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Life
World-champion free diver — and 
filmmaker — Guillaume Néry takes 

exploration to new depths.  
By Andrea Carneiro
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It should come as no surprise to those familiar with famed French 
free diver Guillaume Néry that prior to discovering the sport that 
would consume much of his adult life, his childhood fantasy held 
a similar theme.

“My dream as a kid was to become an astronaut,” says the 
32-year-old world champion. “Only a few people have the chance 
to pursue this dream. Today I know that I wouldn’t have been 
selected because of my sight.”

Vision aside, his passion for exploring the unknown has driven 
Néry to aquatic depths spanning the globe, eventually reaching a 
personal best of -125 meters during training in Greece last year. 
But, he admits, numbers aren’t what push him to dive. “Back a few 
years ago, my goal was to go farther and farther, to beat as many 
records as possible,” he says. “Today, my vision is different. My 
passion toward exploration remains the same, but I don’t have an 
exact number in my head. One more meter would already be a 
step in the unknown. It’s fascinating.”

Equally intriguing is the simplistic precision with which Néry 
approaches the sport, a form of underwater diving in which the 
diver attempts to reach great depths on a single breath. Outfitted 
in only a diving suit, mask, nose clip, Ball diver watch and monofin 
(a singular fin that fits both feet), he dives connected to a tether, 
which can pull him up should anything go awry. Basic equipment and 
physical prowess aside, though, it’s the mental aspect that Néry says 
requires the most training. 

“When I dive, I only send my physical body in the water. My mind 
already knows exactly what is going to happen,” he explains. “I’m 
extremely focused and completely relaxed. When I reach a certain 
depth, I get hallucinations, a phenomenon called narcosis.” That 
phenomenon inspired Narcose, a film created by Néry and his partner, 
free diver Julie Gautier, about narcosis — also known as “rapture of 
the deep” — in which the diver’s nervous system begins to feel the 
effects of excess nitrogen, impairing judgment and delaying physical 
responses much like a narcotic would. 

In addition to Narcose, Néry has collaborated on several other 
creative endeavors, including documentaries such as the extreme 
sport-focused Attention, A Life in Extremes and La Traversée des Mondes, 

It’s a 
feeling you 
won’t find 
anywhere 
else on 
Earth. It’s 
magical.

“
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which explored a dive in the heart of the Yucatan. Calling free diving and art “my 
two passions,” Néry’s future projects include a movie series and a cinema-style 
documentary in which he’ll guide viewers — meter for meter — on a complete 
free dive.

All of this is a far cry from Néry’s beginnings, where the loss of a breath-hold-
ing contest with a friend inspired his future. “He won, and this annoyed me,” 
recalls Néry. “After that, I trained myself a lot. After four weeks, I was able 
to hold my breath for four to five minutes. At the same period, I met Claude 
Chapuis, my future diving mentor, who taught me everything [I know].”

Today, Néry spends his days training, traveling and spending time at home 
in Nice with Gautier and their daughter Maï-Lou, balancing preparing for 
conferences and promoting and producing new films with family dinners and 
school pickups. (“It’s a good mix, a balance that suits me pretty well.”) His 
passion for the deep is apparent still, having wandered off what he calls “the 
common path” to pursue a life, and occupation, that few can. 

“Diving in the unknown [keeps me going],” says Néry. “Discovering un-
explored areas with the desire of pushing back my limits. When I dive, I go 
so deep that I’m surrounded by only blue. You have no point of reference; 
infinity is almost within reach.  It’s a feeling you won’t find anywhere else on 
Earth. It’s magical.”

THE MINUTE MAN 
As a Ball ambassador, 
Néry shares his experi-
ence in diving with the 
watchmaking team and 
they collaborate on  
design and features.
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