
After the psychedelic trance dancers of Climax and the vengeful race of
Irreversible, Gaspar Noé invites us to an intimate and vulnerable exploration of
a couple (Françoise Lebrun and Dario Argento) and their son (Alex Lutz) facing
the challenge of Alzheimer.  

closer to the documentary. 

Should cinema be only entertainment? I
don't know. It's strange because there are
films that frighten everyone but
personally, amuse me a lot. 

The film that won the Palme d'Or this
year, Sans Filtre (Triangle of Sadness),
shocked some people, while I think it is a
commercial - and very funny - film. I
wouldn't call it an auteur film, and the
director (Ruben Östlund, editor's note)
doesn't consider it to be one either. It is
an entertaining film, but very cynical. 
There are films that try to be
documentaries but are also so cynical in
their approach that they become very
funny. 

Among the many viewers who praise the film for its realism and sensitivity on Allociné (French film critics' website, editor's
note), one Internet user, Arnaud, writes: "Art film ok in principle. [...] But still, the viewer has come to be entertained! Either
you make a real film, or a documentary film, but you have to choose.” Gaspard Noé, have you chosen?
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He doesn't seem to be a big fan, this guy!
[laughs] It's a fiction film, but it tries to
represent reality in a documentary way.
Jean Eustache did this with the 1973 film
La Maman et la Putain, with Françoise
Lebrun. He attempted to make a fiction
film that was as close to a documentary as
possible, while respecting real-life
dialogue with real-life characters.
Personally, I try to do the opposite. I don't
have a script. I put people in a realistic
setting, with realistic clothes, and I tell
them to "do this scene as if it were
happening in real life. Don't think about the
camera, and don't think about being funny.
Let's try to make something that looks like a
documentary." 

And then, also to respect the vocabulary
of each of the characters I film —whether
they are interpreted by actors or by non-
actors— I let them find their own words
and movements. Only afterwards, do I cut
out what doesn't suit me or what doesn't
seem credible. I use fiction tools to get 

use fiction tools to get closer
to the documentary. 
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Here we have the perception of the
woman who is afraid of being touched.

There is a formal concept in this film that
is very strong and yet emotionally simple.
You don't have to be a film buff to
understand what it's about!

As with all of your films, the audience
leaves with the impression of having
lived a sensory and immersive
experience. This time, however, there is
no moving camera, no bright lights and
no oppressive music. What did this
more refined style allow you to explore? 

Every story has its own style. You don't
apply colours that don't suit the subject.
You don't use unnecessary and overly
technical camera movements to follow
two old people who move more slowly
than young dancers. There is a
commitment here that is not always easy
to manage but is simple in the end: the
film is in split-screens. That is to say that
on the screen, you see two images as two
frames, within a cinemascope frame.
Inside each vignette, you follow the life of
one character.  

Anyone can understand on an emotional
level that it is in fact a representation of
the double loneliness of people. They live
under the same roof and are in constant
interaction but are still disconnected. 

Sometimes you see the hand of one
character form a bridge between the
vignettes. The perception of the hand
coming out of one frame is not the same
as the perception of the same hand
entering the other ! Even though there is
perfect synchronisation. In one scene it
appears to be naturally moving, in the
other it seems almost surnatural.

here is a formal concept
in this film that is very

strong and yet
emotionally simple.
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Indeed, you had already used split-
screens in Lux Aeterna (2020). Here, the
double point-of-view perspective is
very powerful for the narrative. Was
this an idea you had with the script, or
did it come to you while shooting? 

In Lux Aeterna, the choice of split-screens
was out of spite. It paid off because I
wanted to shoot the film in sequence, like
in Climax. But we were so unprepared that
at the end of the first day of shooting, I
was exhausted! 

I thought that I wasn't going to be able to
do sequence shots, so I had to edit. At that
time, I had started shooting very quickly.
We shot all the sequences with two or
three cameras. So we had the same
sequence from three different angles. I
thought it was very nice to fragment the
screen into two or three parts.  

After Lux Aeterna, I made another short 

fashion film for the Saint Laurent brand
called Summer of 21. It was a short film
that I shot in 3 days, and it was the last
thing I did before I started Vortex. 

When I came up with the idea of making a
film about an old couple in a flat, I
thought that the split screen was more
than just a graphic choice to look pretty,
such as in the fashion film. It could be an
emotional choice that would have much
more meaning. I applied this system,
which was simply a decision of elegance in
the fashion film, but which had an
additional meaning for Vortex. 
Many people talk to me about the first
sequence: the drop that falls on the centre
of the image and separates them. It is the
moment when she realises that she will
never connect with her husband again,
that their two realities are separating. 

In Vortex, we are far from the
choreographed crowd of the choral film
Climax. Here, the atmosphere is much
more intimate. To convey this intimacy,
you chose Françoise Lebrun, Alex Lutz,
and of course, Dario Argento. Why this
trio, and how did you direct them? 

The choice of Alex (Lutz) came last. 
When I wrote the first version of the
script, I wasn't thinking about specific
actors but rather about the generation of
actors that was concerned by this
situation [Alzheimer]. I was looking for
someone in her eighties who could play
the woman. Françoise Lebrun came to my
mind very quickly. Especially since I had
met her a year earlier at a festival and I
had her contact. What a chance to have
met Françoise Lebrun, whom I have
admired since I saw La Maman et la
Putain. She seemed really sweet and nice. 

That is why I approached her before
approaching Dario Argento, to see if she
would be interested. She answered
"maybe", because she didn't know my
films very well, but mainly because she
wanted to know who would eventually
play the father. Her answer was a bit
delayed because of that. 

The first person I thought of to play the
man was Dario, because I knew him well
for 30 years and I am very close to his
daughter.  Being very good friends with
his daughter, I used to call them both for
Christmas or New Year’s. 
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After shooting the end of the film, in
extremis we had the idea to add a prologue
to the film and to add the sentence. Dario
and Françoise stayed an extra day, and we
shot this sequence at the beginning of the
film, where they are having a drink on the
balcony. 

I almost have a family bond with him.
Even if it is not an autobiographical film,
Dario is the person who, in his gestures,
his way of talking with his hands, his
accent and the way he moves, reminds me
most of my father. And of course, I wasn't
going to ask my father to be in the film.
My mother had Alzheimer's, and I didn't
want to make a documentary that my
father might not like. Luckily for me, the
film that Dario was working on had been
delayed because of COVID. So I offered to
have him work with me, and Asia (his
daughter, editor’s note) helped me to
convince him. 

Dario shoots very quickly and does few
takes. Sometimes, I had films where I
asked the actors to do the same take
several times. Usually, I would do it
perhaps five or six times, even up to
twelve times for the dancers' films. In the
case of Dario, the fourth one I never had!
[laughs] In general, after the third take, it
was "bye bye, I'm off!” But he was very
professional. Honestly, I don't know who
else could have played the character so
well and with such charisma. And I didn't
have a backup plan! I thought of other
people, but no one really appealed to me. 
It was a stroke of luck that he said yes! 

Once I had confirmation from both of
them, we decided together with Françoise
that she would play a retired psychiatrist.
And that Dario would play a former critic. 

And when I put their two photos on the
wall, I wondered who could play their son.
Alex Lutz, whom I had seen in the film
Guy and who I thought was excellent,
matched. Both physically and personality-
wise. He is very melancholic in life, even if
he is funny on stage. It is this facet that I
wanted to develop with him. He has never
been a junkie, but he likes to transform
himself, so he dressed up as a struggling
junkie nerd. 
In the same way, it was up to him to
improvise all his dialogues.

So the Edgar Allan Poe quote that
recurs in the film, "Life is a dream
within a dream", uttered by Dario
Argento was not scripted?  

It was Dario's idea. It was a phrase that
came to him when he was on the phone
with a friend. And I decided to keep it.
Then we added it to the ceremony at the
crematorium.

In the end, the phrase comes back three
times, which gives the impression that it's
the leitmotif of the film, but it wasn't my
idea at the beginning.

The fact that you edit at the same time
as you shoot, how does that change the
process of making the film? 

Nowadays, everything is done digitally.
We pre-edit, choose the takes, and then
fine-tune them. As we go along, we see if
we have all the material or if something is
missing for the storyline to make sense.
The advantage is that I can see very early
if something went wrong, and then I can
make up for it. 
  

On the first day of shooting, I shot a
sequence with one camera. When I looked
at it the next day and compared it to the
two-camera footage, I thought it was a
shame that we had done this scene with
one camera, compared to the split-
screen... 

Finally, on the third day, we turned one of
the two sequences around, adding a
camera. 

The split-screen also makes it possible
towards the end of the film to switch off
one of the two screens when a character
dies. It allows us to emphasise the
emptiness and absence. Was this an
idea you had from the start?  

I lost my mother 10 years ago, and it's true
that it's a feeling I didn't know before: to
lose a person very close to me. When
you're grieving, you have this feeling of
having a hole next to you. It is a very
physical sensation, as if something is
missing in space, like a black hole that is
not visible to others but that only you feel.
It's an easy feeling to understand. The half
of the screen that goes black allows us to
picture this in a blatant way. 

You said in an interview, "People are more
afraid of losing their minds than of dying.” 
 
It's true ! Many people say that. My father
is one of them. There is the fear of losing
one's mind but also - maybe motsly - the
fear of being a burden to others.
 

To come back to this emptiness... As far as
I'm concerned, emptiness does not
constitute life. It's like when people ask
what you think about death. There is no
such thing as death, there is only life. But
life floats on a void. We come back to this:
"Life is a dream within a dream" or "Life is
a fantasy", which is a similar phrase.
Death is like the underlining of this void.
Even before reaching this point of
emptiness—death—there is through
dementia a dissolution of memory, a
dissolution of existence. 

At the beginning of the film, the
management of this mourning is dealt
with indirectly. On the radio in the
background, we hear Boris Cyrulnik
and a panel of speakers talking about
resilience.  

You know what? It's strange! I stumbled
upon this passage by accident! It wasn't
planned at all! I had shot the film, and I
knew I wanted to put a radio that wakes
them up, but I didn't know if I was going
to put classical music, the radio, or the
weather. I was in the editing room, and I
thought, "Why not a podcast from
Cyrulnik about death?” because I love his
books. I came across this podcast right
away. I asked my editor to add the show to
the picture, and it worked really well!  
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This is something that happens with old
age that I wanted to show: they are afraid
of the outside. They are afraid of the stairs,
of the street. They are afraid of having
their bag snatched from them on the
corner, especially perhaps in a district like
Stalingrad in Paris. This comes with age:
you are not necessarily reassured by your
interior, but you are even more worried
about the exterior. It's the story of a
withdrawal. 

The house in which they withdraw
plays a key role in the story, since the
question of the couple's placement in a
specialised institution (assisted living
facility for seniors) arises. Most of the
film is spent in this house full of
objects! How did you build that set?

It was a real choice! I also asked to keep
the fruit in the kitchen. At the end of the
shoot, I wanted the set to smell like
rotten. And indeed, when people arrived,
they asked us "but who lives here? It
stinks!” [laughs] Old people lose their
sense of smell and that's the reality! 

There are very few outdoor scenes. The
few sequences we shot on location were
because Dario had to leave the shoot. So
we had two free days, and we improvised.
We shot the scene where Françoise is
looking for something in a hardware shop
that was next door. After this sequence,
we shot another scene where she is
wandering the streets. Once we had shot
these scenes,we had to show the
counterpoint of what Dario was doing
during this time. If he hadn't had that
ankle thing, I might never have shot those
sequences. 

We didn't look any further! [laughs] And
because it worked so well, we mixed the
sound loud enough so that we could
understand everything that was being
said.  What a happy coincidence! 

There is little music in the film, but
every time it plays a crucial role,
especially at the beginning and at the
end. Again, these are unexpected finds,
or did you already have them in mind?  

For the opening sequence on the balcony,
I thought we would put on some sad music
from the neighbours' house. At first, I
thought of a sentimental oriental type of
music, like the one you hear at one point
because they have Pakistani neighbours,
but I finally decided on a French music. I
thought of Francis Cabrel's C'est écrit, and
then Françoise Hardy's Mon ami la Rose.  

So we uploaded the song to Youtube, and
there were two versions. One had
overlapping images, which wasn't very
interesting, and the other was a close-up
of her from Swiss television, which was so
beautiful. I loved it. Instead of just testing
the music off, I wondered what would
happen if we just inserted the whole clip
in the middle. And it worked so well! It
wasn't a preconceived idea. It was only
when we found the material with
Françoise Hardy singing, that we made
that decision.  

In Vortex, time and space are very
different from your other films. You
accustomed us to characters who run and
move a lot. Here, the space is reduced:
almost the entire film takes place indoors
and the characters move slowly.  

his comes with age: you
are not necessarily
reassured by your

interior, but you are
even more worried about

the exterior. It's the
story of a withdrawal. 

T
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This scene is also crucial to understand
the role of caregivers of Alzheimer's
patients. The father is overwhelmed,
and the son finds himself in a position
where he has to look after his parents.
There is a reversal of dynamics,
compounded by the son's own demons
as he struggles with drugs. 

Children having to look after their parents
is a classic story. But on top of that, Alex
Lutz has a struggling character who
doesn't have the capacity to deal with this
kind of situation. His mother is, of course,
in no position to object. The only
character who understands what is going
on is the head of the family: the father.
And he can't stand his son lecturing him.
He feels superior intellectually and
socially. And his son doesn't know what to
do with that.

This makes me think... in the category of
shooting accident, there is this sequence
where we see him fall back into drugs
while his five-year-old son watches him.
But it wasn't deliberate: we did a first take
and suddenly the door opened and the kid
entered the frame. "This is not possible!, 
 it is too scary that the son sees his father



do drugs", we thought. But it worked well!
The only thing is that he left quite quickly.
So we did the shot again, but this time we
asked the kid to stay. He came to me and
said "What is Alex doing?” I told him not
to worry about it, but to stay in the field of
vision [laughs]! We did it a second time,
and the kid, of course, didn't understand
what Alex was doing at all. He was
smoking heroin! 

It's true that there are some lucky
accidents on set. When Dario reaches out,
to speak to Françoise, it was not scripted
at all. She started crying without warning.
He was worried, reached out and touched
her hand. The result is super pretty! And I
hadn't asked Françoise to cry at all, let
alone Dario to hold out his hand. But the
graphic effect is great. 

dance. That's also the pleasure of making
films. To meet people. 
And after a while you come back from the
festivals. Back to reality.

problem as long as you could get in
without paying. 
I had two passions. I never did sports
[laughs] all I did with my time was 
 watching movies and reading comics.

A movie junkie, in short! You often talk
about Fernando Solanas and David
Lynch...

Eraserhead by David Lynch was the film
that made the biggest impression on me
when I started studying film. I must have
seen it ten times in a row. Fernando
Solanas was not only a great friend of my
father, and a filmmaker, but he gave me
my first job as an assistant director. I was
a bit of a personal assistant to him. He
also had a great political career as he was
a presidential candidate in Argentina. He
really represented the independent left at
its best and most caring. He was my
father's best friend, my first boss, and a
spiritual father whom I admired a lot. I
even felt closer to his political approach
than to his cinema. 
There was a funny thing with Fernando.
When he had a film in competition, he
would say to me, "Do you want us to win
Gaspar? We have to go and whistle up all
the other films!" [laughs] So I went to see
all the other films in competition, and I
whistled while dragging the whole room
along! I had never whistled so loud. I
whistled at good films with the greatest
pleasure, just to mess the screening up.
Bravo Gaspar!  

You have lived in Argentina, the United
States, and France, and you describe
your encounter with Japan through the
film Carne. What does it mean to you to
present the film abroad? 

This film in particular is very universal.
It's not like presenting a scenario about
some Parisian daily-life. My inspiration
for some of the scenes in the film
happened in Buenos Aires rather than
Paris. As the film is so universal, the
subtitles don't change the perception.  

Traveling for film has a surreal quality to
it. You attend festivals, stay in luxury
hotels, travel for business... You're treated
like a king while the rest of the time,
you're starving! [laughs] And there are
always parties on the set and at the
festivals. You meet people, you drink, you 
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You introduced yourself to the cinema
by sneaking in through the back door,
by reading comics, or even by watching
erotic films. Was it this introduction to
the seventh art that made you want to
show what is not usually shown?  

It's true that I entered the cinema at a
young age. My best friend's uncle and
grandfather worked in the cinema, so it
was thanks to him. They were cinema
cashiers in Buenos Aires. I was 10 years
old. We went to school in the morning,
and we had our afternoons off. From 2 p.m
on, I didn't know what to do with my day,
so we went to the cinema every day. We
watched one or two films per day, all of
which were restricted to minors. I
developed a sort of “cinephilia”. 

I watched movies such as Death Wish with
Charles Bronson slaughtering rapists,
James Bond, Red and Black, Italian neo-
realists, or R-rated films. Because the
cashiers liked us, we would go out on the
balcony and watch them. I consumed
films that today you could find on DVD or
online, but at that time you could only see
in the cinema. I had access to so much
more film than all my friends. Even
though I wasn't specifically looking for
films that were restricted to minors. The
fact that the film was banned was not a dd
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Thanks to Paradiso Filmed
Entertainment for the opportunity to

meet with them and for their work in
favour of French-speaking cinema in

the Netherlands.
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© Ella Gijselhart at the office of Paradiso
Filmed Entertainment.


