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Cinematography and Sensorial
Assault in Gaspar Noé’s [rreversible

This article will focus on the aesthetic element of cinema-
tography in Gaspar Noés 2002 film lrreversible, and its
function of affecting the spectator on a physiological and
psychological level. The methodology used for this purpose
poses aesthetics as a confrontation with the spectator, and
studies the resulting direct physiological and psychological
modulations. I wish to move away from what Herbert Zett
terms “applied media aesthetics,” in which media elements
“clarify, intensify, and interpret events for a large audience”
(14). Instead, this article will approach formalist studies of
cinema from a more radical direction: the field of “haptic
cinema,” a model for theories of spectator affect. While the
concept of haptics, derived from the Greek verb “haptest-
hai” meaning “to touch” (“Haptics”), is discussed in a range
of fields (mechanical engineering, psychology, literature), I
propose that its significance in cinema must be examined
more closely; as my frame of reference I will use Laura
Marks’s extensive research into the subject, in which she
posits the image as evoking the sensation of touch within
the viewer (162). No longer the codifier of a set of ideas or
feelings, the image becomes the feeling in this approach, and
instead of establishing a connection between aesthetics and
content, the viewer receives the image on a purely visceral
level.

One aspect to be specifically examined is the relation
between camera movement and induced kinetosis—more
commonly referred to as motion sickness or, more precisely
for my purposes herein, visually induced motion sickness
(VIMS), a by-product of exposure to optical depictions of
inertial motion (Bardy et al. 1). In frreversible, specifically,
the cinematography conducts a visceral attack on the view-
er, ultimately eliciting adverse physical sensations. I suggest
that the film establishes what I define as a certain “in-the-
body-ness” between the viewer and the characters—es-
sentially, the degree to which the viewer is placed into the
shoes of the film’s characters. This in-the-body-ness secures
the place of frreversible in Tim Palmer’s cinéma du corps, “a
spate of recent French films that deal frankly and graphi-

cally with the body, and corporeal transgressions . . . whose
basic agenda is an on-screen interrogation of physicality in
brutally intimate terms” (57).

This visceral assault is first experienced during the Rec-
tum nightclub sequence, filmed (like every other sequence
in Irreversible) in one take. Here, the camera spins and
twirls through the claustrophobic interior, its movement
significantly different from that of the party scene, which
is lighter in tone and features more structured camerawork,
further emphasized by brighter and more diffuse lighting.
While a tracking shot is often used in order to help the
viewer better understand the camera’s surroundings, thus
acting as a point of navigation and allowing an unmediated
view of the characters’ surroundings (e.g. the “Copacabana”
shot in Martin Scorsese’s Goodfellas [1990], or the many
tracking shots around the high school in Gus Van Sant’s £/-
ephant [2003]), Irreversible celebrates its usage to the com-
plete opposite effect as we follow Pierre (Albert Dupontel)
and Marcus (Vincent Cassel) through the dungeon-like
corridors of the Rectum nightclub. Here, the tracking shot
deliberately disorients, nauseates, and confuses the viewer,
aiming to subvert the very function of classical cinema-
tography: it does not simply follow a track, pacing itself
through the world, granting the frame a degree of stability
that entails complete knowledge and understanding of the
world through the screen. Palmer describes the camerawork
as a result of Noés decision to use an extremely small, light-
weight Minima camera in order to film a 360-degree area
of space around the characters of Pierre and Marcus (76).
He discusses the cinematography with descriptors such as
“violently” and “jarring,” reinforcing the popular idea that
Noé tends to punish the viewer.

The result is a complete loss of control—not only for
the camera, nor for Pierre and Marcus, but most signifi-
cantly, for the viewer. The classical ideals of cinematography
are dismantled to mirror the alienation and stupefaction
Pierre and Marcus experience inside a space that is com-
pletely alien to them. As one critic notes, the camerawork
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establishes that “nothing makes sense, nothing is in focus,
reality is scraps of information that refuse to assemble into a
pattern” (Hunter n. pag.). Furthermore, these adverse feel-
ings are transmitted to the viewer in order to establish that
in-the-body-ness with the male pair: the viewer, too, gets
lost in the world of the nightclub, and subsequently ex-
periences similar feelings of dislocation and isolation. The
concept of defamiliarization comes around full circle upon
the sequence’s final shot. After watching Pierre and Marcus
fatally beat the man they believe to be Alex’s (Monica Bel-
lucci) rapist, Le Tenia (Jo Prestia), we soon discover their

In Irreversible, specifically, the
cinematography conducts a visceral
attack on the viewer, ultimately
eliciting adverse physical sensations.

mistake: the man they killed was not the rapist at all, and
Le Tenia merely watches the murder incredulously, with
a sadistic sense of satisfaction. Only with the benefit of
omnipresence can the viewer understand the tragic error,
something Pierre and Marcus may be doomed to never see.
The disorientation induced in the viewer by the camera
movement is paralleled in the quest of the two men who
are similarly lost in an unfamiliar world, only to result in
fatal consequences.

While it is important to note the effects that we, as
spectators, may feel while viewing the events as they unfold,
I wish to continue supporting my initial hypothesis that
Noés film exploits spectator affect through the sensation
of touch with evidence from research into the area of hu-
man sensation and perception. While there has yet to be a
consensus among researchers on the factors leading to mo-
tion sickness, the sensory conflict theory has been central
to an understanding of VIMS for over two decades. Writ-
ing on the topic of motion sickness, J.J. Brand and James
Reason argue that “the essential nature of the provocative
stimulus is that it always involves a mismatch between pres-
ently communicated spatial information and stored traces
of previous information” (103). Situations, then, that elicit
motion sickness

are all characterized by a condition in which the mo-

tion signals transmitted by the eyes, the vestibular sys-

tem [the sensory system that most heavily contributes
to the sense of balance and spatial orientation] and
the nonvestibular proprioceptors [sensory receptors
that detect the motion and orientation of one’s own
body in space] are at variance with one another, and
hence . . . with what is expected on the basis of previ-
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ous transactions with the environment. (Brand and

Reason 264)
One of the key factors of VIMS, as suggested by Bardy et
al., is that of vection, which is defined as the subjective ex-
perience of self-motion relative to the inertial environment
as produced by optical simulations of self-motion (2). They
further explain this concept by employing the idea of body
sway—defined as “the slight postural movements made by
an individual in order to maintain a balanced position”
(Abbott et al. 2225)—suggesting that, through laboratory
tests, “optical simulations that mimic the amplitude and
frequency of body sway give rise to a subjective experience
of self-motion” (Bardy et al. 2, emphasis added).

It can be established, then, that a spectator who views
a film that produces the illusion of subjective movement
can experience motion sickness by way of a clash between
one’s expected degree of movement and the simulation of
movement that is forced upon them. This might explain
why, in Matt Reeves’s science fiction film Cloverfreld (2008),
many spectators reported experiencing bouts of nausea and

vomiting during the film. One doctor explains how motion
sickness would be elicited, suggesting that, while watching
Cloverfield, “viewers were sitting still in their seats, so their
inner ear was telling their body they were motionless. But
the bumpy camera movements—and their eyes—misled
them into thinking they were moving around erratically”
(Smith n. pag.). These conflicting messages then bring
about symptoms of motion sickness, such as nausea and
headache. The degree of subjectivity is central in eliciting
this effect: a film that posits the spectator as an objective
witness removed from the content onscreen will likely not

result in motion sickness, as it follows the traditional norms

of cinematography—such as logical uses of long, medium,
and close shots to establish the world and its inhabitants
clearly. Contrastingly, a film that attempts to place the
spectator within the film must often do so through either
a subjective point of view (as evidenced in Cloverfields
filmed-through-a-character’s-camera verisimilicude) or, as
in the case of Irreversible, a form of indirect subjectivity: not
witnessing the action through a character’s direct point of
view, but allowing us to become close enough to the action
that we are able to experience the characters’ emotions as if
we were right there with them (Boggs 132). In our example
here, the camera does not literally become the point of view
of Pierre or Marcus, or perhaps any Rectum inhabitant, but
successfully emulates their states of mind through move-
ments that blatantly violate any traditional cinematograph-
ic norm. In so doing, the camera lens transforms into a hu-
man eye, emulating the spontaneity and uncertainty with
which we view the world, no different from the uncertainty
Marcus and Pierre feel in the hostile, claustrophobic, and
entirely alien environment of the nightclub.

It can therefore be suggested that Noé treats the hap-
tic through cinematography, which, as exemplified by the
VIMS induced by the Rectum sequence, can affect the
spectator on a physiological level.! Going back to Marks’s
initial conception of the haptic, we can see how Noé erases
the representational power of the image and privileges its
material presence instead. The image is not constructed for
contemplation and interpretation by the spectator, but in-
stead reveals reality; the notion of “construction” is disman-
tled for pure feeling on a physiological level, exemplifying

1. It should be noted that this remains a hypothesis, and one in need of
further empirical research. It is also worth considering viewers who did
not experience nausea or uncomfortable feelings of any sort during the
viewing,.

... the camera lens transforms

into a human eye, emulating

the spontaneity and uncertainty
with which we view the world,

no different from the uncertainty
Marcus and Pierre feel in the
hostile, claustrophobic ... nightclub.

the bodily relationship between image and spectator that
Marks delineates (164). If we are to locate the importance
of this cinematic technique within Palmer’s framework of
the cinéma du corps, it is evident that Noé focuses on the
human body not just on a narrative scale (the vicious beat-
ing, the men in the nightclub in general), but integrates
the focus on the filmic body into the spectatorial body. For
Noé, the body is both subject and object: it is a catalyst for
the narrative’s propulsion (subject—Alex’s rape and beat-
ing), yet is also treated most inanimately (object—the body
is treated as a vessel for violence, drugs, and sex). In a way,
the spectator’s body can also be envisaged as such, as we
simultaneously are subject by way of direct affect with the
film’s various bodies, yet remain object as we are held to
witness the acts of cruelty.

If it is the objective of the cinéma du corps to pose
the human body as its thematic centrepiece, then this can
only come to fruition, at least for Noé, when the spectator
is physiologically affected by the image as well. It is not
enough to simply convey the feelings of disorientation and
violence as experienced by the characters: there must also be
a direct link established between character and spectator for
the fullest extent of verisimilitude. While my examination
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of the cinematography has revolved around perspective, this
direct connection can be further examined with a final look
at Marks’s suggestion that the affection-image can “bring
us to the direct experience of time through the body” (163).
Marks here invokes Deleuze’s notion of the movement-im-
age, examining how the haptic image can “be understood as
a particular kind of affection-image,” as the affection-image
“may also force a visceral and emotional contemplation in
those any-spaces-whatever divorced from action. . . . Thus
the haptic image connects directly to sense perception . . .
” (Marks 163). Noé makes his concern with the concept of
time evident in a number of ways throughout Irreversible:
the Butcher from 7 Stand Alone (Gaspar Noé 1998) mur-
murs, in the opening shot, that time destroys all things (“Le
temps détruit tout,” also seen on a title card at the film’s
conclusion); the title itself evokes the irreversibility of time,
which is mimicked as a framing device for the film (the
narrative’s sequence of events are shown in reverse chrono-
logical order); the sequences are each filmed in one take and
subsequently edited together to give the illusion of seamless
transitions; and finally, the experience of time is linked to
Noé’s presentation of the body, with two specific moments
demarcating his aesthetic as not only constituting a cinema
of tactility, but also of human phenomenology.

In the Rectum sequence just examined, I focused
on the movement of the camera, and furthermore, on its
inability to cease movement: it twists, turns, and lurches,
never slowing down. This is the case, at least, undil the se-
quence’s most graphic burst of violence occurs, beginning
initially with Marcus having his arm snapped by the man
he and Pierre believe to be Le Tenia. Pierre appears behind
the man, who is preparing to sodomize a semi-conscious
Marcus, and begins to pummel him in the face with a fire
extinguisher, long after the man has ceased to consciously

respond to the attacks. It is the first time in the film that
the camera becomes largely stationary: it only tilts up and
down slightly to follow the trajectory of the extinguisher,
and spins only once in the middle of the attack. Settling
on the ground beside the man, the upward angle allows
us to not only witness, but to receive Pierre’s attacks as the
extinguisher’s bludgeons land on the man’s face beside the
camera. This, again, engages a form of indirect subjectivity
with the spectator, but here it makes clear the importance of
temporality and its connection with bodily experience. It is
a moment when the viewer is not only physically disturbed
by the act of violence itself, but also through the fact that
he/she is forced to endure it for its entire duration, without
ellipses, cutaways, or movement to aestheticize the violence.

Similar to the fire extinguisher
scene, the spectator identifies
with the victim not through mere
representation, but direct affect.

It is this violent method with which Noé establishes the
in-the-body-ness between the viewer and the character—in
this case, the man being beaten. The concept of duration
forces the viewer to acknowledge his/her own cognizance:
the duration of the murder correlates to the duration the
spectator must necessarily endure. Once the murder is
complete, the camera also calls attention to temporality by
lingering on the deceased man’s caved-in skull: as Stephen
Hunter points out, “the camera doesn't look away from the
last few seconds of the atrocity, and the biology of death by
crushed skull is laid out in detail” (n. pag.).
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A further instance of this relation between the body
(for both characters and spectators) and temporality is the
central event that catalyzes the aforementioned attack in the
Rectum nightclub: Alex’s rape by Le Tenia. It lasts a total of
nine minutes, and takes the stasis of the camera to an even
further level in that the camera simply lies on the ground of
an underpass, framing Le Tenia and Alex in a medium-long
shot, and remains completely motionless for the duration
of the vicious rape. In the relationship between spectator

and screen there lies a voyeuristic gaze, the normally private
element of sex now dismantled through the spectator’s own
act of intrusion; this is emphasized when we catch a glimpse
of a passerby wandering into the tunnel from the opposite
end, only to stop short upon the viewing of the act, and back
out without offering any form of support for Alex. In this
sense of voyeurism, then, the Rectum sequence shares with
the rape sequence an indirect subjectivity that contributes
to the film’s in-the-body-ness: just as we follow Pierre and
Marcus into the depths of a nightclub with equal anxiety
and confusion—largely elicited through cinematography—
we also follow Alex down into the underpass, the medium
shot behind her head emphasizing our own identification
with her. This shot is reminiscent of Noé’s similar work in
Enter the Void (2009), which Noé discusses in the context
of “his analysis of his own perception . . . [in that] he sees
himself in silhouette in his memories and dreams” (B 18).
It can similarly be argued, then, that this very subjective
notion of the director’s perception can be placed within the
context of Irreversible, for as we are meant to identify with
Oscar (Nathaniel Brown) in the first-person narrative of
Void through this angle, we are also drawn to identify with
Alex by following her through the underpass. Similar to
the fire extinguisher scene, the spectator identifies with the
victim not through mere representation, but direct affect.”

2. One might raise the question of identification lying with the attacker
rather than the victim, a position that is not my current focus, but that
warrants further research. In his review of Irreversible, David Edelstein
comments that the camera “leers” at Bellucci, with Noé “on the verge
of implying that such quivering ripeness can’t be left unmolested in
a world like this, that by natural law it ought to be defiled” (n. pag.).
Roger Ebert suggests that, upon the release of 7 Spir on Your Grave (Meir
Zarchi 1981), “the new horror films encouraged audience identification

In the results of a research project conducted on audience
responses to watching sexual violence onscreen, Martin
Barker lists a number of aspects that he believes constitute
the dangers of filmic rape, one of which would appear to
support this notion: “There is a belief that to show, for in-
stance, a rape on screen is . . . almost to enact the rape for
real. The line between the represented and the real is seen to
be particularly fragile in this case” (107). Such an erasure of
the boundary between reality and representation occurs in
a number of ways: just as Alex is trapped on the ground, so
are we; just as she is trapped within the confines of a small
tunnel, so too do we feel the claustrophobic confines; and
most importantly, just as Alex must endure the violence for
nine unbroken minutes, the spectator must also withstand
the event for its entire duration.

Describing the camerawork in this sequence as “cru-
cially static” and committing to an “excruciating . . . sin-
gle-shot,” Palmer emphasizes the “punishing” nature that

temporality enacts (77). Other critics have noted the anti-
pathetic nature elicited from the unbroken gaze: the audi-
ence must “sit in anguish through a solitary shot,” one de-
scribes (Sells n. pag., emphasis added); another argues that
its “difficult to know what to do during those nine min-
utes in which Bellucci lies prone, moaning and weeping. .
.. You can leave—although Noé would probably consider
that a victory” (Edelstein n. pag.); the duration of the shot
is brought to the fore in another critic’s description of the
“10-minute-long take” wherein Alex “endures a vicious anal
rape” (Baumgarten n. pag., emphasis added); and finally, J.
Hoberman notes that the “nastiness lasts eight minutes but
feels far longer. Having found its meat at last, Noé’s camera
stops turning cartwheels and settles down to masticate upon
the unsavory spectacle” (n. pag., emphasis added).

There are yet many more reviews and articles refer-
ring to the rape sequence in much the same way. Often,
descriptors are employed to point to the inescapability of
the sequence (relating Alex’s rape to that of the spectator,
both helpless), and in so doing, inherently discuss the dura-

not with the victim but with the killer” (n. pag.). While this possibility
should certainly be recognized with regard to frreversible, such a position
does not seem to reflect the experience of most commentators.
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tion of the sequence, often noting its significance as a static
long take. As a critic for USA Today suggests, Noé “[ex-
periments] both with time frame and audience tolerance”
(Clark n. pag.), the two inevitably informing one another:
the standard Hollywood procedures of editing are broken,
the temporality of the image now akin to that of avant-
garde cinema, whereby experimenting with duration can
be traced back to the structural film tradition of the early
1960s, of which Andy Warhol’s early usage of the static

... the Rectum sequence shares

with the rape sequence an

indirect subjectivity that contributes
to the film’s in-the-body-ness ...

long take “[triggered] ontological awareness” (Sitney 352).
The essence of the long take, however, finds its theoretical
underpinnings in the early writings of André Bazin, for-
mulating (and subsequently favouring) realist film theory.
Bazin called for the depiction of objective reality through
film, citing documentaries and the films of the Italian neo-
realists as examples, and argued that techniques such as the
long take were preferable to this end over montage editing.
Noé exemplifies realist filmmaking through his treatment
of the two sequences contemplated herein that focus on
the human body, as well as through his goal to affect the
viewer on a physiological level. Gregory Currie comments
on the long take and realism, suggesting that the former
“enhances our ability to detect spatial and temporal proper-
ties of the fiction by using the capacity we have to detect
those properties of things in the real world” (107). By its
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nature, the long take emphasizes “the sense of passionate
contemplation . . . [of] reality . . . an unmediated openness
to the world” (Le Fanu n. pag.). It could be argued that not
only the two sequences mentioned above, but also other,
non-violent sequences from the film work to the effect of
attacking the viewer, such as the explicit sexual discussion
between Pierre, Marcus, and Alex on the subway, whose vo-
yeuristic nature may instinctively cause discomfort within
the spectator; while this uneasiness is due to the nature of
the discourse rather than the content of the image, the sub-
way sequence shares with the previous examples the long
take’s property of forcing the viewer to endure the action
within the frame.

So itis, then, that the (static) long take, in establishing
for the spectator a direct connection between the tempo-
ral properties of the image and those experienced in real-
ity, acts as a central factor in constructing the film’s in-the-
body-ness. We are forced to witness two separate attacks
on the human body and, through indirect subjectivity, are
transposed into the shoes of each victim. The indirect sub-
jectivity dissipates representation and symbolism for pure
physiological and psychological response, achieved through
the manipulation of cinematography: the dizzying camer-
awork mimics the confusion and anxiety that Pierre and
Marcus experience in unfamiliar territory, while the static
long takes force us to become one with Pierre’s victim and
Alex, the stasis and unbroken duration eliciting within the
viewer a state of ontological contemplation. Noé constructs
the image in the face of reality, and in turn pushes ideas of
the haptic to the fore: we no longer witness bodily pain, but
now experience it for ourselves.
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