
OME PEOPLE are easily 
seduced by images. Hence the 
misguided praise for Steve 
McQueen’s Hunger, an 

overblown filthfest of pain, piss and 
excrement. And here we are with more 
torture porn in Lars von Trier’s 
Antichrist, which Paul Morley, in a fit of 
insanity, described from Cannes last 
May as ‘a work of art, a great 
masterpiece’. He cannot be serious. For 
Antichrist is enough to give the 
concept of ‘art film’ a very bad name. 
     In that Newsnight Review discussion 
from Cannes, Morley made much of 
the opening prologue, a slow-motion 
black-and-white sequence in which a 
couple known only as ‘He’ and ‘She’ 
(Willem Dafoe and Charlotte 
Gainsbourg) make graphic love in a 
bathroom while their son Nic escapes 
from his cot, climbs to an open 
window and falls to his death from 
their high-rise apartment. The child, his 
teddy bear and the snow descend in 
slo-mo, to the sound of a plaintive 
Handel aria. Beautiful? Maybe, but also 
cynically manipulative. Morley called it 
‘the greatest piece of cinema in 
history’. Really? Better than the Odessa 
Steps sequence in Battleship Potemkin? 
Or the battle scene on the ice in 
Alexander Nevsky? Etcetera, etcetera, 
etcetera. Compared to them, this 
prologue, as Sarfraz Manzoor 
suggested in the same discussion, is 
no better than a glossy insurance ad: 
“keep your child away from high-rise 
windows”. 
       She is then wracked by depression 
and guilt at her son’s death. He – a 
therapist by profession – offers to treat 
her grief himself. They retreat to ‘Eden’, 
a holiday cabin in the forest where she 
and Nic had spent the previous 
summer while she worked on a thesis 
on gynocide, specifically the 
systematic killing of women 
throughout history. He discovers the 
text, which contains medieval 
illustrations of the dismembering and 
burning of witches.
      She had, however, abandoned the 
thesis, because she had come to 
believe the medieval propaganda that 
she was seeking to critique – namely, 

that women, as vessels of nature, are 
inherently evil. Antichrist then appears 
to substantiate her conclusion (the fact 
that her child’s feet are deformed 
because she had perversely put his 
shoes on the wrong feet hints that she 
succumbed to ‘evil’ even before he 
died). His attempt to make her face her 
fears fails completely. Instead, she 
descends into madness and the film 
into revolting grand guignol: she 
knocks him unconscious; batters his 
genitals with a block of wood; 
masturbates him until he ejaculates 
blood; bolts a lathe wheel onto his leg; 
and, worst of all, cuts off her own 
clitoris with a rusty pair of scissors. 
Later, she stabs him but he then fights 
back, strangles her and burns her 
corpse on a pyre. No kidding.
      So, what’s it all about, then? Well, it 
does pretend to have meaning. There 
are quasi-religious allusions 
everywhere. The title is from 
Nietzsche’s attack on Christianity; he 
and she obviously are meant to 
represent everyman and everywoman; 
Eden is a pretty obvious trope; she, like 
Eve, is the root of all evil; Dafoe, who 
played Jesus in Scorsese’s The Last 
Temptation of Christ, (the choice of this 
actor is hardly a coincidence) is pierced 
in the leg; and so on.
       The evil in the human world mirrors 
nature, red in tooth and claw, where 
sex, violence and death are 
intertwined. “Nature is Satan’s church”, 
she herself affirms. We see a doe with a 
stillborn fawn dangling from its womb, 

a bird devouring its own offspring and 
 – instead of a snake – a talking fox 
(announcing ‘chaos reigns’ as it 
cannibalises itself).  Does this imply a 
‘message’ to the effect that the world 
was created by Satan, not God, or even 
that Trier is condemning the Almighty 
himself? 
      In an interview, when asked to 
justify the film, Trier said: “I don’t have 
a choice. It’s the hand of God, I’m 
afraid. And I am the best film director 
in the world. I’m not sure God is the 
best god in the world”. He also said: 
“I’m a very bad Catholic. In fact, I’m 
becoming more and more of an 
atheist. Religion is shit. I know that 
much. I’ve kept 
Nietzsche’s Antichrist on my bedside 
table since I was 12”.  But in that work 
Nietzsche criticised the moral effect of 
Christianity on humans because it was 
a slave religion which denied the 
life-affirming will to power.     
     Trier, on the other hand, is more 
obsessed with the evil in nature as 
proof of the non-existence of a 
benevolent God. Yet he completely 
overstates his case, not least by 
deliberately undermining what is 
good. The man is portrayed as the 
calm, rational scientist who rejects the 
idea that nature can harm his wife and 
indeed dismisses notions of good and 
evil. We could say that he is the 
embodiment of Humanism. But he 
loses: the film is anti-reason, 
anti-science, anti-nature, anti-women. 
It is in fact nothing but a nasty, 
nihilistic tease.
      We could also say that, like Gibson’s 
The Passion of the Christ, it’s another 
example of how religion messes with 
the mind. Trier has declared that he 
didn’t make the film for critics or the 
public but for himself alone. That’s not 
good enough: a film as a work of art is 
a communication or it is nothing. Trier 
has inflicted a pretentious, 
misogynistic, depressing, sick joke on 
us, and we have a right not to be 
amused. He should keep his nasty 
demons to himself.         
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