nina McNeely’s
choreography glories in the athleticism of these black, brown, white and yellow
bodies, clad in PVC, net, sequins and lurex. But at the same time it casts them
as creepy, creaturely and aggressively sexual, even before the drugs take hold.
What does it mean when one character lipsticks a swastika on another’s
forehead? Of course, the film offers no answers. Climax is neither as graphic
nor as shocking as Noé’s earlier work (in fact, despite the incest, infanticide
and immolation, its final 30 minutes are, well, a little anticlimactic). Still, Noé
remains the eternal provocateur, one whose flaws put other directors’
successes to shame. Not everyone will like what he does here, but there’'s no
denying that he does it very well.

Catherine Wheatley, Sight and Sound, October 2018
Strasbourg 1518

Depicting a real-life dance epidemic, this short film is a wonderful micro-
demonstration of director Jonathan Glazer's (and frequent collaborator Mica
Levi’s) ability to create intense and nauseating atmospheres.
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